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Scripture Reading:  Titus 1:7-16 (The Inclusive Bible)

Progressives always have a strange relationship with Paul.  It’s something like a rocky marriage. When you run across a passage like this one, you say, “OK, That’s it; I’m done with Paul.  This shows what a creep he was.”  Then later, another passage is like flowers and candy, and you say, “OK, I’ll give it another try.”

Paul never put himself at the same level as Jesus.  When we take up Paul, it’s very important to remember that we are looking at a stepladder for people at the time who were confused and lost.  Sometimes, that’s us, as well.  These are ways of getting back up to the level of the Sermon on the Mount. We are taught that love fulfills the law and the prophets.  So any time Paul’s words seem cruel or mean, we are misunderstanding or there’s a mistranslation, or … who knows … maybe Paul was having a bad day.

Prejudice was just a part of the atmosphere in Dallas, Texas, where I was raised.  No one would admit that, but I remember my uncle describing a scrambling, white quarterback as “brave”,  but when a black quarterback scrambled as well or better, my uncle would say, “See, that’s why I don’t want a black quarterback – they always get scared and run.” (laughter)  Prejudice kind of proves itself.  Some people start by saying, “Now I’m not prejudiced, but …” That convinced me that there are people who live their lives with their minds in a prison, and they don’t know it.  I didn’t want to be like that.  But, how do we know if we are prejudiced?  What is the algebra, the equation that would help us catch ourselves when we are distorting?  That is our topic today.
The phrase, “all Cretans are liars” in today’s Scripture is very, very disturbing.  It’s in the Bible, either believe it or not.  If not, there’s the back door. (laughter)  Obviously, Paul has to mean something else! Realize that there was a prejudice at the time against the people of Crete - that Titus, who is being sent there, may have had that prejudice.  In Greek, a word for “to lie” came from a word for Crete.  And, there was a phrase about “cretanizing a person from Crete”, which meant to “hustle a hustler.” (laughter) Prejudice was there, and there’s nothing rational about prejudice.  It has been said that if we could erase all of today’s prejudices, tomorrow we’d have a new set of people to be better than.  So, it’s an ongoing work. 
Here’s a bit of information that may radically change your understanding of this text.  When Paul says that all Cretans are liars, he’s actually quoting from a logical puzzle of the time.  It goes like this, “All Cretans are liars; one of their own philosophers said so.” (laughter, more laughter)  It’s a contradiction!  If the philosopher said so, and he’s a liar, then the statement must be false!  But, if it’s false, and he’s telling the truth, then… You can’t solve it.

Here is a Homeric hymn to Zeus that was written in the early second century BC, by Epimenedes. 
“They fashioned a tomb for thee, Oh, holy and high one.  The Cretans – always liars, evil beasts,
 idle bellies.”  (Recognize that?)  “But thou art not dead; thou livest and abidest forever, for in
 thee we live, and move, and have our being.”  Paul quotes that in the Book of Acts.  

Now, here’s the thing.  If, knowing Titus has this prejudice, Paul writes to him, acting like he’s agreeing (as Paul often does), and then inserts this logical conundrum, he may be trying to use what was humor to him to loosen Titus up a little bit before he goes to Crete.  

Paul quotes a lot from the ancient world, which tells you that he did not believe that Christianity was the only way.  If all these people are going to Hell, why read them, right?  Paul had a much bigger worldview than most Christians do.  But, he gets hacked up in translation by the translator’s level of maturity.  A horror that I can imagine is someone going through your email, particularly your cache, the stuff you didn’t send, and sending it out – those messages where you were on the verge on insanity, deciding should I send it or not?  Imagine, 2000 years later, that being lifted up as advice for everyone. (laughter)
Paul was shooting letters out to some pretty crazy situations, and some of those letters are pretty crazy.  The way to return them to sanity is to keep their titles.  The letter of Romans is to the … Romans, not to the Americans.  Corinthians is to the … Corinthians, not to the Americans.  So, if you are going to take Paul literally, start with that phrase.  It’s not to you!  You are overhearing it.  

Here’s a beautiful hymn to Zeus of which Paul was aware. “Zeus” is the word for life; “zoo” and “Zeus” come from the same word.  Zeus was born in a cave filled with bees!  (ZZZZZZ!)  It’s about the vibration that undergirds everything!  See if you see that kind of universality here: 

“Most glories of the immortals, invoked by many names, ever all-powerful, 

Zeus, the First Cause of Nature, who rules all things with Law, 

Hail! It is right for mortals to call upon you,

since from you we have our being, we whose lot it is to be God’s image,

… So great is the servant which you hold in your invincible hands, 

your eternal, two-edged, lightning-forked thunderbolt.

By its strokes all the works of nature came to be established, 

and with it you guide the universal Word of Reason which moves through all creation, 

mingling with the great sun and the small stars….  

This word, however, evil mortals flee, poor wretches; 

though they are desirous of good things for their possession, 

they neither see nor listen to God’s universal Law;  

and, yet if they obey it intelligently, they would have the good life. 

But they are senselessly driven from one evil to another; 

some are eager for fame, no matter how godlessly it is acquired;  

others are set on making money, without any orderly principles in their lives; 

and others are bent on ease, on the pleasures and delights of the body. 

They do these foolish things, time and time again, 

and are swept along, eagerly defeating all they really wish for.  

O Zeus, giver of all, shrouded in dark clouds and holding the vivid bright lightning, 

rescue humans from painful ignorance.  

Scatter that ignorance far from their hearts 

and deign to rule all things in justice…  

for there is no greater glory for human beings 

or gods than to justly praise the universal Word of Reason.  

That word “logos” haunts the New Testament; it gets translated out.  Tertullian famously said, “I believe because it is absurd” (which tells you how far things had fallen by the time Tertullian came along).  The opposite of prejudice is not tolerance; it is justice.   

Let’s think about the statue of the blindfolded Justice.  First, that blindfold means not responding to other people from the way they make you feel.  What we owe others is not dependent on how we feel about them.  Paul says that we fall into sensual religion, which can mean punishing as well as indulging the senses.  When he criticizes people who are requiring the Jewish customs, he’s not criticizing Judaism as we have it today.  This mixture of Gnosticism and Judaism was requiring that, before entering the new life of Christianity, people go back and be circumcised and obey all of the Jewish Law.   Enlightened Jewish people didn’t do this; they realized that you have to break the Sabbath sometimes, if your ox is in the ditch.  These safeguards were built into the system.  

Any religion based on this sensual obedience and belief that things happen sensually is beneath the level of intelligence to which we are being called.  To have that blindfold, though, means that we cannot call ourselves the chosen people, because we owe as much to those on the other side of the line as to those on our side of the line.  No chosen people, no scapegoats.  That blindfold means that when you meet another person, you give them their due.  You offer them the rights that you claim for yourself.  So, that’s the blindfold.

The second thing is the scale, which symbolizes testing and weighing, something most Christians are not taught.  If you’re debating with someone about the faith, you’re supposed to win, right?  Not according to Paul.  Paul uses a word here that doesn’t get translated.  He uses it some in his writings. It never gets translated in the same way that the philosophers used it, which was being willing to be persuaded if someone has a stronger argument.  That’s actually in the New Testament!  That if someone with whom you are debating has a point you hadn’t thought of, you say, “Yes! Very good!” because your commitment is to this universal intelligence, this universal reason.  

Now, let me say something heretical (but you’re accustomed to that!) (laughter)  The Bible is not the word of God - not in the sense that Paul means here.  Whatever the intelligence that undergirds life and reality is, it is the Word.  Scripture is a witness to that; Christ is a witness to that.  When John begins his book with “In the beginning was the Word,” he uses this word for reason.  It means, “That for which you are looking is the web that gives you being in the first place.”  You don’t need to look for this intelligence, because in it you live and move and have your being.  So that’s the scale.  

The sword is more problematic, because we think of it in terms of violence.  But remember the statement about the lightning bolt; reason also has a power to it.  Howard Zinn passed away this week, and those of us who are his fans mourn that.  He wrote A People’s History of the United States, in which he let the people left out of most history books speak for themselves.  American slaves and indigenous people have chapters. He said, “I wanted students to leave my classes, not just better informed, but more prepared to relinquish the safety of silence, more prepared to speak up, to act against injustice wherever they see it.  This, of course, was a recipe for trouble.”  And, Mark Twain once said, “Prejudice is the very ink that history is written with.”  History is written by the conquerors, who have the motive to say, “We were right all along.”  The opposite of prejudice is not tolerance; it is justice.  It’s making sure other people get what we have.  And, the sword means putting your life behind it – not acting like this is just a debate.  Other people’s lives are on the line; you need to be their friend.  

The final symbol of the Justice statue is the naked breast.  Originally, the naked breast was a symbol of nurture. (Back then, they didn’t realize how “dirty” it was. (laughter)  They didn’t have today’s moral clarity! (laughter) That symbol of nurture is incredibly important.  Paul writes to Titus, “Restore the people that are so frustrating to you.  Challenge their superstition so that you can be one.”  That’s the purpose of the writing.  

That’s hard to do when someone is prejudiced against you.  Prejudice is like having someone slam his or her mind in your face.  After every sermon like this, someone will ask afterwards, “How do I say this to my family, to my friends?”  Good news and bad news: The bad news is that you can’t reason someone out of a position they didn’t reason themselves into.  Prejudice doesn’t come from reason, and you’ll never be able to talk them out of it using logic alone.  The good news is that you can love them out of it.  
When I was a kid, the dogs would start barking when I walked through the neighborhood at night  I’d try to be quiet, but, before long, every dog was barking.  (Dogs had the web before humans had the web.)  Even the dogs that knew me and liked me were barking.  I realized that they were just afraid; there was something strange they couldn’t account for.  This was very good training for the ministry! (laughter)  Because sometimes people just start barking!  And, if they are theologically trained, there’ll be some scripture added into those barks… (laughter)…or philosophy, or science.  But, they’re just afraid, and they don’t know what to do.  Calming them down and loving them is the only way out.  Someone said, “If a dog barks at the moon, that’s religion; if a dog barks at a stranger, that’s patriotism.” (laughter)    

Paul calls us to realize the difference between religions of fear and desire.  He says to Titus, “We were the same way.  We were the same way!”  He uses the same words; it sounds so harsh about the Cretans.  He uses it of himself!  One of the ways to work with someone who is really prejudiced is to remember when you were prejudiced.  What did that feel like?  What did that look like?  It’s a tremendous gift, to learn the algebra that is behind our fears and behind our tolerance and respect of one another.  

Paul says that to the pure, all things are pure.  But, when we let our reason get contaminated, everything else is contaminated. So, he uses a joke with Titus – not a ha! ha! joke, but a joke.  He says, “You say all the bad things about Cretans.  You’re right – they’re all liars!  One of their own philosophers said so!”  See, a little nudge on the shoulder.  “Come out of it; Wake up! You’re barking; you’re just saying things.  Come back to that universal connectedness.”  This hymn of Cleanthes says it so well:
O Zeus, giver of all, shrouded in dark clouds and holding the vivid bright lightning,

rescue humans from painful ignorance.

Scatter that ignorance far from their hearts,

and deign to rule all things in justice…
for there is no greater glory for human beings

or for gods than to justly praise the universal Word of Reason.
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We are Presbyterian, 

yet our first allegiance is to Christ’s gospel of universal love.

We are Christ-centered, 

yet we respect and learn from all religions of love.

We affirm the ancient symbols of our faith, 

yet we strive to speak a new language that includes all people 

and affirms the scientific discoveries of our day.

We hope to teach children the stories of the Bible without 

sectarian dogma.

We strive to be a close nurturing community,

yet we welcome all people into our midst.

We wish to live in inner peace, 

yet hear God’s call to work for peace, and for universal

 human rights.

We take faith seriously, 

yet believe the journey should be fun.  

We celebrate life in many artistic forms.
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