ROUNDER WAYS OF KNOWING
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based on Mark 1:21-28 and I Cor. 8:1-13

Years ago, Jim Lehrer, the late Public television newsman, gave a commencement speech at the University of Pennsylvania. Among other things, he said how appalled he was that a huge percentage of college graduates never, in their life, crack another book after college. He said, “Some of the dumbest people I know have degrees from some of America's greatest institutions of higher learning. They took their diploma in their hot little hand, and proceeded to never read another book, entertain another new idea, and, most tragically for their society and country, never again paid attention to much of anything other than themselves.” 
I can’t imagine a life like that.  College, graduate school, and seminary were all just introductions to learning for me.  Each gave me great reading lists and helped me identify other teachers I wanted to study with for further instruction. My real education really began after each one of my school experiences.  
The text from Mark’s gospel today profiles Jesus as an educator. Most called him simply, “Rabbi,” which means teacher.  

Now it’s true, if you compare sitting down and giving a lecture to people in a synagogue with some other things Jesus is said to have done, like stilling a storm, raising a young girl from the dead, curing a blind man -- then teaching may seem unimpressive. 

But the class he is teaching is about to get more interesting.  A man barges into the synagogue screaming,” what have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth . . . I know who you are – the holy one of God.”  

Jesus rebukes the spirit within that man, and he is healed.  And people say something odd in reaction to that.  They say, “What is this?  A new teaching!  With authority, even the unclean spirits take orders from him.”  

Mark (unlike Matthew and Luke) doesn’t tell us what Jesus taught.  Rather they tells us how he taught.  “With authority.”  There is authority in his person, of course, but he also projects authority over those things that hamstring people, torment them, keep them from living an abundant life.  

I think it’s interesting that in this initial miracle reported by Mark, the very first action Jesus performs in the very first written gospel, is the act of teaching.  

And it’s not about him imparting information.  It’s about someone’s transformation, which is what the best teaching is always about.  

William Butler Yeats once said,  "Education is not the filling of a bucket, 
but the starting of a fire."  I love that.  It gets something going inside a person, something that is both wonderful and dangerous.  It’s like people get reborn, and not just in a religious way.  

John Keats, the romantic poet, is remembered to have said, “Life is a vale of soul making.”  Well, making souls demands a peculiar kind of education.  

Joan Chittister, Benedictine nun has said, “A life of soul-making goes through different stages in which we learn different things. ‘The harvest of youth is achievement. The harvest of middle age is perspective. The harvest of age is wisdom.’"  

Achievement, perspective, wisdom.  
That second part, perspective, is where teachers do their most important work. We are bombarded with information these days.  We don’t need lots more information.  We need to find a place to stand where we can sort the false from the true, see the larger picture; find a truly reliable pattern.  
We all need teachers with authority who have a perspective wider than that of our own, and with no private self-serving agendas; wise teachers to help us sort things out for ourselves.  

So, there is the irony -  the best teachers do not give us lots of new information.  No, they help us unload information that is bogging us down.  That’s what I try to do when I open the Bible on these Sunday mornings with you. 
My goal is to get people to jettison lenses they’ve been using to read the Bible on other people’s terms, and for way too long. My goal is to free people to see the Bible on its own terms, with their own eyes, which can, 
in fact, be exciting. 
Irma Zaleski has said –  “True teaching is a ‘winnowing,’ a wind to blow the chaff  from our minds and hearts. It is an unquenchable fire to burn away all that is in us that is false and unreal.” 

The best teachers help people let go of false information; stuff they have had to step over, for decades sometimes; doctrines and prejudices that keeps them from seeing the Biblical forest for the trees.  

The Buddha put it this way: He said,  “In order to find the truth, we must learn to let go of lies.” 

That’s a pretty strong statement, but it’s such a necessary task. Tons of otherwise “smart” people today accept alarmist ideas, conspiracy theories, that are, frankly, specious and downright dangerous.  

Jesus hinted at this when he said,  “Not everyone who calls to me, ‘Lord Lord,’ is my follower.” 
It must have made him soul-sick when people who swore they were his disciples were saying things about him and his teachings that were so contrary to his message.  And you know, tons of false followers still plague him.  
Here is a second thought about the importance of perspective. Someone once asked the Dali Lama of Tibet, "Who have been your best spiritual teachers?" Without a pause he answered, "The Communist Chinese." 
How remarkable.  They were the people who had killed so many of his fellow monks and driven him out of is home country, Tibet. They had filled him with such hatred. He had a burning desire for revenge and that was a red flag for him -- he knew he was liable to lose his very heart. 
He was in mortal danger of becoming as hateful as the people who were abusing him and his followers. They taught him, challenged him, without even trying, to sort out what real compassion is and is not.

I’m quoting a ton of different people in this sermon about teaching.  Let me go on to quote a favorite poet of mine. Theodore Roethke, who once said, "In a dark time the eye begins to see." 

You know, we are living in a very dark time – our democracy is under vicious attack by people who have no sense of history and long for authoritarian rule; a king, or a dictator.

And it is in just such a time as this that we Americans are challenged to discover and articulate anew what the nature and value of democracy really is.  

It takes finding yourself in a dark crucible to see what is of value.  Jesus knew this.  He was once chatted up by a rich young man who had in him a burning question: “What must I do to inherit eternal life?" 

Jesus said, “You know the commandments.” He proceeded to list them and the young man said to him, “Teacher, I have kept all these since my youth.” 

“Jesus, looking at him, loved him and said, “You lack one thing; go, 
sell what you own, and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.” 

When the rich young man heard this, he was shocked and went away grieving, for he had many possessions.  "In a dark time the eye begins to see” whether it wants to or not.  
You know, a strict dogmatist might take that advice of Jesus to the rich young man literally and posit that Jesus believed that everyone should sell everything.  That rings hollow to me.  
No, Jesus knew that each one of us is unique.  We, each of us, have something we will insist on holding onto at any cost.  For the rich young man it was money.  For the Dalai Lama it was malice. But we all need to examine our hearts and find out what that is, and see if it is something singularly precious, or maybe it’s just a doorway that might open onto something even better.  
Examining our hearts is always a crucial part of our education.  

Looking for refreshment, I have many times retreated to one or another monastery around the country.  I remember so well once arriving late in the evening and being led to my spartan room by a monk who bid me a good night. 
He began to leave, then at the door, he looked back at me and said, “If there is anything you want, let us know, and we will be glad to teach you how to get along without it.”

Now let me address another text we have in this week’s lectionary – it’s from the apostle Paul. 
Paul was asking the long time members of the congregation in the city of Corinth a searching question.  These were people who thought they were very smart about religion; people who regularly ate meat that had been offered to idols in pagan temples and thought it was no big deal.  

As I said, they had been Christians a long time –  superstitions they once harbored were now gone.  They knew that meat offered to idols carried no evil spirits; no bad karma. They knew that it was just meat.  

The trouble was this: some of the new Christians who went to the same church they did (Christians who were formerly pagan worshippers) became terribly upset at this. 

These new Christians were just coming out of a pagan religion they now detested and they were concerned that there might be bad spirits in the meat.  They wanted nothing to do with it and wondered how in the world mature Christians would choose to eat it.
As I said, the mature Christians congratulated themselves on knowing the meat was just meat.  Yes, but by eating this meat in the public restaurants run by the pagans they behaved in such a way as to condescend to the new Christians.  It was cruel, and belittling.  

To these, Paul said, “Examine your hearts. Quit thinking yourselves superior. Of course, it is your perfect right to eat that meat,” he said, “but measure the cost when you do it.  
You are causing some among our church to stumble and be confused.  Just because you have every right to do a thing, doesn’t make it a good thing to do.”  
Sometimes, especially when we are satisfied that we are brilliant, we need to hear a word from someone who lays us low; who challenges us to have second thoughts about our brilliance.  
Paul was an amazing teacher, and he was such because it is clear that he was good at examining his own motives, his own hidden agendas, before he taught others.  He told the Corinthians to jettison the idea that they held “superior wisdom” because he had learned to jettison his own.  

A dozen years ago a fine teacher came on our radar screen for a brief  moment. His name was Randy Pausch, and he was dying of pancreatic cancer.  Remember him?  He delivered a last lecture at Carnegie Mellon University where he taught, saying things he wanted to say through the magnifying lens of his dying.  It was recorded on video and it went viral and led to a book and an interview with was Diane Sawyer.  

Pausch told her of hearing the bad news from his doctor—”Randy, there’s a mass on your pancreas.” Then the doctor added, “and it’s not fair.”
Pausch said to Diane Sawyer, “I didn‘t think it was unfair.” He continued on, explaining: “It’s like we are all standing on a dartboard, and you know, a very small percentage of us are gonna catch the dart labeled pancreatic cancer. And I [caught that dart] — I was unlucky, but it wasn’t unfair.” 

Unfair. It’s how we often want to characterize things when we, or a loved one, has gotten this kind of bad news, or dies a sudden death. But I’m afraid Pausch is right. Unfair would probably not be the way to characterize it. 

The bad news may be painfully tragic, heart wrenching, brutal, ill timed, illogical, debilitating, paralyzing. And so at the memorial we gather as people have throughout the generations to grieve and console one another. Yet as deep and as real as our grief may be, the fact of the matter is that although the dying may be unfair, death, in the end, isn’t unfair. 

Why?  Because life is a gift.  It is a gift that comes to us free and clear. 
At birth we are given no guarantees, no warranty, no agreements. 

Now, it would be unfair if we had been assured one thing will happen and another ugly thing doesn’t. But that isn’t the case.  
And here is the point I want to make: As with so many things, it’s all about how you look at a thing. Perspective is so important.  That’s what Paul is saying to the Corinthians.  It’s about how in truly dark times our eyes begin to really see.  
I think, at bottom, we could all benefit from what theologian, Parker Palmer, has called "rounder ways of knowing."  A knowledge that is first and always grounded in the perspective of compassion, an empathy which is the opposite of the chip on the shoulder the longtime Christians in the church at Corinth had that led them to make fun of the new Christians there behind their backs.  
Embracing rounder ways of knowing requires us to throw overboard ideas that are untrue.  And attitudes that lead us to condescend. 
“Rounder ways of knowing” is about realizing we are all in this together, and we cannot learn what is crucial for us to learn to be happy, without honoring the perspectives of people we may at first dislike.
The Buddha once said – “Imagine that every person in the world is enlightened but you. Imagine they are all your teachers, each doing just the right things to help you learn patience, perfect wisdom, perfect compassion.” It can be anybody; even the communist Chinese.  
Let me close with a story of just such an encounter.  I told it here a couple of years ago but it speaks quite powerfully to the present subject.  
Remember the movie, The Perfect Storm?  It came from a book by Sebastian Junger.  Well, many years before he wrote that book, he decided to hitchhike across the country. Here is what he wrote about what took place while making his way through the aftermath of a blizzard in Gillette, Wyoming.  


“After two or three hours I saw a man making his way toward me along the on-ramp from town.  He wore filthy canvas overalls and carried a black lunch box.  As he got closer I could see that his hair was matted in a way that only occurs after months on the skids.
I put my hand on the pepper spray in my pocket and turned to face him.    
“You been out here long?” he asked.  
I nodded.

“Where you headed?”

“California.”

“Warm out there.”

“Yup.”

“You got enough food?” he asked. 
I thought about this.  Clearly he didn’t have any, and if I admitted that I did, he’d ask for some.  That would mean opening my backpack and revealing all my expensive camping equipment.  I felt alone and ripe for pillage, and I just didn’t want that. “I got some cheese, “I said.
“You won’t make it to California with just a little cheese,” he said.  “You’ll starve.”

At first I didn’t understand.  What was he saying, exactly?  I kept my hand on the pepper spray.

“Believe me,” he said.” I know.” Listen, I’m living in a car back in town, and every day I walk out to the mine to see if they need me.  Today they don’t, so I won’t be needing this lunch of mine.”
I began to sag with understanding. In his world, whatever you have in your bag is all you’ve got, and he knew “a little cheese” would never get me to California.  
“I’m fine, really” I said. “I don’t need your lunch.”
He shook his head and opened his box. It was typical church meal: a bologna sandwich, an apple, and a bag of chips. I kept protesting, but he wouldn’t hear of it.  
I finally took his lunch and watched him walk toward town.  

I learned a lot of things in college. I learned things in Europe and in Mexico and in my hometown of Belmont, Massachusetts.  But I had to stand out there on that frozen piece of interstate to learn generosity . . . from a homeless man.  

Remember, “Education is not the filling of a bucket.  It’s the starting of a fire.”  It is something wonderful, but it can also be dangerous.  It can make us into new people entirely. 

Amen

