SERMON NOTES                                                                       January 30, 2011
Foolishness…..
Don Lincoln
Micah 6:6-8; 1 Corinthians 1:18-23
It was winter of 1973.  Along with three other guys, I was a “yell-leader” for our high school basketball season – working alongside our squad of cheerleaders with a megaphone.

We were on the road – playing a school whose student body was more racially diverse than ours.  Even before the game, there were shouts across the court, suggesting what each team would do to the other.  At one point in the game, one of our football players in the stands began to taunt – and others joined him.  Words got ugly; talking about somebody’s mother; or their skin color; and you can imagine the back and forth that ensued.

Our cheerleading squad tried to keep the crowd focused on “Go team go” – but pockets of unseemliness raised voices in nasty chants.  Players on the court picked up the tension; fouls became more flagrant.  Referees tossed a couple players out of the game as they struggled to maintain control.

The game ended – we lost – and crowds headed to the exits.  Streams of their students came toward our side, and we gathered up the girls from our squad and began to usher them toward a side exit.  A friend and I took four of the eight girls with us, and ran for his car as quickly as we could.  

But outside we found ourselves surrounded by a dozen guys from the other school – the cheerleaders’ uniforms made us easy to spot.  They circled us as we stood near our car, edging closer, suggesting we weren’t going to leave until they let us.  One of the girls started to cry.  I was terrified.

At that moment, a car raced up next to us and skidded to a stop.  Out jumped the father of one of the basketball players, opened his trunk, and pulled out a 5 foot length of towing chain.  He began to twirl it over his head, and calmly said, “OK boys – I think we’ve all had enough for tonight.”

The guys backed away – we piled into our car and drove home.  

All because of a few words.  Over a high school basketball game.  Big guys talking big but acting very small.  Demonizing.  Dismissing.  Taunting.  Bigotry.  Ignorant words; derisive words, demeaning words, inciting words.

I hadn’t thought about that event in decades.  But this week, as I pondered today’s texts, and with recent public discourse, memory of that night came back like it was yesterday.  

What just a few words can do.  

“How great a forest is set ablaze by a small fire – and the tongue is a fire.  So says the book of James.  The tongue is a restless evil, full of deadly poison.”  "A soft answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger," says Proverbs.

Now, some of you may be thinking – Oh boy, here we go.  A tongue lashing about civil discourse – albeit a pastoral one.  Maybe we’ll all have to sit together like they did the other night at the state of the union.  

But we ARE sitting together.  Already.  Somebody you’re sharing a pew with may have loved the State of the Union.  And you thought it was a sham.  But you’re here together.  Do you ever wonder what would happen if we wore team colors to worship?  Or sat on the “appropriate” side of the aisle?

One reason I love this congregation is because we’re a big tent.  On most any issue – political, theological, moral, or otherwise – we’re a big enough tent that there are bound to be folks who think differently seated in the same pew.  There is a diversity in this congregation representing probably the very wide middle – not the extremes, but perhaps 80% of the range – on any issue we might discuss. 
Of course, the reality is, one of the reasons we’re such a happy big tent is because we DON’T discuss some of those issues.  Religion and politics?  No way!  But if we don’t ever discuss them, do we ever learn from one another?  We, who are in ministry together in this community and around the world?  We, who love, praise and serve the same God?  Can we talk?

One reason I fear such conversations is the way we can be.  We’re singing hymns together, praying for one another, until we hear THEIR political view, or their perspective on homosexuality.  Suddenly that nice person next to us is an imbecile.  Not just someone who thinks differently, has different views, but an idiot.  Ignorant, no good…..you fill in the blank.

I could be preaching about the rhetoric of politicians and pundits, but I’m not.  I’m talking about YOU.  And I’m talking about ME.  Followers of Jesus.  Because we’re called to a different standard.  To do justice, to love kindness, and walk humbly before God.  LOVE KINDNESS.  I know that’s not the way of the world.  But we’re not called to the way of the world.  We’re called to a way the world calls foolishness.  A world that teaches us, “Don’t listen to the other side.  Demonize them.  Dismiss them.  Deride them.  That’s the way forward.”

For 30 years our denomination, like many, has been fighting over issues related to sexual orientation and ordination standards.  And I have heard some of the worst vitriol imaginable, spit across aisles at denominational meetings, spewed out in Sunday School classes and broadcast from pulpits.  

The thing is, I KNOW people on both sides of that issue.  And yes, while some are a few fanatics and some downright mean in their views, there are many people I know and respect who have differing opinions.  People who love Jesus, who are seeking to be faithful to Scripture and to God.  

On one side they are not all ignorant, gay-bashing homophobes; nor on the other side are they all wishy-washy, amoral, Bible dismissers who blow wherever the winds of secular culture take them.  There are faithful Christians who differ on that issue, and countless other issues like them.  Including political parties and candidates.

For sure, we may consider them uninformed; not as enlightened; not as earnest – but NOT idiots.  At least not ALL of them.  It’s just not statistically possible that EVERY ONE on the other side is an imbecile.  There have got to be at least a few over there with a brain in their head.  What makes you or me so brilliant, the only ones who are all knowing, who have a lock on the truth, with nothing else to learn from those with whom we differ?

What if they went to your alma mater?  Graduated Magna Cum Laude?  What does that say about your beloved school?  What does that say about you if you only graduated with a 2.7?  

Now of course, YOU know you’re not an idiot.  And I know I’m not an idiot.  In fact, most of us know we’re not.  But that’s what we consider the other.  It just can’t be true about all of us.  Or can it?  "With the tongue we bless the Lord and Father, and with it we curse those made in the likeness of God; this ought not to be so.” (James)  Perhaps in our treatment of other we’re all idiots.  What do we miss when we dismiss so readily?

You and I know what happens in a marriage when it is reduced to that level of discourse.  “You’re an idiot” spoken to a spouse leads nowhere but downhill.  Ever think to ask yourself if she’s that stupid, or he’s that dumb, then what does it say about you, who married them?  

Foolishness Paul calls it.  He is writing to a church that has already divided.  Some follow Paul.  Some claim Peter.  Still others lean toward Apollos.  Divided.  A new church in Corinth.  Such is the wisdom of the world, which presses for competition instead of conversation; winning, instead of working together.  Condemns instead of invites.  Shouts louder and screams longer instead of listens.  I’m all for passion; but not for blind, closed-minded passion.

God loves the whole world.  For that, some might think God is an idiot.  As Paul says, God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise.  Gave Himself, in Christ, for all us fools.  For the fact that He loves even foolish me – I call Him Savior and Lord.  

You and I are called to the same attitude as that self-sacrificing love – that graciousness – by loving as God loves – that together, we might truly remember and more fully realize we are all neighbors.

I did some reading this week about Jeff Immelt – CEO of General Electric.  Article after article, dismissing, demeaning, deriding him.  Not green enough.  Making weapons we don’t need.  Big business and corporate lackey.  But now that Jeff Immelt has been appointed to the President’s new jobs focus panel, there are other articles.  He’s sold out to the left.  Just a pawn so they can pretend to care about big business.  

Remember that basketball game I started this sermon with?  Jeff Immelt was our high school basketball team’s center.  I went to high school with Jeff.  If memory serves me correctly, he had a perfect score on his SAT’s.  He was a nice guy; a moral guy.  Heck – he was and still is even a Presbyterian!  Sure people change some from high school.  I may not agree with everything he’s done as CEO, but he’s not an idiot.  I can’t dismiss him that easily.

I heard a story about a young man’s first day on the job as clerk in the produce section of a supermarket.  A lady came up to him and said she wanted to buy half a head of lettuce.  He tried to dissuade her, but she persisted.  Finally he said, “I’ll have to go back and ask the manager.”  

He went to the rear of the store to talk to the manager, not noticing the woman was following right behind him.  When he got to the back, he said to the manager, “There’s some stupid old hag out there who wants to buy half a head of lettuce.  What should I tell her?” 

Seeing the horrified look on the face of the manager, he turned about and, seeing the woman, the boy quickly added, “And this nice lady wants to buy the other half of the head of lettuce.  Will that be all right?”

Relieved the manager said, “That would be fine.”

Later in the day, he commended the boy on his quick thinking and asked, “Where are you from son?”  

The boy said, “I’m from Toronto, Canada, home of beautiful hockey players and ugly women.”  

The manager replied, “My wife is from Toronto.” 

To which the boy said, “Oh…..and what hockey team did she play for?”

Oh, if only it were all so funny, and so easily fixed.

It may be foolishness to the world, but sacrificing one’s own high-handed brilliance – even if you KNOW you’re right – for a little humility and kindness may result in at least respectful discourse, and maybe even a little illumination, if not for you, for the one you’re convinced needs to be enlightened.  

What might happen if the one-third of the world that professes Christ tempered their discourse, loved a little kindness?  If the heat went down by a third, it might make a difference.  

Can we talk?  AMEN.
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