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I almost bailed on this one.  When we were in seminary, this is one of those passages, when we were studying for the bible content exams where you’d hear people running down the hall, “can you believe this?”  There are some really horrible places in the Bible.  I mean just some really strange, strange places in the Bible.  And one of the things that I did this week was to read sermons about this text.  Now you just heard it, the prophet Elisha, a very powerful person, is going along, has a small bald spot . . . some unruly ruffians – King James says “children”, not even youths - see him and say, “go on baldy, go on baldy.”  And not defending himself, defending God, of course, Elisha calls on she-bears who come down and - it says - mangle, maul or kill (depending on which of those is the least objectionable to you) the 42 children.  And then it just kind of goes on with the story.  

Now, as I say, I read some defenses of this story.  One of them was that the word, in Hebrew, if you really study it, should not be “children” as it is in King James, but should be “youth” as it is in our translation.  In which case, the children would be

6-8 or so, and this would be like 10-12.  So, to me, that completely justifies it (laughter) . . .”call out the bears!”  You can hear some of these defenses online. It’s Elisha and the Bears if you want to hear some of these moving, life changing testimonials with punchlines like, “now you children need to know, you don’t make fun of your preacher, because . . .”  Scary, scary things.  But I realized I was doing the same thing from the progressive side, by not preaching on texts like this.  When you come across these little monstrosities that are in scripture, and you go numb when you see those, but you take it back up again when you see the loving things, that’s the same kind of denial from the other side.  So I thought “what the heck, if they fire me it will take four or five months to find another minister, I’ll go ahead and do it.”  

This week I tried to look at some of the defenses of the text.  One of them was saying that when they called him bald, they were really saying (because he was a young man and he obviously couldn’t be bald) that he had leprosy.  It’s that kind of groping to make sense of this story.  One thing that happens, when guys get older, is that as we comb our hair it changes a little bit, and the places where it’s thick, we say, “OK I’ll part it right there,” and the part where it’s thin…you learn to work around that.  Now wicked children call that “comb over”, right?  Anybody that wants to use that word, that’s fine . . (laughter)  But what I realized, looking back at how I was taught to deal with scripture in seminary, I learned “comb over” theology.  So, for example, when I come across somebody like Calvin, you lift up the parts where he says something about love, and you just kind of ignore where he calls Jewish people slippery snakes.  But if you take those particular poison berries off that tree, is it then a healthy fruit for people to eat?  I suggest we at least need to leave them on there long enough to do analysis.  

Martin Luther, when we studied him, [was a] very kind, very loving person . . .they left out his book, On the Jews and their Lies.  They didn’t teach us that in seminary.  See, Luther was very defending of tolerance of the Jewish people, until they wouldn’t convert.  Then he kind of changed his story, and said their synagogues should be burned down.  I don’t think it’s possible to understand why Germany could hear Hitler, unless you realize hundreds of years of Lutheran theology laid a foundation.  

When the church covers its flank that way, when we “comb over” those horrible places in our theology, I think we set ourselves up to do things that we later regret.  When you study church history there’s just a shame, about the Crusades, about the Inquisition.  The only way to get around that is by honestly looking at what is there and reframing it, and being honest about what should be there, what shouldn’t be there.  I want to contrast Elisha’s very defensive religion – you make fun of my hairline, you’re making fun of God – I’m a preacher, I’m a minister, you make fun of my clothes – (it’s not me if there are bears in the parking lot, don’t blame me) – I want to contrast that with what Paul is doing here.  When he is attacked by the people of Corinth, he says, “Well, what do you expect?” Christianity is a treasure stored in an earthen jar.  See, the point isn’t us.  Yes we’re inadequate, and when you make fun of us, you don’t even know half of it.  You can add to that list all you want, but that’s not the point.  The point is the world is hurting and needs to do something.  Will you help?  Now think about how that reframes what this is.  Paul says, “I was given this ministry out of mercy.”  Remember, he started off hunting down, trying to kill Christians, trying to defend God.  And he was so heartbroken when he realized who he was, who he had become, that he took on a theology of grace and mercy.  And yes, the church has done some horrible things with Paul,  and there are books attributed to Paul that were written after Paul was dead that say some strange things.  But Paul himself for the most part, though he was a product of his time, was calling people to love, to mercy, to grace, to not judge one another.  

What I want to suggest – I’m going to do the three points again – is that the three points I’m going to talk about today will make sense to someone (or if not, at least you’ll have a number, you know, some kind of order that comes from – if you put numbers in something there has to be an order, right?  Sure.  OK.)  (Congregation laughs) Remember the bears, remember the bears, that’s all I’m saying.  I actually like that story, that’s a good story.

Number one, religion is always a mixture of human and divine – always, always, always.  Everything in religion is a mixture of the human and the divine.  Second, that when religious people protect God, and defend religion, what they’re really doing is covering up their own bald spots - the bald spots in their worldview.  And Number three, you may want to use a different metaphor, if hair is an issue for you, make it something else – gum disease, something – the last thing is, the sooner we can laugh at the humanness in our religion, the sooner we’ll be able to see the divine.  Those are going to be the three points (hopefully they’ll be points).

The first is, religion is always mixed.  When you take up the Bible, you’re seeing something that is part human, and part sacred.  It’s [the story of] human beings who were trying to understand something that’s beyond any one of us.  Sometimes it’s beautiful, and sometimes it’s horrific…and you have permission to say “no” to the horrific parts.  Not only permission, you’re called to move from religion to love.  Remember when Jesus says love fulfills the law of the prophets, all of it?  When Paul says, make love your aim?  And when John says, whoever has love has God?  What that’s saying is, that the history of religion, which is what the Bible is, for this particular place on the world, a stepladder is leading to this message of universal love.  And it’s helpful to see the good, the bad, and the ugly when you’re trying to understand how this message has been heard and misheard.  The way [I’m hoping to get across] that this mixture takes place in us that we can maybe get a handle on it, I hope, is to think of a filament in a light bulb.  It’s glowing and it’s metal, but it’s metal that’s becoming energy - it’s becoming light.  Paul is talking about a human being, using that kind of an image.  Part of us is dying, part of us is inadequate, part of us has done shameful things, and yet part of us is a light that’s shining out of that.  At the very beginning, you’re probably going to associate just with the metal piece.  But after a while of burning, you start looking and say, you know, that’s a dead end.  This thing isn’t going to be here forever.  Whether you identify with the dying part of you, or the part of you that’s being born, is the most important choice you’ll make in your life.  Everything else about your philosophy, your politics, will spin off of that.  Am I going to build my life around this fearful grasping, for what I can touch, taste, feel . . .or am I going to say Yes to life and go into it, knowing that I’m consumed in the process and that what makes me feel comfortable is dying?  Sometimes what I’m afraid of is being born out of that.  That’s that image that Paul is talking about back and forth, the death in us, the life in us. In a sense we’ve lived a life that’s exposed us to danger, and death, and suffering, so that we can experience life and healing and comfort.  That’s what he’s trying to say to the people who hate him and are calling him names.  In this image, the universe is created, there’s light at the beginning, it’s this light kind of thing, and what Paul is talking about in parts of this book is that light shining in you.  It’s held in a very frail vessel however.  The filament part is very frail.  But it’s enough if you can identify yourself as that which is burning.  

Somebody asked me after church last Sunday if it’s OK for Christians to believe in reincarnation.  I checked with the Westminster Confession of Faith, and it doesn’t say anything against it, so it must be OK, right?  I didn’t really answer very well at that time, but I thought about it, and I think here’s what I want to say about resurrection and reincarnation.  Every human image you have of the afterlife has to be inadequate.  And whatever metaphor you choose for what that transformation consists of, you need to realize that the symbols are not talking about what will happen to your body.  They’re talking about what’s happening through your body.  That part is pivotal.  Whatever image you have, because Paul is saying in this part, the real is invisible.  You don’t have to go to Hinduism to find what they call the sword of discernment.  Anything you can see, taste, touch, is going to go away.  There’s some invisible intelligence that everything is a manifestation of - that what we see, taste, touch is like the froth on the surface of something that’s very deep.  What Paul is going to do here, in this particular section, is to call people to what’s being born inside us.  And you have religious symbols, but the point is to let go of the comfort of your symbols and images, and go with life when that time comes.  

Well, the first point is to realize it’s always a mixture.  The second is to realize that the defensiveness we have is never really on behalf of God or the sacred.  It’s always on behalf of our religion or ourselves.  We’re covering something up.  We don’t want to see something.  A religion you have to defend is already dead.  One of the things that often happens when people come here, is that they say “you’ve shaken my faith,” or “you’ve destroyed my faith” My response is - with as much love as possible – “If I can do that, then it was already dead.  I put it out of its misery.”  If you’re having to protect your faith, if you’re having to carry your faith, if you’re having to guard it and keep anybody from looking at it from a different angle, it’s dead!  Let it go.  Because something else can be born if you’ll let go of that.  That’s what faith means - not having to do resuscitation every night before you go to bed, on a corpse - but trusting that something new is being born, even if it makes you uncomfortable, trusting that life is taking you to a place that will be even more beautiful and more wonderful than what you’ve known.

Paul says religion is like an earthen jar. It’s not like pottery that you go and spend $400 for a bowl.  This would be like Dixie cups.  This is the kind of pottery that you see the shards all over the ancient world.  It was things you would store water in.  Things in which you would store vital things needed for life, but the pot was not going to last forever.  I saw a sermon on this that talked about Corning Ware Christians.  If you believe in God, you’ll be bent, but you won’t be broken, this kind of thing.  That’s not the point Paul is trying to make.  If your religion is telling you something will happen to your body where it will last forever, that’s not what Paul is saying.  He’s saying there’s something in you that doesn’t die.  In the Bible, there are no heroes besides Christ.  In the Old Testament – this is something that’s hard to get to – Elisha is not being held up as an example.  Moses is not an example.  That is why Moses dies before he goes into the Holy Land.  The frailty of these people is rubbed in your face.  Noah gets drunk, blames it on the daughters that see him naked – it’s their fault.  Anybody that tells a story about children calling a prophet bald and then the prophet calling she-bears down, has got to have their tongue in their cheek!  Why would you use children, and baldness, if you were trying to talk about the dignity of the prophet?  Those would be the worst examples you could use.  Maybe they’re saying, let go of that.  Maybe they’re saying the same thing Paul was saying.  

I think that there’s a definition that needs to go in the dictionary.  The definition of “a saint” is somebody who was born before investigative journalism.  (Laughter)  Somebody born before the paparazzi.  Because nobody is going to make the cut now.  Now we can be defensive, we can make excuses.  Mother Theresa, wonderful person, her diary is found and she talks about her doubts.  Everybody else…we just didn’t find their diary.  We’re all frail human beings, but we carry this light that shines though us.  It’s not what’s happening to your body, it’s what’s happening through your body that Paul is talking about here.  There’s a wonderful story from China where this little twerp joins a religious sage.  He looks at everybody else in the group and he says, you know, these are a bunch of idiots.  So he goes up to the sage and he says, “You know, you and I are probably the only people here that really understand this.  And we’re probably the only enlightened ones here.  Why don’t we just kind of take off and dump these losers?”  So the sage didn’t say anything, he just started carrying two water jugs.  One of them was polished and perfect; the other was cracked and was leaking.  This goes on for three months.  And the guy is trying not to say anything, finally he – you know, every time he’d start to ask a question the sage would shush him, don’t ask a question – so finally the guy can’t stand it anymore, he says, “why are you using that pot?  It’s cracked, it’s leaky, half the water comes out every time that you do that.”  So the sage says, “I want you to look – that’s on the right side – I want you to look on the right side where that broken pot has been carried.  What do you see?”  And the guys says, “just a row of flowers.”  And he said, “what do you see on the other side?”  He says, “dirt.”  He said, “What do you think that means?”  That the pot that was leaking, the pot that wasn’t perfect, was feeding that which was around it.  Have you ever been with somebody who’s just human?  And it fed your soul?  Have you ever been with someone who would pretend to be so perfect that you just hid who you were? Christianity is built on not pretending that we’re something we’re not.  Jesus got more mad at pretenders, religious pretenders, than at anything else.  That word, “hypocrite”was used.  But it’s anybody that wears the mask of religion and doesn’t open their heart to show who they are.  

The third thing – the first thing you may remember, was that religion is always a mixture, human/sacred; the second is that whenever we get defensive we’re not really protecting God, we’re protecting some inadequacy in our religion; the last is the sooner we can laugh at the humanness in the religion, the quicker we will see the divine in our religion.  The sacred will shine through more when we can laugh at our frailty and it becomes something funny.  Frederick Buechner has, I think, a very good example of this where it’s a man named Godric and he’s a very wise person, but he wants people to see him as a human being.  He’s got a disciple who’s writing his biography, I think, and he’s trying to present him as a saint - perfect saint.  And so they’re in tug of war, in this book.  Finally this hermit is at a river called Wear – I’m telling you that because the word Wear is going to come up and you’re going to wonder what that means.  So, bathing in the icy water with one of his students there, he says a kind of prayer.  

‘Praise, praise I croak, Praise god for all that’s holy, cold and dark.
 Praise God for all we lose.  For all the river of years bears off.
 Praise God for stillness in the wake of pain.  Praise God for 
 emptiness.  And as you race to spill into the sea, praise God 
 yourself, oh Wear’ (the river).  ‘Praise God for dying and the
 peace of death.’  He looks down and he sees a star reflected in
 the water and he says, ‘sometimes the star is still, sometimes 
 she dances.  She’s Mary’s star.  Within that little pool of Wear, 
 she winks at me.  I wink at her.  The secret that we share I cannot
 tell in full, but this much I will tell; what’s lost is nothing to what’s 
 found. And all the death that ever was, set next to life, would 
 scarcely fill a cup.’

I think that’s what Paul is talking about.  He’s saying that we’ve taken on a path that may lead us to death, but our hope is that it will open us to life.  We’ve taken a path that makes us your servants.  We hope that will teach you freedom.  We’ve taken a path that seems silly to you, and you laugh at us – we hope that will open you to true joy.  The truth is that religion is always a mix; good, bad, beautiful, ugly.  When we get defensive about religion, it almost always means we’re trying to protect something we’re afraid will be seen by others or by ourselves.  And finally, the sooner we can look at religion and laugh at the humanness, the sooner we will also see the transcendent and the beautiful.  

Transcribed and edited by a member of the St. Andrew’s Sermon Transcription Project.
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