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This is the end of our stewardship series of sermons. After the sermon, they’ll be taking whatever slips you’ve brought that talk about the planning that you’re doing for this year.  What we’ve tried to do is remember that everything you do for the world counts in this and this is a time of the year to rededicate all of ourselves to all of the aspects of the spiritual life.  Today we’re looking at the idea of education and how important that is in a community.

I don’t know about you, but I bear a lot of scars from my time in Sunday School.  A lot of Mr. Monkey’s [the puppet] lines come from the frustration of those times.  How important it is that our children feel at home here, but also receive the gift that many of us did not receive – the gift of a living faith.  I’m not talking about answers we were given when we were told to believe something that may or may not make sense to us.  What Paul is talking about in our lesson today is much deeper than that.  He calls it being “transformed by the renewing of your minds” – a very striking phrase.  It doesn’t sound like the kind of education I received.  Many of the teachers I had were most afraid of the renewal of my mind.  Do you remember when you first started taking mathematics and you thought you could just copy the answers in the back of the book, and then the day came that you realized that that other stuff was important, too.  That’s what many people of faith learn the hard way when they’re only taught answers – when they don’t learn the principles that Jesus is teaching us in the Sermon on the Mount.  A day comes when our religion doesn’t fit in the options that lie before us and we give the answers, but we feel ourselves to be like a robot just reciting something - doesn’t make sense to us, doesn’t make sense to other people and we’re just too afraid to let go of it. Paul is talking about a living faith.  Now to have this living faith, we go through disillusionment sometimes, we go through disappointment sometimes, but it’s always being reborn, and being rediscovered – that’s what that means: renewal of the mind.
It is not like the New Age concept of simply “be here, be now.”  There’s nothing wrong with “be here, be now,” as a kind of callisthenic to clarify the mind, to center one’s life, but Paul is talking about something with an ethical content to it.  If we look at the whole paragraph that he’s giving, this is the beginning of a great blessing that he’s going to give the community, and a great challenge.  I don’t want to give you an idea of Christianity that is ethically neutral.  See, that’s the temptation – to give you an idea of enlightenment or salvation that allows me to mistreat other people.  I don’t want to have the kind of Christianity that held slaves, or was able to march with Hitler, and have pure ideas, pure answers, and not to be able to recognize the sacred in my brothers and sisters when they are presented to me in a way I’ve never seen before. 
Paul is talking about something very profound and very needed in our world.  He’s not just talking about a moment of clarity.  He wants us to present ourselves - he uses the word, “as living sacrifices.”  Now, most of the Christians I know are willing to make other people sacrifices.  We’re willing to put other people on cross.  But that’s not what Paul is talking about.  It wasn’t what Jesus was talking about. We are the living sacrifice, and a church that’s willing to do that can transform the world.  A church that’s not willing to do that wounds the world even more than it is now.
So, I think there are three things that Paul is calling us to in this passage:

One, is to the notion of a universal humanity.  Throughout his writings, when he talks

about being in Christ, he’s talking about something much, much bigger than most of us learned in Sunday School.  It’s a compassion for all other beings, the same kind of compassion you saw Jesus living out every day in the story.  You don’t want your theology to look different than Jesus.  See, that’s the bridge we’re trying to build.  It’s possible to have a bullet-proof theology that’s as mean as the dickens.  So, the balance is to have both the theology which is trying to apply this to all of life and to have a loving core at the center of it.

It was Plato that said “education is knowledge of the whole.”  To reframe that, the concept of the university used to be…see it’s changed now…now it just means a college that has a football team.  But the concept of university meant people who could be lifted up above their private interests – the interests of their nation, the interests of their religious sect, and have a sense of universal principles.  That’s what the concept of university used to mean.  And it was a lighthouse to the whole world, and it produced people that left there with a sense of universal allegiance.  And they have been the hope of the world!  Don’t you wish that the people who attacked America on 9/11 had something bigger than their religious sect and their national interests as motivation?  Don’t you wish that other countries that have attacked us and have been treacherous to us had deeper principles than their own interests?  Paul does a “switcheroo” here on us.  He says, “If you want that from other people, guess what?  You give that first!”
Imagine an America with leaders that didn’t say “America first.”  Jefferson never said that.  Washington never said that. Adams never said that.  That’s demagoguery.  Because we can betray everything America stands for by putting America first – ahead of the American dream, ahead of the American vision.  And, typically, you’re not really included.  When they talk about “us,” when leaders talk about “us,” don’t assume you’re in that little word.  They always say “don’t criticize the troops,” but you’re never really talking about the troops, are you?  You’re talking about the mischief of these leaders who send our kids out for God knows what.  There’s no hope for the world if we can’t get beyond our nation, our sect – no hope!  We will keep fighting each other, dog-eat-dog, and what Paul is saying, is “The answer isn’t in the past.  It’s in a gift you make to the world – to lay yourself down as a living sacrifice, and commit yourself to the renewing of your mind.  When you learn new things about the world, it’s okay.  

Our children need to learn not only that universality, but they also need to learn a certain courage and freedom.  When people attack liberals – it’s very interesting – the word means “freedom,” so I find it very interesting that that would be an ugly word now.  If you type in “liberal” in the computer, you’ll find “universities” because the word is a virtue of the mind, just as “conservative” is a virtue of the heart.  Someone with a fully active mind can look at things from every angle.  That doesn’t mean they agree with everything, but that’s what a liberal mind can do: can listen to somebody who’s completely different and try to learn something.  Now, the heart still holds on to what is important to it.  But your children go out into a world of propaganda, a sea of propaganda, a storm of propaganda.  Everything they see on TV, everything they hear through the radio, (do you still have radios?) on their I-Pods, has been crafted by corporations…do you understand that?  And their bottom line is to make money, not to give you children that will have a happy life.  We have recruiters for the Military in our high schools, where children, before they’ve even asked the question, “who am I?” are being asked to go out and make decisions that they will live with for the rest of their lives.  A civilized country does not do that to an 18-year old, to a 19-year old.  And this isn’t putting the Military down.  We have to have the freedom to not be bullied when people attack us for being basically decent human beings, and asking questions.  And we have to give that gift to our children - which means they have to be able to say “no” to us, right?  That’s got to come first, unpleasant as it is.  (I’m not talking to you as a parent, I’m talking to you as a teacher.)
Then, the final thing is this: spiritual education has to tell us more about the future than it tells us about the past.  Thomas Paine used to talk about the “tyranny of the dead.”  That was that idea that, at his time, he felt that people were turning to dead people to get all of their answers in life.  Religion can be like that – where the longer somebody is dead, the more their card is worth.  You trade it off, and I can trump your card because mine’s been dead for 200 years longer than yours has.  That’s not what Paul is talking about.  It’s realizing that the God we serve is speaking to us from the future, not from the past, and calling us into a hope-filled future, which doesn’t mean comfortable future, doesn’t mean safe future.  But what that means is when we talk to a child, to educate them, we have to realize the sacred nature of our task.  We’re not looking at an empty bucket that we’re supposed to fill in with the answers that we didn’t believe anyway.  Don’t do that to your children.  Have the courage, that when they ask questions, to honor the reason that is within them, because that is the sacred flame.  Not the answers, but those questions will lead us all to the sacred core, to the sacred wisdom that has crafted the stars.  Answers come and go.
What I’m saying is that our idea of salvation or enlightenment is often taught as though it is ethically neutral, and so we can participate and succeed in a barbaric culture and do spiritual practices and have peace of mind.  Well, we’re not supposed to have peace of mind on certain things.  I don’t want to be a peaceful murderer.  And so, I have the faith to go where reason leads.  Do not base your life on the words of people who never looked through a telescope, who didn’t even know what a microscope was.  
Now there is a word that thunders through history, and it comes from very ancient texts.  But again, it’s calling us to a future, not to accept the answers of the past.  So education -   no one is truly educated who has not learned to become a universal human being, bigger than their country, bigger than their religion.  No one has been fully educated who has not learned the freedom to stand up to the pressure, not only of their teenage peers, but of adults.  And finally, no one is fully educated who listens more to the past than to a God who calls us from the future.

“Do not conform to this age, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind.”

Transcribed and edited by a member of the St. Andrew’s Sermon Transcription Project.  
                                Sermon Series:  Bringing AGAPE to Life
I. A – Artist  ( Psalm 150) 


October 26, 2008

II. G – Guardian  (Genesis 6:9-22) 

November 2, 2008

III. A – Ambassador  (II Corinthians 5:16-21) 
November 9, 2008

IV. P -  Pastor  (Matthew 25:31-46) 

November 16, 2008

V. E – Educator  (Romans 12:1-2) 

November 23, 2008  
[image: image1.png]S



St. Andrew’s Church               Loving ♦ Progressive ♦ Presbyterian

14311 Wells Port Drive, Austin, Texas 78728 · (512) 251-0698 · Fax:  (512) 251-2617
www.staopen.com

