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    Proverbs 1:20-33 and Mark 8:27-38


The era of our life when we watched videos aimed at preschool-aged children has thankfully come to an end, but there are some videos that were in such frequent rotation during those years that I can still recite their dialogue verbatim and remember all the verses to the songs.  In addition to “There Goes a Train”, most of the Veggie Tale videos are on this is.  How many of you are familiar with the Veggie Tales?  They are cartoons in which the main figures are vegetables—Bob the Tomato, Wally the Cucumber, Junior Asparagus…you get the idea. These vegetables teach Bible stories to kids, and in between the stories they sing silly songs such as “We’re the Pirates Who Don’t Do Anything” and “Oh Where Is My Hairbrush”.  Maybe it’s an acquired taste.


There’s one Veggie Tales video that made me uncomfortable, however.  Eventually it had to get “lost”, and it wasn’t because I couldn’t take the silly songs anymore.  The video was called “Josh and the Big Wall” and it was a pretty entertaining retelling of the story of Joshua and the Battle of Jericho.  You know the story I’m sure—Joshua is the leader of the Israelites who are battling the walled city of Jericho.  Joshua gets instructions from God that the way to defeat the city is to have all the Israelites, led by the priests, march around the walled city one a day for six days.  Then, on the seventh day, they should march around seven times, and then seven priests should blow horns and everyone should shout, and then the walls would “come tumblin’ down”. 


I was familiar with the story of Joshua and the battle of Jericho, but I had never thought much about the moral of the story until I heard Bob the Tomato put it something like this, “You should always do what God tells you to do, even if it doesn’t seem to make ANY sense.  God’s ways are always better than the ways we can think up on our own.”


When I heard the lesson of that Bible story put that way, I immediately thought of Jim Jones and David Koresh.  These men convinced their followers that they understood the will of God, and therefore should be followed, even when what they asked their followers to do didn’t make any sense.  I thought of all the horrible things that have been done, and which are currently being done for the sake of obeying the will of God, and (as I mentioned) that video had to get lost.


For me, following the will of God, being a faithful person, being a Christian disciple cannot possibly mean suspending all of my rational capacities.  After all, Jesus said that the greatest commandment was to “Love the Lord with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your strength and with all your mind, and to love your neighbor as yourself.”  Mind is part of how we love God.  But that being said, I’m well aware that my rational mind gets in the way of my faith at times.  When I try to step outside of the stories and experiences of my faith and look at them from a purely rational standpoint, there’s quite a bit that doesn’t make sense, that I can’t explain. 


Between the two extremes of shutting down our minds entirely, and letting our minds rule over our hearts and our souls, I am convinced there are ways to be a thinking person and a faithful person at the same time.  But once we put our minds into the equation of our faith, we’ve got to allow the way we think to be formed by our faith journey, by our discipleship to Jesus.  


So what would that look like?  What would it mean for us to have minds that have been formed by our faith journey, by our discipleship to Jesus?  In order to even ask this question, we have to accept that our minds never operate in a vacuum.  Our thinking is grounded in a tremendous amount of assumed knowledge about the way the world works, the “rules of the game”, as it were.  In addition to understandings about the mechanics of the world, there exists something called “conventional wisdom” that rules most of our thinking.  Conventional wisdom is the way “everybody knows” the world works.  It describes the world as an orderly place where consequences strictly correlate to actions.  You get what you deserve, in short, and your effort is directly related to how your life is going.  So we know that “the early bird gets the worm”, and the birds without the worms probably didn’t get up early enough, so it’s really their own fault that they’re hungry.


While there is plenty in the Bible that reflects this conventional wisdom, there is also an on-going voice of dissent that presents a different kind of wisdom.  You can hear it in Proverbs when Sophia calls out to people in the streets to tune their ears to her.  She later teaches, “The rich and the poor have this in common:  the Lord is the maker of them all.”  Rich people, even though they seem to be blessed, are not always right, and poor people are not necessarily poor because they are cursed.



When Jesus strikes up a conversation with Peter by asking, “Who do people say that I am?”, he’s checking in on the “conventional wisdom” about him.  How do people, whose lives are ordered by conventional thinking, understand him, make sense of his teachings and of his actions?  Peter answers by explaining people’s attempts to fit Jesus into the role of prophet, someone who speaks as a moral critic of the actions of leaders and others.  But when Jesus asks Peter, who do you say that I am, his question has an important difference.  He asks him to put aside the familiar categories, and to reflect on his own experience, traveling with, listening to, and knowing Jesus first hand.  And when Jesus asks Peter to think in that way, Peter is able to say for the first time, “You are the Christ”, which is to say, you are a different category of person than anyone I have encountered before.  You have pushed me to expand my understanding of how God is present in the world.  


But does Peter really get it?  Has he let this insight order the rest of his understanding of what it means to live as a disciple of Jesus?  It would seem not—just a couple of verses later Jesus is calling him “Satan” and telling him that his mind is set on human things and not on divine things.  Jesus goes on to explain in no uncertain terms that if anyone wants to learn from him, they need to follow him, even when that means that their lives will become more difficult or painful, even when that means that they will have to face the possibility of the end of their life.  That’s not something that Peter can hear at that point in his journey, but he sticks around Jesus long enough that he does get it in the end.


What about us?  Do we have to suspend reason in order to be his disciple, in order to be a Christian?  I don’t think that’s what Jesus is saying here.  He doesn’t attempt to explain everything, he doesn’t attempt to Make Sense.  But he does invite his disciples—Peter, as well as you and me—to go on a journey with him, to travel a road with him.  As a part of that journey, there are experiences that will change the way we understand the world.  We’ll start to see things from a different point of view.  


What does that mean in real life?  What does that mean for you and for me?  I think it comes down to this:  I don’t think Jesus can be understood outside of an experience of living in the world as he calls us to live.  We don’t have to suspend judgment, but we do have to engage in certain practices that will shape our worldview, that will move us out of the world of “conventional wisdom” and into the world of Divine Wisdom.  This is what it means, I think, to believe in Jesus.  Not to give intellectual assent to a series of propositions about him—he is the Son of God, he was divine, he is the key to our salvation—but rather to trust him enough that we are willing to do some of the things that he did, and to keep our eyes open for what we’ll notice.


Let me give you just one example of how this has played out in my own life.  As I’ve shared with you before, I worked for a couple of years as a part-time prison chaplain while I was in Divinity School.  There were three other seminarians working in the women’s prison with me, and we got together once a month or so to talk about our experiences.  After the first couple of months, we had each begun to build relationships with individual prisoners, and to form empathetic connections with these women.  One evening, we got together and each started talking about a woman who we had met, who we felt particularly connected to.  As we each talked, I suddenly realized each of us had come to believe that the woman we befriended was, in fact, innocent, and was in prison by mistake.  I was firmly convinced of this about the woman I was talking about, but when I heard each of my colleagues say the same thing about other women, I started to laugh.  We were each still operating according to a “conventional wisdom” which taught that criminals are people who are not like us.  Once we identified with a prisoner, our minds did all sorts of gymnastics so that we could maintain that conventional wisdom even in the face of contrary evidence.  After that dinner, I thought a lot about what it means to love a guilty person.  After all, Jesus told his disciples that when they visited someone in prison, they were visiting him, and he wasn’t referring only to the wrongly accused.  My life is different today because I have seen Jesus in the person of a guilty prisoner. 


This is, in the end, how our thinking is going to change.  Sharing our table with strangers, like Jesus did.  Touching those who are hurting, especially those who others would consider unclean.  Reaching out to those who others have condemned or judged.  Speaking truth to those in power.  Putting aside the sword.  When we engage in some of those actions, even for a day, even for an hour, our minds start to change.  We start to think differently about who matters, who has power, who is holy, what is Godly.  


You don’t have to believe it all now.  You may not even have to believe any of it.  But you need to be willing to follow—to engage—and to notice.  Are you willing?  Let’s begin together today.


Thanks be to God.
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