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                       Ezekiel 37:1-14 and Romans 8:22-27

Have you ever tried to control someone else’s behavior or attitude?  Have you ever tried to make someone do something?  Have you been successful?  Maybe at times you have been—but I’m betting that the experiences you are remembering right now are times when you discovered just how hard it is to control anyone, or anything.  Here’s just one story—out of many I could tell—about how I’ve learned that in my own life:


When Paul and Isaac were around three years old, I decided that it would be a good idea for them to learn to swim.  We were planning on spending time that summer at lakes with both of our families, and I wanted to be sure the kids were “boat safe” before the summer began.  So, I signed them up for swimming classes at our local YMCA, bought them swim suits and swim diapers and even hired a babysitter to come with us to the pool every Tuesday afternoon because this class required there to be one adult in the water with each child.  So, by the time the swim class began, I had already invested quite a bit of effort into making it work out.


You can see where this is going, right?  Paul and Isaac actually got in the water the first day, but from then on they would get in on their own and would scream bloody murder if I tried to pull them in.  Soon they started screaming in the locker room as I tried to get their swimsuits on.  Eventually the developed such an aversion to the pool that they started crying whenever we drove past the YMCA.


Now, I wish I could tell you that I was calm and cool through this whole process.  But I wasn’t.  I really wanted to make them go swimming!  At first, I was playful and cajoling with them, but as time went on I became more and more focused on MAKING them get into the pool.  I held them tight and jumped into the water with them.  I chased them around the locker room and held them tight while I put their swimsuits on.  And everything I tried seemed to just build their resistance all the more.


So, eventually, I got so frustrated I just gave up.  I stopped going to the class, canceled my date with the babysitter and just gave up.  When the summer came along, we brought Paul and Isaac up to Squam Lake in New Hampshire with Danny’s family, but we told everyone, “Paul and Isaac don’t like swimming.  They don’t like the water.”  We settled in for a week of playing in the sand at the side of the lake.  


Paul and Isaac’s cousin, Anna, is less than a year older than them, and she had the exact opposite attitude about the water.  All she wanted to do all day was play in the water—splashing and jumping and dumping buckets of water over her head.  Paul and Isaac mostly ignored her the first day, but began to watch her out of the corner of their eyes.  On the third day, the ball they were playing with accidentally rolled into the lake, and without thinking, one of them ran after it and brought it back out.  Anna, their cousin, then shouted for the twins to throw the ball in again.  To my surprise, they did, and ran it again to get it before Anna could grab it.  And so the game went on, with the ball going farther out into the lake and Paul and Isaac each going in farther after it, until, by the end of the day, all three kids were up to their armpits in water, screaming with laughter and dumping buckets of water over each other’s heads.


I was really, really amazed to watch Paul and Isaac’s transformation that day.  What I had been utterly unable to make them do, they joyfully did on their own thanks to Anna who just enjoyed herself in their presence for three days straight. 


That was a really good parenting lesson for me—and one I’ve had to keep re-learning.  I want to make my kids do things—and when they won’t do those things, I either try harder or I give up.  I find that I can go black and white with my thinking really easily:  make them comply or give up, force the issue or call the situation hopeless.  When we’re in a conflict situation, I tend to forget that there are tons and tons of other ways to interact with my kids besides trying to control them. 


But this isn’t just a parenting issue.  After all, we can get caught trying to control our aging parents or our spouses or our co-workers or those we supervise or those who we rely on for some service or even friends.  The more we focus on control, the more we focus on getting them to comply, the easier it is to forget all the other ways in which we can interact, all the other ways we can connect, all the other ways we can be in relationship with another person.


Can you help me think of some other ways that we can interact with, connect with, even influence a person besides attempting to control them?  


Control isn’t just an interpersonal issue.  It’s a theological issue as well, and it can be just as constricting and constraining to our theological thinking as it is on our relationships.  As soon as we start to think of God as the power or the force or the person who CONTROLS the universe we’ll find ourselves slipping into black and white thinking really quickly.  Either God controls EVERYTHING or God controls NOTHING.  


Many of us start off with the belief that God controls everything.  Maybe that’s how God is explained to us, or maybe we just assume that’s who God is because we extrapolate from our experience of our own parents when we’re little.  Everything that happens is because of God.  God is organizing the universe both on a macro scale and on a micro scale.  There is no such thing as coincidence—everything that happens, happens for a reason, and that reason is God’s reason, stemming from God’s perfect plan.


But a belief in an all-controlling God is difficult to sustain in the face of tragedy.  We might be able to convince ourselves that little problems in our lives serve some kind of good purpose, but it is really hard to imagine how a good God could design and ordain the massive tragedies of life.  The death of 8 million people in the Nazi holocaust, the 200,000 people killed in the 2004 Tsunami, babies that die in infancy, children who suffer and die—if God really controls everything that happens, if God really determines every event, how could any of these things happen?


And so, many of us conclude, God does NOT control everything.  But what does that mean?  For many who have reached this conclusion, the next logical thought is that God does not exist, or if God exists, God is powerless and therefore meaningless.  Others of us re-craft our understanding of God, and imagine that God has set the world up to run its course and does not intervene.  We may even imagine that God cares about what happens, feels sad about things that happen, but still is somehow unable to step in and actually affect our lives or the lives of people around us.


But are those the only options available to us when we try to understand how God interacts with the world?  Is it really true that either God controls everything or God controls nothing?  When I hear that kind of black-and-white thinking come out in our conversation about God, I find it helpful to remember my experience trying to get Paul and Isaac to swim.  Once I got really focused on controlling them,  I had very few options.  I was either going to succeed or fail.  But Anna, their cousin, didn’t set out to control them, and as a result, she had all sort of options for relating, connecting and even influencing them.  She could play near them, she could play with them, she could laugh with them, she could empty a bucket of water over her own head while they stood by and watched.  


What if we followed her lead and threw out control as a category for thinking about God?  What if we stopped asking the question, Does God control the universe or not?  What if we instead just wondered, How is God interacting with the world?  How is God relating to me and my life?  There are so many ways that question could be answered!  God could be listening to us or laughing with us or weeping for us or singing to us…or a thousand other things.


Just look at the scriptures the lectionary gave us for this day, for Pentecost.  In each, God’s spirit is active and influential in the world.  In Acts, the Spirit instigates and inspires and enlivens and translates.  In Ezekiel, the Spirit repairs and resuscitates.  In Romans, the Spirit utters a sigh from deep within us.  In each of these scriptures, God is active and involved in the world, but not really in a controlling way, not really in a directive, determining way.  There’s something much more intimate about a Spirit that breathes with us, that groans within us, than there is about the One High God ordering the universe by edict from a throne.  There’s something much more playful about a Spirit that flutters about like a Dove and makes people appear intoxicated than there is about the sergeant general God that bosses every one and every thing around. 


When we open our imaginations up to new possibilities, the scriptures are right there to meet us with powerful images of God’s interaction with us.  Each of these scriptures describes an interaction that moves us way, way beyond control, and into all sorts of other creative, relational possibilities.


Thanks be to God!
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