Learning as a Letting Go
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based on Mark 1:21-28 

The subject of teachers is big for me.  I’m a lifelong student.  I’m a nerd that way. I remember reading an assigned section of the novel, The Brothers Karamazov when I was in college and then walking around campus by myself for a half-hour in a kind of reverie.  

A report came last week that from 2003 to 2023, the share of Americans who read for pleasure fell 40 percent, a sharp decline that continues.  People are addicted to looking at memes on their phones while a real organic reading experience is going the way of the 8 track tape.  

Years ago, the late, Jim Lehrer, the PBS journalist, gave a commencement speech somewhere and said how appalled he was that a huge percentage of college graduates never, in their lives, crack another book.  I can’t imagine a life like that.  
For me, college, graduate school, and seminary were all just introductions to learning.  In the end, they gave me bibliographies and sent me in certain directions to further educated myself.  
Socrates said,  “The unexamined life is not worth living.” That’s pretty harsh. But I look  back after having preached a sermon nearly every Sunday for 45 years and think how fortunate I have been to be paid to reflect deeply.   Of course, if someone had told me in 1980 when I started that I would have an 8 page, double-spaced, essay due every Sunday morning for 45 years, I think I would have turned green.  
Well, Jesus was primarily a teacher.  They never called him “Reverend,” or “Pastor.”  They never called him “Father.” Most called him, simply, “Rabbi,”which means teacher.  

The gospel writer, Mark,  has a clear agenda in telling Jesus’s story.  He wants his audience to know that Jesus isn’t your every day rabbi.  
And so we get this account of a man who 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!  And with authority, even the unclean spirits are instructed by him.”  

Unlike Matthew and Luke, Mark doesn’t tell us what Jesus taught.  Rather he tells us how he taught; with authority.  Authority over those things that hamstring a person, torment them, keep them from living an abundant life.  

I think it’s interesting that the first miraculous work that Mark reports is about someone’s transformation, which is what the best teaching is always about.  

William Butler Yeats said,  "Education is not the filling of a bucket, but the starting of a fire."  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.  

One of the great teachers of my lifetime has been the late Ram Dass whose given name was Richard Alport.  You probably know he was a professor of psychology at Harvard in the early ‘60s. He was fired for his pioneering work with LSD  and ended up wandering around in a kind of psychic wilderness for a year after.  His father kept asking him, “Have you found a job yet?” 
Well, Richard had decide that since his father was a success in business but seemed miserable, then being happy must have to do with something else – probably getting high. He went to India on a quest to find a way to be high all the time.  

In time he realized this was a fool’s errand.  Life, he finally decided, had to be about more than that.  In his quest he decided that life is actually a school.  That being the case he decided, “It’s time I take the curriculum.”

And he’s right. You don’t have to go to Harvard.  The most important education any of us ever get is found exactly where we are. 

In that vein, Ram Dass is remembered mostly for saying, “Be here now.” That’s catchy but not really all that helpful.  Here are a few things he did say in that regard that mean a lot to me.  They all have to do with life as curriculum.  
“The next message you need is always right where you are.”

“What you meet in another being is the projection of your own level of evolution.”
“The quieter you become the more you can hear.”

“The game is not about becoming somebody, it's about becoming nobody.”  The most important lessons in life go beyond feeding our ego’s needs, and they almost always come in the second half of life. 

“Learn to watch your drama unfold while at the same time knowing you are more than your drama.”

Joan Chittister, a Benedictine nun, maps out this kind of on-the-job education.  She says,  “A life of soul making (that’s a phrase she gets from the poet, John Keats) 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.’"

That second part, perspective is where the best teachers do their work. We are bombarded with information these days.  We don’t need any more information.  We need guidance to find a place to stand where we can see the larger picture; a reliable pattern.  
In the end we can become our own best teachers but along the way its nice if we can find a teacher or two who speak with authority but who have no private agendas or massive egos; wise ones to help us sort things out for ourselves.  

The best teachers, I believe, have the maturity necessary to make themselves vulnerable; vulnerable enough to tell important truths about themselves.  

A favorite teacher in my youth was a professor named, Clarence Simpson.  He was a great speaker.   About once a year he would address the whole college on some topic. 

In 1974 his talk was titled,  “A Poor Man’s Watergate.” There was a lot of anger aimed at President Nixon in the air in 1974.  Well, instead of piling anger on top of anger, Dr, Simpson told us about what he called his own Watergate – how he had been a professor at Wheaton College in Illinois in his younger days.  
A Christian college, Wheaton had a statement of faith that every professor had to literally sign-off on to teach there. It wasn’t enough to sign it once when you were initially hired.  No, you had to sign it every year. It’s still the case now, in fact. It amounts to a fundamentalist manifesto, and though Clarence Simpson was a faithful Christian, he was anything but a fundamentalist.  
But he signed it year after year. He rationalized that he was doing it for the good of the students.  He was gaining tenure.  It was a Christian school. By being there he could offer a progressive perspective.  
Other professors in the English department signed without being fundamentalists either.  But even with all those rationalizations, signing that document never got any easier for him and neither did the shame of it.  Finally he decided it was time to move on.  If the school couldn’t change, he needed to.  And that’s how he came to my college  – through a crisis of conscience.  

Dr. Simpson, by being transparent, reminded us that we, all of us, are good at rationalization, just as President Nixon must have been good at rationalization.  His comments diffused some of our self-righteous anger. 
Maybe that made it a little easier for us to empathize when Richard Nixon resigned later on that summer.  Maybe it made us listen more closely when during his farewell speech in the East Room of the White House he said the following words.  “Always remember, others may hate you, but those who hate you don't win unless you hate them, and then you destroy yourself.”

Those words still amaze me today, and they humble me a little, too.  Can you imagine Donald Trump saying anything like that?  

My first thought is, no.  But, you know, he has shown signs here and there of self-knowledge, I’ve picked that up, but it hasn’t steered him clear of acting very small.  

I am grateful to my professor for not just opening my mind but being willing to open his own heart as he taught us, and taught us also what great teaching can amount to.
What I’m getting at here is that what the best teachers do is not just give us lots of new information.  They help us in fact, unload information that is bogging us down.  Even unload our prejudices.  
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 in us that is false and unreal.” 

I believe that has been a big part of my job as a teacher of the Bible.  To help people let go of false information; stuff they have had to step over, for decades, sometimes, that keeps them from seeing the forest for the trees.  

As the Buddha said, “in order to find the truth, we must learn to let go of lies.” This is the heart of all spiritual teaching. An insightful teacher can tell us who we truly are,  but sometimes the most important thing they can do is help us see who we are not. 

Conflict, a huge part of any life, is key to any real education. Especially inner comflict.  I’ve said the following once before: someone once asked the Dali Lama of Tibet, "Who have been your best spiritual teachers?" 
Without a pause he answered, "The Communist Chinese." The Dalai Lama knew well that they were his teachers because they had filled him with such hatred. 
Carrying the weight of that hatred and a desire for revenge, he was in danger of losing his very heart. His enemies taught  him, without even trying, what real compassionate living is and is not.

In 1950, the novelist, William Faulkner won the Nobel Prize for Literature.  In his banquet speech, Faulkner said the following in regard to the same inner struggle the Dalai Lama went through as it relates to writing.  Faulkner was grieving the fact that so much literature of that time was focused on fear as it related to the atomic bomb.  He said, 

There is only the question: When will I be blown up? Because of this, the young man or woman writing today has forgotten the problems of the human heart in conflict with itself which alone can make good writing because only that is worth writing about, worth the agony and the sweat.

The human heart in conflict with itself.  

That reminds me of the time Jesus was cornered 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 listed 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 he heard this, he was shocked and went away grieving, for he had many possessions.

A Christian dogmatist might take that literally and say that Jesus believed that everyone should sell everything.  That rings hollow to me.  Jesus was concerned with the human heart in conflcit with itself.  

He was getting at the fact that all of us have something we are not willing to give up (even the monks among us; even the Dalai Lama).  We need to examine our hearts and the conflict within them and see if a thing we are holding tight to, is, in fact, something singularly precious to us or is something we might give up and make room for something even better.  Examining our hearts is always a crucial part of our education.  

The apostle, Paul once asked people in the Corinthian congregation he had founded a searching question.  These were the people who flaunted their superior knowledge;  people who believed that eating meat offered to idols in pagan temples was no big deal; which it wasn’t.  
But by doing that they made some former pagan worshippers in their church who had become Christians, upset. They thought eating that meet was wrong. Paul rebuked the “superior” ones: “Examine your motives, examine your hearts,” he said.   “It is your perfect right to eat that meat, but know the cost of it when you do it.  Realize how you are causing some among your church to stumble and be confused.”  

Paul was an amazing teacher, and he was such because it is clear that he was good at examining his own motives before he taught others.  He told the Corinthians to jettison their superior “wisdom” because he had learned to jettison his own.  

We are talking here about the virtue of humility.  The Buddha once said – “Imagine that every person in the world is enlightened but you. They are all your teachers, each doing just the right things to help you learn patience, perfect wisdom, perfect compassion.”  Even the communist Chinese.  And yes, even Donald Trump. Remember the wisdom of Ram Dass:
“The next message you need is always right where you are.”

“What you meet in another being is the projection of your own level of evolution.”
That other “being” can be anybody as you will see in the story I will close with called,  “A  Lesson in Love.” It’s by Alvin Rosser.  

My first girl was Doris Sherman.  She was a real beauty, with dark curly hair and flashing black eyes.  Her long tresses would flow and dance in the wind whenever I chased her on the playground during recess at the country school we attended.  To my eyes Doris was the most attractive girl in my class of combined first and second graders, and I set about winning her heart in a feverish manner of a smitten seven year old.  The competition for Doris’ hand was strong.  But I was undaunted and finally I was rewarded for my persistence.  

One balmy spring day I discovered a tin badge on the playground.  It must have been an election badge (perhaps for FDR).  With little hesitation I decided to offer this newfound treasure to Doris as a token of my love.  As I proffered the badge on my outstretched palm, I could see that she was impressed.  Her dark eyes sparkled and she quickly took it from my hand.
Then came these memorable words.  Looking me straight in the eye and whispering in solemn tones she said, “Alvin, if you want me to be your girl, from now on you must give everything you find to me.”  

I remember thinking it over.  In 1935  a single penny was a small fortune to a boy of my age and circumstance.  What if I found something really important, like a nickel?  Could I hide it from Doris, or would I tell her I’d found a penny and keep a four cent profit for myself?  Had Doris made this same arrangement with my many class rivals.  She could become the richest girl in school.  

Faced with all these questions, my regard for Doris suffered a slow decline.  If she had asked for 50% we might still be an item. But her imperious demand for everything so early in our relationship nipped it in the bud.  

So Doris, wherever you are and whatever you may be, I would like to thank you for my early lesson in love

Amen  
