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There’s a famous quote—I think from the theologian Karl Barth—that says that a preacher should always speak with the Bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other.  I often think of myself as working with a variation on Barth’s theme—I preach with the Bible in one hand and the collected works of Malcolm Gladwell in the other.  Many of you are familiar with Gladwell’s books such as “The Tipping Point” and “Blink”.  These books have helped me to understand what current science is showing us about how human’s think and make decisions.  One thing I’ve come to understand is that we receive way more information through our senses than our brains can process at any given moment.  As a result, our brains are constantly sorting information into categories.  This is a morally neutral activity—we simply have to do it in order to make sense of everything we are perceiving at any moment.  

One of the ways to conceptualize the kind of sorting our brains do at any given moment is to imagine a series of concentric circles, like a bull’s-eye.  We sort information into a map like that—figuring out what is most central, what is most important, what is less relevant and what is periferal.  We do this kind of sorting very consciously when we are, for example, writing a research paper.  We read through a lot of papers or studies, and then figure out what information is most central to our argument and what is irrelevant.

Well, what we do consciously when writing a paper, we do unconsciously much of the time.  We have bull’s-eye-shaped maps of time, of space, of our relationships.  If I’ve lost you here, just think about Junior High, or Middle School.  I think every Middle School has a social map that kind of looks like a bull’s eye, and every person there knows where they are on the map.  So here’s an idea of a little ice breaker for us this morning—let’s each find a partner and take a moment to share where you were on the social map when you were in seventh or eighth grade.  Were you at the center, on the edge or somewhere in between?  Let’s take a moment and discuss….

Now when we read the Bible, we are encountering a world that is different from our own, in time, place and social structure.  One way to begin to understand the Bible is to figure out the maps that are implicit to the worldview of the writers and the audience. The writers and the audience for the Gospel of Luke are steeped in the world of first century Judaism.  We know a little bit about that world, right?  For example, we know that they had a map of time—the most important, most holy day of the year was Yom Kippur.  They had a map of space—the most important, most holy place in the world was the temple in Jerusalem.  And they had a map of people—the most important, most holy people in the world were the men who served as priests of the temple in Jerusalem.


The Gospel of Luke begins in the center of all of these maps--right in the bull’s eye, with the priest in the temple on a holy day.  If we grew up in a world that was ordered in this way, this is exactly where we would expect a story about God to begin.  You can almost see the crowd nodding as this story is read out loud in a gathering.  But then something surprising happens.  As soon as we’re drawn into the center in this story, we’re directed way out to the edge.  The Angel tells Zechariah that God is acting in the world—making a miracle happen.  But God is not acting at the center.  God is at work out on the edge, making something happen in the life, in the womb of an elderly barren woman.  Suddenly, Elizabeth’s womb is the holiest of holies!  How strange, how unexpected.  Who is this God who would act in this way?  That’s what we’ll discover as we read the rest of the Gospel.  This is the God of Jesus—a God who is especially present at the edges, at the margins, among people who are not especially holy, or important or special.  In this story, the edges are where the action happens.


From the very start of his story, Luke starts messing around with the maps everyone has in their minds.  So it should come as no surprise that John the Baptist does his work not on the steps of the temple, but at the edge of civilization, in the wilderness.  He calls out until people start leaving Jerusalem, coming away from the center, moving out to the edges, re-drawing their maps as they go.

So, what does this story mean for us?  How does it map into our lives and our world?  One way to address that question is to map our lives into this same pattern of concentric circles.  After all, our world isn’t so different from Luke’s world—we still have a sense of what’s central and what’s marginal in our world.  We don’t explicitly talk about this in terms of who has access to God anymore, but we are very explicit about who has access to wealth and power and opportunity.  How do you think the world maps out in those terms?  We could draw similar maps for wealth or educational opportunity.  There’s racial and cultural maps too, and when we think of ourselves in relationship to the rest of the world, its pretty clear that we are a lot closer to the center than we are to the margin.  

What are we going to do with that information?  The more we read in Luke, the more we’re going to have to wonder—is the Gospel really good news for us?  Do we have a role to play in this drama?  There is an answer in Luke, too, and its not always an easy one to hear.  If you want to witness the activity of God in the world, if you want to witness miracles, you have got to allow yourself to get pulled off center.  You need to go to the margins, and keep your eyes open.  That’s where births happen, that’s where God’s new story begins.  What would that look like for us?  If we’re here in the center of power and privilege, who is out on the margins?  What would it look like for us to be attentive to those places?


But there’s a part of me—and I bet there’s a part of you--that resists being mapped in this way.  We simply don’t feel like we’re at the center of the world.  We FEEL marginal, despite our income or education or the location of the town where we live.  After all, I don’t have access to the people who make decisions in Washington anymore than the homeless guy on the street.  I carry with me a sense of my views and the people I know being marginal to those who are really in control.  Maybe you feel marginal because of your age, or because of your racial, ethnic or class background.  Maybe your work puts you out on the edge, or maybe your gender or sexual orientation or disability.  But the thing about this story is, it won’t let me off the hook, even if I am not powerful or not in control.  The marginal folks, after all are the ones God uses to change the world.  If I’m off on the edge, that doesn’t let me off the hook.  That means I’m a starter on God’s team, and I need to stay awake and ready.

I empathize with Zechariah—and not just because I work as a kind-of priest in a kind-of temple.  I imagine it was painful for him, and disturbing, to discover that God was acting way out on the edges when he had spent so much time getting ready for God to act in the center.  But Zechariah’s story is also a tremendously hopeful one, because as it turns out, the marginal person who God touched was his own wife, and the marginal place where God acted was her womb.  In the end, the edge of things wasn’t that far away from him.  He didn’t have to travel out to the ends of the earth to witness God’s activity.  He just had to look at the world right near him with different eyes.  When he was pulled out of the confines of his own ideology, he found that the edge is a lot closer to the center than he ever imagined.  May it be so with us.
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