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Good morning, everyone.  It’s a privilege to be here at St. Andrew’s and I’m very glad to be able to spend and share a few minutes with you.  They told me to go no later than two o’clock, so I’m all set. (laughter)  I wanted to thank Jim, your pastor for inviting me and for the community here at St. Andrew’s for making me feel so welcome.  I appreciate that very much.  You know, I’ve known Jim a long time and I guess I hadn’t been a true believer until I rode in a car with him. (laughter)  So Jim and I have spoken for many years and have been involved in many things, and although we share lots of respect and lots of great things, we may not agree eye-to-eye and I think that’s okay, especially in light of what I know St. Andrew’s stands for: open minds, open hearts, open hands, and I know being a “More Light Church.”  I think that’s something to be proud of, something to aspire to, and to bring goodness into whatever associations you hold with religion or otherwise, and that’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about. 

You’ve had a chance, hopefully, to reflect on these words of Isaiah.  Isaiah, you may know, is a prophet who always had something to say.  He’s known as a “gentle prophet,” certainly more so than others in the Hebrew Bible.  Jeremiah was more of a “Debbie-downer”…that’s what we like to call him in Hebrew.  That’s what we say, and Ezekiel is sort of like the cousin you had who lives up in Northern California – sleeps in a van – okay that’s Ezekiel.  But Isaiah was really much more of an insider.  He was one who participated in the rhythms of sacred life, the rhythms, actually, of all life – political, cultural and otherwise.  And as you spend some time reflecting on his words, certainly in the beginning, words like these…and I don’t know if this is something that you would typically read or reflect upon here, I was asked to and I chose this particular beginning of the chapter, because in the Jewish liturgical cycle this was chanted in the Hebrew and spoken about also yesterday on the Sabbath. (We’re sort of more on Eastern Time) (Laughter)

I wanted to speak to you a little bit about courage, and I want you to reflect on it.  I know we don’t have a lot of time, but maybe we’ll have a chance again to either meet here or somewhere else and we’ll have a chance to reflect on some things.

I want to speak to you about the roots of conflict.  There’s a philosophical way to do this.  I want to speak to you within history, because one could argue that the best way of theology, the best way of faith, the best way of an examined life is actually outside of history.  But, I think our traditions are the same where we demand that we participate within history.  One could transcend, one could retreat, one could be outside, but in fact, I think our tasks are similar: that to be in the world allows one have the most authentic relationship, certainly between you and a community, you and yourself, and perhaps even you and God…and that’s not a given by any means, and I know that.
There’s a phrase in Hebrew – not too much Hebrew today unless you want to…we can do the whole thing in Hebrew if you want to. (laughter)  There’s a phrase that’s called tikkum olam.  It means “to heal the world.”  It sounds great, but what does it mean?  The mystics in Judaism talk about that before you go out in the world, or as you go out into the world, you must do what?  You must look within yourself.  Before you can begin – this is what we’re taught – before you can go and hold forth on a particular issue, even though it may be important and worthy of comment, one must examine one’s own self and one’s own motivation.  So I want to speak to you about the roots of conflict that may be out in the world, but I want to speak to you about how we frame them and where it comes from, and how who we are as a  person in our core soul – how it emanates out from us into the world, and I want to give you an example that we all knew, I hope, from the Hebrew Bible.  I’m going to talk to you briefly about two things.  The first is the beginnings of the Book of Genesis, or in Hebrew, Bereshit.  And then I want to talk to you about something that we have in our lives, something that’s still important to us, certainly in Texas nowadays…now in this summer…the lack of water, or wells.  This is all in a spiritual context, but you can take it however you’d like.
So the first is Genesis.  How does it happen?  Adam and Eve…do we know about them?  They are expelled from the garden, right?  Why?  Because each one, perhaps, blames the other.  Adam is asked why he ate.  He says, “She told me to.” And Eve blames the snake.  So they are kicked out.  From whatever was within them, they pushed it away.  They couldn’t take responsibility…either one of them.  Then they have kids straightaway.  Their kids – rather than harm themselves – you know the story between Cain and Abel.  So Cain manifests his own estrangement, his own alienation, and kills his brother – the first murder.  Then if you skip a little bit – not too much – over to the Tower of Babel.  So, what happens there?  The entire community is affected and what happens to the entire community?  They’re trying to build this big urban center – I think they call it the “Super Mall” is the translation that we have, right?  So they’re building this incredible thing and they lose sight of their core purpose, and they are dispersed and they cease to understand each other.
So I want you to see the connections among Adam and Eve as individuals, who are not in tune with themselves, spreading that kind of dissatisfaction, that kind of accretion, that kind of scales over one’s eyes, over their children, Cain and Abel and there’s real conflict and real tragedy there.  And from there, generations are brought into this world who do not know how to ask those simple questions – who do not know the connection between tikkum olam, fixing the world externally and looking inside oneself.  So the entire world is affected, moving from the sadnesses, the disappointments within one’s self, teaching them, making them part of a cultural norm.

As we consider this, I want you to consider how we name this, and again, I’ll give you three Hebrew names.  If anybody has trouble with these, we’ll have to study, I guess.  But I want you to hear about another person who lived a little bit after Adam and Eve and Cain and Abel and even the generation of Babel.  I want you to hear about Jacob and his father, Isaac.  Isaac was whose son?  Abraham is going out, is trying to figure it out, he’s carrying a lot of people with him and Abraham goes from one place to another.  He’s got a lot of frequent flyer miles. (Laughter)  And Isaac, his son, doesn’t really travel.  Isaac, his son, stays in one place and how is his raising of children, pretty good?...not so much.  But Isaac is in a drought, and he is asked to go settle with people with whom he has conflict.  He’s asked to go settle with the Philistines.  He recognizes his father’s teaching, and the Hebrew Bible, the Torah, talks about him building wells, or digging or re-digging the wells which his father had dug.  This, I think talks about the wisdom that we bestow upon the generations – whether through rabbits, bears and monkeys – ways that we continue to teach and impart knowledge into our generations, whether they are our kids or the community’s kids.  So Isaac begins to build wells, and what happens?  The Philistines come over and say, “You know what? You guys are freaking us out!” (That’s a loose translation, by the way…that’s beyond the Inclusive Bible…that’s the next series.)  (Laughter) And the Philistines say “You’re too many and you’re digging the wells.  That’s our water!”  Things haven’t really changed much, have they?  So the first well is called eisek. You can translate eisek as Isaac recognizes he has an external conflict with a palpable, with an existential enemy.  There they are across from each other.  Somebody wants something, there’s finite resources, there’s too many people, there’s too many flocks, something happens…”that’s the problem!”  So he builds the well called eisek and he says, “I can’t deal with this anymore.”  So he goes off with all these resentments and he goes and builds another well, and it is called, in Hebrew, sitnah, and that word can be translated as “internal issue.”  Rather than just blame and cause castigation on somebody else, Isaac is beginning to do some real healing, some real work, recognizing his core issues of conflict, his core reasons why he, himself, is suffering.  He’s beginning to look in the mirror.
Who was born in Austin? (One response and laughter) Who came here from  another place?  (Many responses) Have you noticed similar patterns of your life occur here that perhaps happened in other places as well?  You begin to attract the same group of friends, the same types of people, the same people you begin to have issues with?  Anybody ever notice that?  You have the same patterns of behavior even if you have a different job, you’re having the same sort of conflict?  So maybe it’s not “I need a new place, or I need a new thing,” maybe one needs to look inside.  And that’s what Isaac begins to do with the sitnah.  He begins to say to the Philistine issue, “What am I doing to cause this problem?  What am I doing?”  And the Philistines come over and say “Alright, we want that well, too.”  So, here’s the core thing that I’m trying to say about root causes.  Isaac does not get a good play, in the Torah, at least.  Abraham was gregarious, he had tremendous influence, he hob-nobbed with all sorts of people.  Jacob, as troubled as he was, wrestled.  He had a lot of interesting things happen to him.  But Isaac was sort of sedentary and stayed where he was.  But Isaac was the one who began, and was undaunted by this type of conflict, and he wanted to resolve it as much as he could.  So he recognized that because of external conflict, eisek, and internal conflict, sitnah, he could move to a new place, so what does he do?  He moves outside of both of those places and he digs yet a third well.  It’s called richovot, and in English that word means “expansive, spacious, open.”  So to recognize the issues that we really have in the world, and yes, some are external, and yes, most are internal.  One can begin to dig for that source of life.  One can begin to say “it’s not the generation of Babel.  It’s not even those two brothers, but it’s the motivation of myself that links it all together, that we can begin to explore, that we can begin to see.  We stop at the political, or we stop at what we read on the Blog, or we stop at what we hear, at what the opinions are.  But I’m asking you to find those things, and to challenge yourselves and to continue to move forward past your fears…past your accreted narratives…past what you know and you hold to be self evident, because it may not be true, and I know you already do that.  I speak a lot at different churches, but I also speak at schools and many schools come to visit me and my congregation.  And we have a beautiful dialogue all the time.  They always want to know why I wear the hat, and what’s going on. Who am I?  What are you doing?  Then we have a very pleasant exchange, and I say “please ask me whatever you want to ask.”  And sometimes it happens that they say – and this happened in a particular school down south from here, where there were 400 people in the chapel, and one guy thought he was being a smart-acre.  He raised his hand and said - “why does everybody hate you?”  It’s a great question, and there are a lot of answers for that, but he was trying to get a rise, and I said, “because you’re talked to…by your church.”  But I want you to inherit our issues, how we inherit our narrative, is how we’re going to react into the world.  And I think, again, it doesn’t have such a flashy light – drives a used car…got it on Craig’s List…it’s okay…but Isaac begins to teach us this mindfulness practice that goes beyond anything that Abraham or his son, Jacob, could do.  He recognizes that…he tries…he doesn’t fight, he continues to explore, and our tradition says, “turn it over, and turn it over, and there is no end to the turning, but yet, there will be some sort of resolution if one can recognize that it’s not just an external thing, it’s not just an internal thing, one can begin to exist in a place of richovot. 
I want to leave you with a couple of things: This may be a little too radical before noon this morning, but it’s where I’m coming from.  I want to give you a sense of the Bible from a teacher of mine.  His name is Yochanan Muffs.  It’s kind of a little bit of a downer, but then we’ll sing something at the end, and we’ll be happy.  He says, 
“The Bible is a tragedy, and God is a tragic hero.  How is God 
heroic?  Because God creates humanity, who have the power 

to threaten God’s own creation.  God creates and empowers 

people, who can destroy God.  And how is it tragic?  The 

Bible is tragic because the people are constantly abusing and 

mis-managing on all levels and in all actions, the people always 

break God’s heart.”
I avoided talking about how I got here, except driving really fast with Jim, becoming a man of faith.  But, I will tell you that one of the titles that means a lot to me – and it’s true in any sort of healing or pastoral work – is written by the Irish poet/playwright, his name was Samuel Beckett.  He wrote a book that’s called 
I can’t Go On – I’ll Go On.  And I think that is the way, the signal to a well-lived, intentional, explored life.  Recognizing the conflicts out there, but recognizing the stuff that we do, too that may cause them.  And that takes a leap of faith, perhaps.  It takes a turning of what we consider to be true.  The more we recognize – and I know St. Andrew’s does a lot in being intentional about words, intentional about presentation – the more you do that, the more you are recognize that things are not as things seem.

And I’ll leave you with this, too.  Our mystical tradition also has a very powerful approach to this.  I think prayer comes from a broken heart.  When people ask me “what do you do?” and I say “the minute I begin to phone it in, I’m going to resign.”  I finish.  Because you have to be up, you have to be intentional, you have to be present with people, and I think one of the things that scares me on one side is Samuel Beckett, and on the other side is the Hassidic master, Menachem Mendl of Kotsk.  (There’s a beautiful book that relates Kotsk to Kirkegaard. If you’re interested, you let me know.  They didn’t know each other.  They didn’t go to the same church. (Laughter)  But, what the Kotzker Rabbi says is that “there is nothing more whole than one who lives with a broken heart.”  There is no one more whole than one who lives with a broken heart.  You can break down the things that you see.  You can begin to ask the questions about what you see. You can make teshuvah, you can make a return, you can make self-examination, so we are able to make tikkum olam, so we can heal the world…but you have to heal yourself first.  You have to know who you are and go forward, and that can get really deep, that can get really involved, and I’ll tell you what: it can get very dangerous.  So do it in a community.  Be with your family.  Conquer, or at least acknowledge your fears, and allow yourself to grow in the most unexpected way.  

May we continue to have beautiful conversations together.  May your church prosper in the best ways, not only promoting shalom, peace.  But what does shalom really mean?...completion, wholeness.  May you be whole, recognizing the eisek, the sitnah into richovot, the conflict external, the conflict internal, into a wide-open wilderness for yourself.    
Transcribed and edited by a member of the St. Andrew’s Sermon Transcription Project.
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