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July 1, 2007

“July 4th, Super-Christians, and Other Legends”

1 Corinthians 1:25-31

5For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than human strength. 

26 Consider your own call, brothers and sisters:* not many of you were wise by human standards,* not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth. 
27But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; 
28God chose what is low and despised in the world, things that are not, to reduce to nothing things that are, 29so that no one* might boast in the presence of God. 
30He is the source of your life in Christ Jesus, who became for us wisdom from God, and righteousness and sanctification and redemption, 31in order that, as it is written, ‘Let the one who boasts, boast in* the Lord.’ 

I have to confess that I have weird TV watching habits – what I mean to say is that I get hooked on some pretty strange shows: trick pool tournaments on ESPN, a reality show starring Dog the Bounty Hunter, Amazing Medical Stories where they show doctors removing a 150 pound tumor from a woman’s back, a reality show where hairstylists compete to out-do each other, and every once and a while I get transfixed by the show “Mythbusters” on the Discovery Channel.  
Now if you know nothing about this show, let me fill you in.  
On the show, a team of scientists, model-builders, and technological wizzes create experiments to prove or disprove urban legends like, “Putting the belly of a toad on your cheek will reduce the pain of a toothache” and what do you think, true or false?  
It’s actually true – it has been proven that the skin of a toad excretes a vasoconstrictor that alleviates pain.  Who knew, right?  
Have you heard that putting metal objects in a microwave will make it explode?  Well, they debunked that myth as well – it won’t actually explode – it only reduces the useful life of the microwave (but please don’t try that at home).  Or have you thought that running through the rain keeps you drier than walking – actually, it doesn’t.  Fascinating stuff!  
There are some myths, as well, about good old American history, very appropriate for the Fourth of July.  Author Bill Bryson writes a fascinating account of American history in his book “Made in America.”  
This is what he writes about the naming of America: “In terms of linguistic immortality no one got more mileage from less activity than a shadowy Italian-born businessman named Amerigo Vespucci.  A Florentine who had moved to Spain, where he ran a ship supply business, Vespucci seemed destined for obscurity.  How two continents came to be named in his honor involved an unlikely measure of coincidence and error.  Vespucci did make some voyages to the New World, but always as a passenger or lowly officer.  He was not, by any means, an accomplished seaman.  
Yet in 1504, letters of unknown authorship began circulating in Florence, which stated that Vespucci had not only been captain of these voyages but had discovered the New World.  The mistake probably would have gone no further except that an instructor at a small college in eastern France made Martin Waldseemüller was working on a revised edition of the works of Ptolemy and decided to freshen it up with a new map of the world.  In the course of his research he came upon the Florentine letters and, impressed with their spurious account of Vespucci’s exploits, named the continent in his honor . . . [so, in the end,] Vespucci never set foot on the landmass that became the United States of America. . .”
Surprising?  There’s more.  Did you know that the motto for the United States, “E Pluribus Unum, ‘One from Many’ was taken from, of all places, a recipe for salad in an early poem by Virgil”?

Bryson writes further, “That we celebrate the signing of the Declaration of Independence on the fourth of July is a small historical curiosity.  America did not declare independence on July 4th, 1776.  That happened two days earlier, when the proposal was adopted.  The proceedings on July 4th were a mere formality endorsing the form of the words that were to be used to announce the breach.  Most people had no doubt that July 2nd was the day that would ring through the ages. John Adams wrote to his wife Abigail on July 3rd,‘The Second day of July, 1776 will be the most memorable moment in the History of America.’  Still less was the declaration signed on July 4, except by the president of the proceedings, John Hancock, and the secretary, Charles Thomas.  It was not signed on July 4th because it first had to be transcribed onto parchment.  The official signing didn’t begin until August 2nd and wasn’t concluded until 1781 . . .  John Dunlap, a Philadelphia printer, hastily ran off unknown number of copies.  Dunlap’s version was dated July 4th, and it was this, evidently, that persuaded the nation to make it a day of revelry.”
Today is a day to bust some myths for good – like the myth of the Super-Christian.  
This myth has lived with me since childhood.  Back in the day, when I was kid in Sunday school, my clearest memory is of felt Bible characters.  Maybe some of you remember these little felt board characters – Moses, David, Jesus, Mary, Peter, maybe a Paul – 
and I always thought that becoming immortalized in felt meant that you were really somebody.   These people, in my mind, were the giants of the faith, the Super-believers – un-stoppable, un-flappable and utterly different from me.  
Take David, for example – the super-king, writer of psalms, the man after God’s own heart, ancestor of Jesus.  But go back to the beginning, to the day when Samuel arrives in Bethlehem to anoint a new king.  All the sons of Jesse are paraded in front of Samuel – they are strong and good-looking, cultured and wealthy – and all were rejected.  And then were none – wait, there was one more, David, dismissively referred to as the “baby brother.” 
Eugene Peterson writes, “if you are the youngest of seven brothers you’re probably never going to thought of as other than the kid brother.  The Hebrew word used to describe David carries undertones of insignificance, of not counting for very much – certainly not a prime candidate for prestigious work.  The family runt. 
His father’s condescending attitude is confirmed by the job to which he’s assigned – “tending the sheep.”  The least demanding of all jobs on the farm, the place where he could do the least damage.  Babysitting for a neighbor or sacking groceries at the supermarket would be equivalent jobs in our economy.  
Because David was out of the way and mostly ignored as he tended the sheep, nobody had thought to bring him to Bethlehem that day.  Yet David was chosen.  Chosen and anointed.  Chosen not for what anybody saw in him – not his father, his brothers, not even Samuel – but because of what God saw in him.”  
Peterson writes that throughout his childhood, in his mother’s re-telling of the story, Peterson became David.  He was always David.  He still is David.  He writes that “it’s the intent and skill of this scriptural storyteller to turn everyone who reads or hears the story into realizing something essentially Davidic about him or herself, which is “In my insignificant, sheep-keeping obscurity, I am chosen.”

And this is only one of the felt characters with an insignificant beginning, with weaknesses or failings or inferiority complexes.  Take Moses who, when God told him to confront pharaoh over the enslavement of his people, replied, “But I stutter!” or Take Gideon who when God said, “Go save Israel,” he replied “How can I?  I am the least of the family and my clan is the weakest in the tribe.”  Or take the prophet Jeremiah who, when God said, “I have holy plans for you,” replied, “But I don’t know anything.  I am only a kid.”  
In the Philadelphia museum of art there is a massive painting of The Annunciation by Henry Tanner, where the angel of the Lord appears to Mary and tells her she’s to bear the savior of the world.  In the painting, it is obvious that Mary has been awoken from sleep.  She is in a night shirt with a cloth wrapped around her.  The sheets on the bed are twisted and the blanket lies half on the floor.  The woven carpet on the floor is wrinkled up beneath her feet.  And Mary is looking solemnly at the brilliant angel-orb of light in her bedroom.  
And you know what the Angel is asking of her, what the Lord is calling her to do – this is a great and momentous occasion, a calling unequalled in history – and yet, what I find so captivating is the disarray.   The bed is not made, the room is not clean, Mary is not sitting at the ready – she is met in the midst of everyday life with the vacuuming still to do and she was merely a scared teenager.  

All those felt superstars - I put them all up on the pedestal of wonderfulness and perfection, and then, as I read and learned more, one by one they toppled.  But that’s ok, because here they walk with me – people who had humble beginnings, people who doubted, people who questioned their ability to do anything God asked.
The passage today is from a letter Paul wrote some four years after he first arrived in Corinth, preaching and starting churches.  It is one of the longest New Testament letters and it is structured around a series of problems.  One of the issues was Corinthian fractiousness, where apparently various segments of the community could on occasion try to one-up others.  This tendency expresses itself sometimes in boasting and haughtiness, other times in condescension and disdain, and yet other times in inconsideration and thoughtlessness.  

Certainly pride and claiming status can be issues today, but I have known and have seen all too often the opposite problem, of considering ourselves not smart enough, strong enough, capable enough, gifted enough.  What I find valuable in this passage is not what it says about strength, but what it says about weakness.
This passage is about a paradox – how God could take weakness and foolishness, by the world’s standards, and prove them strong and wise.  
The world says you must be competent, you must know it all, you must have everything in place, have a handle on everything – but Paul, in this passage, is saying to the members of this struggling church in Corinth, “Remember what you were when you started?  You were not the richest or the smartest or the best prepared, yet you were called and used by God.”  
If we were already “enough,” why then would we need God?   Why on earth would we need a cross and a savior if we were already “enough”?  
This passage does its own version of myth-busting.  To be called, to do God’s work in the world which is the outpouring of faith, does not require that we be skilled, prepared, perfect -- it does not require that we have our beds made when an angel of some kind appears with a life-changing offer.  
I believe God calls us into service with our weaknesses, into service where we can’t do it on our own, because after all is said and done, we can’t with honesty say we did it at all.   We can only point to God and say, as Paul did, “I worked hard, but it was not I, it was the grace of God.”  
And I know this to be true in my own life when I felt called into ministry. “Call” seems like the wrong sort of term – it’s not like your cell phone rings and you hear “Yo, it’s me God, go to seminary.”  
I would describe it like an undertow – where swimming along, living my life, I found myself far down the shore from where I thought I would be through a constant and undeniable tug.  
Anyway, all this is to say, this is not where I thought I was headed.  And I can relate to Moses and to Gideon and to David and to Jeremiah – who said “You want me to do what?  But I stutter, I am not eloquent, I don’t know anything, I am the least, the last person you would want for a job like this, and my house is a mess”  
I had that same conversation a number of times, “I am not eloquent, not particularly loud (which is why I am using multiple microphones today), not a great scholar, I watch shows like Mythbusters when I could be doing something better and more edifying with my time, I don’t feel like I know the Bible at all, I shake visibly all over when I speak in front of people – what could you possibly want from me?”  
And one of the things I remember most clearly about the time approaching going to Seminary, when I was quitting my job in North Carolina and getting ready to move once more, was this clear revelation that the dark things in my life, the failures, the fears, the doubts, the worst things that have happened, those were the very things that God would use in my life as the seeds for compassion, for tolerance, for understanding – those very things would be gifts.  God took the foolishness and the weakness and transformed them and I stand amazed.  

I hope that the original recipients of Paul’s letter felt grateful for this insight, because I am grateful for it – because I see it as the key to the whole puzzle – we are broken and weak and often foolish and flailing, but verse 30 states, (and this is really good stuff), “God is the source of your life in Christ Jesus, who became for us the wisdom from God, and righteousness, and sanctification and redemption, in order that as it is written, “Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord.”  
If we could have done it on our own, we would have already – but we cannot – so we turn to the foolishness of the cross, the foolish idea that God broken and bloody hanging on the cross two thousand years ago, could change our lives today, bringing righteousness and sanctification and redemption – but that is the best example of the foolishness and weakness through which God works transformation.

The great myth we tell ourselves is that we are not enough for God to accomplish something profound through us.  
So I would encourage you to keep your eyes, and ears, and hearts open to God’s calling, and instead of replying with, “I can’t do that, I’m not  . . .fill in the blank, smart enough, good enough, gifted enough, brave enough, ready enough, old enough, young enough . . . rather respond with, “I am not enough, but you are, God.”
The take-home message is simply this: when God calls you to be involved, and he will, rather than responding with excuses, respond in faith – for we can do all things through Christ who strengthens us.

Amen.

