
2017 Bible Half-Hour Talks at NEYM Annual Sessions

2017 Bible Half-Hour Talks at NEYM Annual Sessions

Romans 12:2

First Day: The World
[Audio file: https://neym.org/sites/default/files/recordings/NEYM%20Bible%20Half%20Hour%202017%20Sunday%208_6-17_0.mp3]
“Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.  Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.  - New International Version (NIV)
Over the next five days I hope we will be able to look carefully at this quotation from Romans 12 and see what it might have to say to us today, as individuals, as Friends in New England, as citizens of the United States, as human beings.  We’ll pull it apart, examining in closer detail what it might mean to be conformed to this world (today’s topic), what it might mean to be transformed (tomorrow), what it might mean to renew our minds, what it might mean to prove or test something, and finally on the last day what it might mean by “that good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God.”

Before I begin, I want to ask your forgiveness.  I hope to bring up topics that can touch us in our deeper parts, and I am aware that all of us here have many different experiences and see things through our differing lenses.  In spite of my efforts to be tender and inclusive, it is probably inevitable that I will step on toes and cause pain.  For this, I ask you to forgive me and be willing to teach me, as I will try to be open to learning.

I also want to warn you that since these talks are billed as Bible Half Hours I will tend to use Biblical words, like “God” and “Christ”.  These words have accumulated multiple layers of meaning—positive and negative—and your understanding of them might not be what I am thinking when I use them.  Please translate these words in whatever way works for you.  Each of us should speak the authentic language of our heart without holding back out of fear of offending.  The burden of translation has to be on the hearers because the speaker cannot possibly know the heart language of each individual here.  I want to affirm John Heagle’s statement that “Human beings are inherently religious. . . . The hunger for God is like a pilot light in the core of our psyche.  It burns as a quiet, persistent flame to remind us of the eternal longing in our heart.”

The New International Version (NIV) translates the first phrase, today’s topic, as “Do not conform to the pattern of this world . . . .”  Let’s take a few minutes to consider the word “pattern”.  Of course it has resonances for Friends because of Fox’s famous epistle imploring us to “be patterns, be examples . . .”. 

What is the “pattern of this world”?  We do not live in a random or chaotic world but in a world of complex, inter-related ecologies and systems—a world of patterns.  Early Friends called the underlying structures “Gospel Order”, and knew it was Good.  A Biblical term for at least the human patterns and systems is “the powers”.  Some of you may be familiar with Walter Wink’s thorough exploration of the “powers”, stemming from his reading of Revelation.  Mennonite John Howard Yoder points out that the New Testament uses the term “powers” to refer to all the various structures throughout the natural and human worlds.  Paul insists that the “powers”/structures/systems were created by Christ/Logos/the Spiritual Energy that created everything.  We cannot live without patterns or systems or structures of organization.  However, we humans have taken the systems that define our various cultures and have warped and twisted them.  They do not serve us as they could or should but instead enslave us in a wide variety of damaging ways.  We cannot simply eliminate them because we humans need some kind of structures.  Instead the domination that these warped systems have over us must be reordered so that they can be made to serve us rather than us being forced to serve them.
 

We are taught that the economic, political, and social structures in which we live are inevitable, intrinsic to human nature, and can perhaps be tweaked a bit but cannot be fundamentally altered.  We’re talking about the systems of market capitalism, the systemic disempowerment and exploitation of racism, the flawed electoral and representative system that passes for democracy, as well as values that support these systems such as progress defined as infinite growth, that violence can be redemptive, that more is better.  These are all lies we have been told, because in fact these values and systems are not immutable, not foreordained. 

 “Do not be conformed to the patterns of this world”.  So let’s take a look at this world we are urged not to conform to, not to be co-opted or seduced by, not to accommodate to.  Remember that the first step in confronting violence or racism or exploitation is awareness; remaining attentive to life even in the midst of banality, heedlessness, and brutality.
  This morning’s talk will be a downer.  What I intend to do today is look at the Empire—our U.S. Empire—and examine our times, cry out about what is happening all around us—pierce through the numbness, join in solidarity with those who are caught in the depths of it, and grieve.  Grief is the antidote to the numbness which is the condition that the Empire prefers us to be in.

Albert Schweitzer, a major hero of my childhood, pleaded, “Think occasionally of the suffering of which you spare yourself the sight.” 

Given the current climate of privilege and moral injury we are experiencing in the world, and among Friends, the next comments will be from my own privileged position.  I acknowledge that this is not the condition of all here, and certainly not in the wider society.  It is very difficult for those of us who partake of class and white privilege to feel the depths of lamentation.  We assume we can walk away from an encounter with police.  We assume that we will have sufficient food, clothing, housing, and medical care.  We assume that the ill effects of climate disruption will not seriously affect us.  We are part of the “implicated resistance” and it should keep us humble to remember how much we profit from the system we try to resist.

I hardly know where to begin to name the patterns, systems, and cultural structures that enmesh us.  As a Quaker historian I’ll point to a few that may be buzz words for some here, or unfamiliar concepts to others.  This is just a list because our time is short.  It is not exhaustive.  The Doctrine of Discovery (remember the NEYM minute of 2013); colonialist mentality; subduing the Earth; social Darwinism; Ayn Rand; inequality & injustice; the 6th great extinction; hubris, anthropocentrism; racism & white supremacy distorting the legal, prison, education, employment, housing, and health systems; thawing permafrost releasing huge quantities of methane; homophobia and attacks on trans and other people perceived as “different” and therefore to be feared; sexism, classism, able-ism, and all the ways humans categorize and diminish one another; commodification of everything that can possibly be reduced to a dollar value for some individual or entity to profit from; what is happening to the growing and availability of healthful food; obvious and blatant corruption in high places setting the tone that only fools obey the law, that helping one another is for suckers; conscious deliberate destruction of “the commons” that should be held for the good of the entire populace, most obviously in terms of the air, water, soil, pure food, and safe effective medicines we need to survive, as well as our national parks, forests, and monuments; twisting the care of ill fellow humans into a profit driven enterprise; bellicose statements inflaming tension with North Korea, Iran, Russia, and even Cuba; the murder of yet another young black person by police, another immigrant family torn apart, another desperate refugee family fleeing violence stoked by US policies and arms sales, denied refuge. 

If you feel your eyes stinging, if you want to pour out a lamentation, this morning’s message has done what it is intended to do.  If you feel yourself shutting down under the torrent of evil, or want to turn away, grab a cup of coffee and some distracting small talk, please try to hang in here with us for a little longer.  Tears can cut through where reason and arguments beg to be refuted, or “managed” by denial or going numb.  Tears wash away the numbness.  Tears are a necessary first step.
 

I’m going to pause and ask each of you to turn to a neighbor.  In a single sentence say what most breaks your heart.  Then open your heart to listen to your neighbor’s anguish.  Let’s hold this pain in silence as we weep and implore God’s mercy on us. 

[5-minute pause]
God, have mercy on us!  How can we possibly deal with the enormity of such evil, and I use the word “evil” advisedly.  Think of Jesus weeping over Jerusalem—the symbol, place, and people he loved who would not heed his words.  Think of John Woolman contemplating the horrors endured by the slaves mining silver in Peru.  Woolman wept.  But then he did something else: while he probably never did have any buckles or buttons made of silver, now he stopped using silver tableware and cups, even at some personal embarrassment when visiting others.

Whether we like it or not most of us are in fact citizens of the Empire, whether the Empire considers us first or second or even third class citizens.  The question facing us is how can we make use of that to help inaugurate change from “Empire” to transformation into God’s realm?  Paul was a citizen of the Empire.  What did he do with that privileged status?  He didn’t reject it, he used it to his—and his message’s—advantage.  Rather than feeling guilty he used what he had been given.  He didn’t conform to the usual understanding of how a Roman citizen thought and acted, but he took advantage of the perks of citizenship to carry his message to the heart of the Empire, Rome itself.  Are we asked to do the same?  What might that look like?

The very early church, i.e. the Jesus Movement before it became institutionalized, demonstrated life together that was not in thrall to the powers.  It was a rejection of the violence of the Zealots and Maccabeans and the realpolitik of the Sadducees (the Herodian collaborators).  John Yoder is clear: the “church” did not and should not attack the Powers, but is to concentrate on not being seduced by them.  It is defensive.  When Paul enumerated the weapons these Christians should use [Ephesians 6:14-17]—girdle, breastplate, shoes, helmet, and machaira (short sword)—these are all defensive weapons.  The “church’s” job—our job as a Religious Society—is to demonstrate the new system taught by Jesus, to demonstrate the way the powers ought to be organized and structured to come into Gospel Order.

We are implicated resisters.  We have accommodated to “the world” in so many ways that we are not even aware of.  Not only must we pay attention to the evil in the systems in which we are enmeshed, we need to become more deeply aware on how those systems have inscribed themselves upon our psyches.  We have inherited an automatic fear of the “other”—those who are not like me in some definable way.  Too often we assume fear rather than openness, competition rather than cooperation, and suspicion rather than respect.  It has been said that the greatest ethical challenge of the twenty-first century is to learn to respect the “other”.  This doesn’t mean some nice toleration or politically correct stance.  It involves, to quote priest and scholar John Heagle, “facing our fears and naming our demons, of being honest about the reality of prejudice and subconscious forms of discrimination in our lives.”
 In other words we need to pick up all the defensive weapons we can find to resist the blandishments, the life-as-usual, the ease of going-along-to-get-along of the dominant culture in which we are living.

The “world” is a mess, and we humans have made it so.  With God’s help we humans can make changes.  The United States in too many ways is leading the world on this destructive, selfish, short-sighted, violent, racist path.  It has become acceptable and apparently protected to let the ugly racist, xenophobic, homophobic hatred that has always been present in this country to become public and to be acted upon.  Congress is aiding and abetting, votes are being suppressed and vicious attack ads are already being funded and aired in anticipation of November 2018, media is co-opted, the surveillance state has all the tools it needs, the police are being militarized, and the court has been packed.  The prognosis is grim.

We must remember—meaning that we must be “willing to live with conscious intentionality and to carry the consequences of our history.” We must grieve, and we must do more.  It is an act of courage to remember our collective history in a world of cultural and media amnesia.
 Remember the things done in our name as citizens of the Empire, or as members of New England Yearly Meeting.  Grieve, and do not forget.

Our hope lies in imagining a new vision.  Brazilian Presbyterian Liberation theologian Rubem Alves defines Hope as “the insight that Imagination is more real, and Reality less real, than it looks.”
Tomorrow, God willing, we’ll look more closely at the hope of transformation.

Second Day: Transformation

[Audio file: https://neym.org/sites/default/files/recordings/NEYM%20BIBLE%20HALF%20HOUR%202%208-7-17.mp3]
“And be not conformed to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind, that ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God.” - KJV

Don’t be conformed to the world, Paul wrote.  Instead be transformed.  Perhaps he was pleading.  Perhaps he was demanding.  Perhaps he was saying you have to choose, either conform to the world as it is or be transformed, you can’t have it both ways.

Yesterday we looked at the world and its systems and structures that humans have organized and acquiesce to, and we grieved.  Today I want to go back to the time of Jesus and look at the way humans had organized relationships among people back then.  In contrast I want to see what Jesus was proposing—and actually demonstrating.  Then I want to look at how early Friends experienced transformation, and what we can learn from them that could guide us today.  Finally, I’ll hold up a more recently articulated process toward transformation.  From there we can touch on the corporate aspect of being transformed, and the critical role of Love in the process.

Two millennia ago there were two main constructs controlling the way people saw themselves and interacted with others.  These two ideas were not unique to the eastern Mediterranean.  They informed practically all human societies and still control life in much of the world today.  These two powerful ideas can be identified with the paired terms “honor/shame” and “patron/client”.
[slide] It took me a while to get my head around the idea that “honor” in this context does not mean integrity or trustworthiness or self-respect.  In this context it means the reputation and respect one person can demand from another.  It’s all about face.  Its corollary is shame—when a person cannot command respect and is disrespected, reviled, and is not accepted as a welcome part of the in group.  Honor has to do with power, power over others.  [slide]  It is competitive, [slide] zero-sum, and [slide] breeds violence.

The other major construct, and intimately connected with it, is the system of [slide] patronage and clientage.  A strong person or family collects clients—people and families that give him or them respect in return for protection and occasional favors.  Strong clients collect weaker clients and on down the social hierarchy.  A broker can mediate between patrons and clients, creating a comfortable and remunerative niche.  You might recognize it as the feudal system across medieval Europe, but it still exists.  This system, too, is about power: the patron has power over clients, larger clients have power over weaker clients, and so on down the line.  [slide] It is competitive, [slide] zero-sum, [slide] and breeds violence.  Not unexpectedly, economics is part of the system, [slide] breeding gross inequality.

At the time of Jesus these twin systems were firmly entrenched.  People could easily assume that they were inevitable and immutable.  The games of honor were played by the very small percentage of the wealthy population, most especially the Roman imperialists and their clients among the elites of the subject populations.  The patronage game trickled down all the way to the peasants who were lowly clients of a landlord, a money lender, or simply someone who was more powerful.  In this system someone who was destitute was cast out of the system, without resources, without worth, and most certainly without honor.

Into this mess strode Jesus of Nazareth, son of a carpenter.  Carpenters, by the way, were not the valued tradesmen we assume such skilled artisans to be; they had no land, they were considered to be lowly peasants.  John Dominic Crossan has described the twin roots of Jesus’ teaching.  He didn’t only preach a new way, he lived it, and his followers demonstrated it in their relationships with one another in their daily lives.  One part of his revolutionary ministry was free healing done in people’s homes and villages, but not in one place like a clinic that could develop patrons, brokers, and clients (think of the economics of medieval pilgrimage sites).  The other part of Jesus’ revolutionary ministry was his practice of an open table that welcomed everyone and anyone to eat together disregarding honor, custom, and status.  Eating was a Big Deal and there were a lot of unwritten rules about who you could and could not eat with.  [slide] This combination of healing and eating, as Crossan explains, 

was a challenge launched not just on the level of Judaism’s strictest purity regulations, or even on that of the Mediterranean’s patriarchal combination of honor and shame, patronage and clientage, but at the most basic level of civilization’s eternal inclination to draw lines, invoke boundaries, establish hierarchies, and maintain discriminations.  It did not invite a political revolution but envisaged a social one at the imagination’s most dangerous depths.

It isn’t recorded that Jesus talked about transformation.  But what else could enable people to actually live into his invitation to God’s Kingdom?  How can someone discard the ingrained mental constructs of shame, subordination, subservience, and worthlessness, and become emotionally, psychologically, and spiritually strong and free enough to accept and to be accepted as an equal to every other person—male and female, pagan and observant Jew, learned scholar and illiterate peasant, mistress and slave, violent revolutionary and political collaborator, and all the other differences we delight in creating.  How can one be open to this without being transformed—regardless of the terminology used to describe the necessary change?

Let’s turn to the more familiar—and certainly better documented—process of transformation as experienced by early Friends.  They lived in a time of upheaval, when the givens of society were being questioned and a wide variety of alternatives were being offered, even as some thought it was the beginning of the end of life as they knew it.  There was widespread anxiety about sin and salvation, heightened by Calvin’s harsh theology.  There was also a hunger, a yearning, a “Divine discontent”. 

In the seventeenth century [slide] most people who became Friends were first worked on internally by the Holy Spirit: they were consciously hungering after righteousness, seeking to know God.  [slide] Then at a public meeting they heard a Quaker preach, and the words reached to the witness of God or Christ (“that of God”?) already at work in them.  This was often followed up with a session of private, intense, small group or one-on-one ministry.  There might be no more contact with Friends until perhaps a different Friend would come through the area and clinch the convincement.  Occasionally there was correspondence.  However, [slide] it was always clear that new Friends, as well as more experienced ones, were to be taken to the feet of Christ and left there to learn from the Inward Teacher himself.

[slide] For us today it isn’t so much a worry about sin or a fear of hellfire.  Rather it seems to be an unshakeable feeling that things are not right, that I am out of alignment, alienated, caught in meaninglessness.  Today’s issues are loneliness and anomie—individualism untethered from intimacy and community.  Today we have therapists and a whole pharmacopeia whose life-saving abilities are sometimes misused, plus zillions of products and distractions for sale all designed (for a price) to cure (or distract) you from this dis-ease. 

Sometimes, of course, it just happens, unexpected, pure grace.  One is suddenly held in an embrace of pure, unconditional Love that knows all of one’s self, accepts it, loves it, and yet paradoxically invites it to be better.  For others it is a much slower process that draws one, bit by bit, with forgetting and backsliding, toward Something Better, toward Love.  Today, if we are willing to resist the blandishments offered in the market place of alternatives to help us become “adjusted” to this sick society, then the Love, the Light, whatever word you want to use to describe the overwhelming Love we’ve experienced, invites us to become more like it, more like Love.  I entreat you, please, be willing to speak of your experiences to others.

Then we might open ourselves to the difficult and painful process to which Margaret Fell invited incipient Friends: to allow the Light to reveal “the secret subtlety of the enemy of your souls”.
 [slide] In her oft-quoted words:

Let the eternal Light search you, and try you for the good of your souls . . . .  It will rip you up and lie you open, and make all manifest which lodgeth in you . . . . Therefore all to this come and by this be searched and judged and led and guided.

It really pains us to see those parts of ourselves we’d rather not see, and certainly don’t want anyone else to even suspect their existence.  Many of you here are already well experienced in this process.  It is helpful when you are willing to share your experience.  So this is an invitation to the rest of us to dare to stick more than our toes into the Living Water.

The process isn’t easy but it is bound up with Love.  Sometimes the Love comes at the beginning as an invitation; sometimes part way along as encouragement; sometimes not until a lot of internal pain has been felt.  Sometimes the Love is a direct mystical experience.  Sometimes it comes refracted through human beings, or through nature or music, poetry or science, or any other experience that touches and opens our soul. 
What are the difficulties along the way as we move towards a different way of living?  John Woolman identified selfishness and greed as the main barriers between us and Divine Wisdom/Love.  We might add ego and fear.  Woolman identified what he called the “natural mind” as the human inclination when it is not paying attention to Love.
 [slide] He wrote:

The natural mind is active about the things of this life, and in this natural activity business is proposed and a will in us to go forward in it.  And as long as this natural will remains unsubjected, so long there remains an obstruction against the clearness of divine light operating in us; but when we love God with all our heart and with all our strength, then in this love we love our neighbours as ourselves, and a tenderness of heart is felt toward all people, even such who as to outward circumstances may be to us as the Jews were to the Samaritans.

We are to keep our “natural mind” of greed and selfishness subjected to a focus on loving God, which then enables us to love our neighbors and all people.  But this is still a bit opaque for those who have not yet engaged deeply in the process.

Thomas Kelly suggests that another reason for our reluctance, our failure to center down, is not a lack of time in our very crowded days, but the “lack of joyful, enthusiastic delight” in the Light that draws us God-ward “at every hour of the day and night.” In our haste to love our neighbor, we forget about loving God with all our heart and mind and strength.
 It is not easy to love the Ground of Being, or Creative Energy, or the Inward Light, or an amorphous “spirit”.  It may be even more difficult to love the Void, the Great Silence, the Holy Mystery.  Whatever our concept of the Divine is, transformation involves accepting its love and loving it enough to surrender into it.

It has been suggested that the Holy Spirit’s efforts to bring Truth to each generation, manifested in the mid-twentieth century with Alcoholics Anonymous.  The program distills age-old Truth into language that is accessible in our time.  Essentially, it maps out the steps to transformation.  [slide] The starting point is admitting we are powerless and our lives have become unmanageable.  Why is it that most of us have to be desperate and helpless before we are willing to ask for help?  George Fox found “when all my hopes in them and in all men were gone, so that I had nothing outwardly to help me . . . .”
 Then comes the glimmer of hope: AA goes on, [slide] “we came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.” Perhaps “sanity” is too secular or psychological to describe what we are grasping for.  Substitute your own words: “salvation”, “righteousness”, whatever you deeply long for.  “[W]e came to believe”, AA declares, that there is Something, a Higher Power, God, or, as Fox discovered, “a voice that said there is one even Christ Jesus who can speak to thy condition”.  There is a Power greater than ourselves, regardless of what words any of us choose to describe this Reality.  And now the critical step: [slide] “we made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood him [/her/it/God].” This isn’t a test of doctrine, it is accepting the reality, however we experience and understand it.  We face a choice.  Yes, I will turn my life over, or no, thanks just the same, I can continue to deal.  If we say yes, then comes the ripping open that Margaret Fell invited us to.  In AA’s language, [slide] “we made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.” Ouch.  Then an interesting step for Friends who did away with ritual confessions.  Have we perhaps thrown out the baby with the bathwater?  AA continues, [slide] “we admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs.” That’s not the end, though; we are not to remain stuck wallowing in that muck.  [slide] “We reach the place where we are entirely ready to have God remove all these defects of character”, and so we go ahead and humbly [slide] “ask God to remove our shortcomings.” Note that there are separate steps for coming into willingness to be changed or transformed and then asking or praying for it to happen.  This isn’t an appeal for you to grit your teeth and by sheer will power remove your own character defects.  You pray to have them removed.  This isn’t the entire program.  There are five more steps, and they are all important.  But you get the idea.  The good news is, you don’t have to have an addiction to alcohol to use this process.  I suspect it could be modified and used in a Friends’ meeting to very good effect.

A critical part of AA is that you do not get transformed on your own.  You need the help of a Higher Power and you need other humans.  You need some people who are farther ahead in the process than you, and you need to reach back and offer a hand to those who are just beginning.  It can’t be done without a community.  If this sounds a bit like developing a system of patrons and clients, the crucial difference is the deliberate lack of power over.  It is community rather than patronage/clientage.  We’re all just bozos in the bus, needing and helping one another.

Let me get back to reiterate that a transformed community is what Paul was talking about—be ye transformed—the verb is second person plural.  We know that a transformed community is made up of transformed individuals.  Some work on the personal part first so that they can help the group.  Others will come along later, as they see and feel the joy and love of the group.  We all need to be working on both parts of it.

Sandra Cronk, perhaps the most important Quaker prophet of the late twentieth century, wrote [slide]
A transformed life means living in new relationships with others.  Indeed, God’s healing power often comes to us through the love of others.  In this way the church-community is the body of Christ in the world continuing His work of redemption.  Thus, a loving community is both an aid in our religious journey and an incarnation of the goal of that journey, i.e. God’s Kingdom on earth.

I think what really draws us in, draws us toward the Divine, like a heliotropic flower toward the sun, is Love.

Morton Kelsey writes [slide] that “we can make many true statements about the nature of love culled from the history of spirituality.  We can give clear examples of love in action, and we can state how different it is from its imitations.” But the “only way to understand the incredible reality of divine love is to listen to those who have had direct encounters with divine love.”

This should be a hallmark of all of our meetings: the place we go and the people we want to have conversations with, as we share our deepest yearnings for and experiences of Divine Love.  A Friends Meeting: where we encourage and help one another into transformation—where we expect transformation.

Tomorrow we’ll take up the concept of renewing our minds.

Suggested Discussion Questions:

Do I want to be transformed, and if so, what is holding me back?  If not, why not?

Are Jesus’ radical inclusion and his rejection of patronage applicable today?  In what way(s)?

If my meeting is not already the place where we go to share our deepest experiences of Divine Love, what might be done to transform it?

Third Day – Renewal of your minds

[Audio file: https://neym.org/sites/default/files/recordings/NEYM%20BIBLE%20HALF%20HOUR%203%208-8-2017.mp3]
Don’t conform yourselves to this age, but be transformed by the renewal of your minds, so that you can judge what God’s will is—what is good, pleasing and perfect.  int
Yesterday we talked about transformation: how it needs to happen in both individuals and together in the body of our meeting communities, and that at its most basic, it is about surrendering into Love, becoming fully obedient to the Light Within.  Today we want to explore “the renewal of your minds”.
This is the only translation I could find that used “renewal” instead of “renewing”, and “minds” rather than “mind”.  I am not a Greek or a Biblical scholar, but a F/friend passed along the tidbit that in Greek what is usually translated as “renewing” of our minds is actually a noun, not a verb at all: “renewal”.  Does it make a difference whether it is a noun or a verb?  My immediate reaction is to think, oh, if my mind has “renewal”, it is completed, mission accomplished.  If it is a verb, “renewing”, it is still a work in progress, ongoing.  So is Paul suggesting that only if our minds have renewal we will be able to resist conforming to the world?  Is this a sharp dichotomy rather than a sliding scale?

[slide] What does a mind that has renewal look like?  Thomas Kelly describes the outcome of a mind with renewal:

It begins first of all in a mass revision of our total reaction to the world.  Worshipping in the light we become new creatures, making wholly new and astonishing responses to the entire outer setting of life.  These responses are not reasoned out.  They are, in large measure, spontaneous reactions of felt incompatibility between ‘the world’s’ judgments of value and the Supreme Value we adore in the Center.

What does a mind that is not conforming to “this age” look like?  Why is Paul talking about our minds rather than our spirits or souls or our bodily actions and habits?

We only have a half hour so I am just going to jump to equating the mind with thoughts and ideas, plans and purposes, as opposed to the heart where soul or spirit presumably live.  Our actions, our way of living, grow out of the ideas, ideologies, concepts, thoughts, and so on that are in our minds.  Therefore we need to pay attention to our mental structures and habits of thought, in short, our mental paradigm.

I’m going to make another assumption, and that is that our mental paradigm, the mental boxes in which we choose to live, can be informed and inspired by a vision, a prophetic invitation.  As we read in [slide] Proverbs 29:18, “Where there is no vision, the people perish.” It feels to me that we—or at least some of us as so-called liberal Friends, as citizens of the United States, as participants in “western civilization”—are floundering, with no clear or obvious unifying vision toward which we all work, that sustains us and gives us hope and a reason to get up in the morning.

This morning I want to look more fully at the vision Jesus offered, then look at what energized and empowered early Friends.  Then, perhaps we can ask what we might be able to say today.  In other words, what we might get our minds around if they had “renewal”.

Yesterday we looked at Jesus with his ministries of itinerant healing, and eating with everyone and anyone, thus offering a radical challenge to the honor/shame and patronage/clientage constructs of the dominant culture.  Mennonite John Howard Yoder picks up another strand of what Jesus was offering to the people—and what made him such a threat to the authorities.  Yoder uses the gospel of Luke, at least in part because Luke was trying to convince the Romans that the young Christian movement was quite harmless, a mere “spiritual” group.  So it is interesting to follow Yoder as he teases out of Luke’s account the earlier strands of tradition that tell a quite different story.
 

When Jesus began his ministry, his gospel, [slide] he proclaimed

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he hath anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor; he hath sent me to heal the brokenhearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised, to preach the acceptable year of the Lord.  (Luke 4:18-19 KJV)

The “acceptable year of the Lord” is what George Fox proclaimed at the top of Pendle Hill.  Whatever Fox took it to mean, it would have been understood by the hearers of Jesus as Jubilee.  [slide] Leviticus 25:8-17 and Isaiah 61 held out the prophetic hope of Jubilee, the promise of a time when debts would be erased, economic inequalities eliminated, and all God’s people would start over again at the same point.  Scholars debate whether the every-50th-year Jubilee ever happened in its fullness, but apparently enough happened that people were familiar with it, and elite minds had developed clever work-arounds for those who already had more than their share and intended to hold on to it: namely those who loaned money that Jubilee would make uncollectable.  There were four major parts of Jubilee, one of which was liberty for those enslaved.  That part was tried at least once, when King Zedekiah proclaimed liberty to all Hebrew slaves.  One way or another, however, the wealthy Hebrew enslavers took them back, causing Jeremiah 34:8-17 to warn them that because of their failure to live up to the covenant with the God who brought them out of slavery in Egypt, Jerusalem would fall to Nebuchadnezzer.  Which it did.

Another major part of Jubilee was remission of debts.  This was a major concern of Jesus, and the Lord’s prayer meant literally “remit us our debts as we ourselves have remitted them to our debtors”.  As most of us don’t have person-to-person debts we tend to translate the prayer as a forgiveness of generic wrongs/transgressions.  But apparently what Jesus was really saying was “practice Jubilee; only those who practice grace will receive grace.” [slide] The parable of the merciless servant told a story all too well known to Jesus’ peasant audience.  Herod had instituted heavy taxation, so a peasant would have to borrow money to pay it, mortgaging his land.  The interest on the debt climbed, his land was seized, and the trapped peasant became a sharecropper on his former land, and then as the debt continued to increase he was reduced to servitude.  The interest kept mounting and eventually he, his wife, and children would be sold into slavery to cover the debt.  In the parable the king practices Jubilee by forgiving his servant’s huge debt; but the ungrateful servant then turned around and refused to grant Jubilee to his fellow slave.  The moral of the story is no divine Jubilee for those who refuse to practice it on Earth.

There is more, picking up on [slide] the parable of the dishonest steward, which is puzzling when removed from the context of the inequalities of peasant life in Palestine.  In this story a dishonest steward had been jacking up the sums demanded from the share-croppers and peasants and in addition was embezzling huge amounts of money from the absentee owner.  When an accounting was demanded he knew he couldn’t possibly repay what he owed.  Instead he went to each of the poor people he had defrauded and restored the unjust excess he was taking.  For this the owner (standing in for God) praised him.  Although the steward was reduced to poverty, he gained real wealth: the gratitude and friendship of his former victims.  He would be an accepted, appreciated part of the community.  He was practicing Jubilee with no expectation of gaining it himself.
 

Jubilee did not just mean the rich should give back.  It also meant the poor should pay their just debts honestly—not waiting for Jubilee to give them a free ride: [slide] “You shall not cheat one another” [Lev. 25:17a] was part of Jubilee.  Jesus asked, why don’t you judge for yourselves what is right?  In other words, don’t hide behind the law, but be guided by grace and Love.  So what was the economic plan of Jesus?  It seemed to be about Jubilee, not about setting up a commune, nor giving a set of rules for an Essene-like community.  Jubilee necessitated both those who loaned and those who borrowed to honestly follow the most truthful and loving path.
 The Early Jesus Movement as described in the Book of Acts seems to have instituted pure communalism.  Those folks thought they were living in the End Time.  One can do all sorts of heroic things if it is only temporary—or only once every fifty years.  Of course it didn’t turn out to be the End, and all too soon the Jesus Movement became an institution that eventually took on the characteristics of the Empire Jesus was resisting.  But down through the ages Spirit-filled groups and utopian dreamers have tried to follow the communal example.  Widening the frame a bit, does the teaching of Jesus about debt have any resonance for life in twenty-first century USA?

Let’s take a look at early Friends.  There is no doubt in my mind that they had a vision, and it was powerful enough to change their lives in some very specific ways.  You could tell who was a Friend by the way she dressed, spoke, and acted.  In time, much of what they were testifying for became the norm—an encouraging thought.  First of all, they assumed that they were not to conform to the world because they were most definitely in the midst of the process of being transformed.  They had a vision of what God required of them, as a people dedicated to learning and living God’s will.  They understood that “the world” was corrupt and out of alignment with God’s holy love.  They felt called to demonstrate what society might look like if they actively and honestly tried to live under the direct guidance of Christ—not in Roman Palestine where the issues were healing and eating, but in seventeenth century England.

[slide] They looked at society around them with its rigid hierarchies and patterned ways of behavior depending on where you and the person with whom you were interacting were placed in the social hierarchy.  Friends said “No!  We reject this model of social structure.  We will not take off our hats or bow and scrape to those supposedly our superiors.  We will use the second person singular when speaking to a single person no matter who he or she is because that is grammatically honest and spiritually faithful.” And many of them paid a very steep price for this witness.

[slide] Early Friends looked at the legal system, founded on oaths.  Living through several changes of government, each demanding—and receiving—oaths of allegiance, was found by Friends to be hypocritical and dishonest.  In addition Jesus was recorded as specifically instructing his followers to “swear not at all” [Matt. 5:33-37].  This witness put Friends outside of the legal system and many of them suffered greatly for their testimony.

[slide] Friends looked at the government-enforced ecclesiastical system funded by compulsory tithes, and knew it was wrong.  So they refused to pay their tithes and again, significant amounts of their goods were seized, often worth much more than the actual tithe or church fee.

[slide] Friends, whether they had served in Cromwell’s New Model Army or not—like Jesus staking out a third way that rejected the violence of the Zealots and the acquiesance to violence of the Sadducees—declared that fighting with outward weapons was wrong and could not bring about God’s Kingdom.

Today in most of the western world allowance is made for affirmations instead of oaths, and for conscientious objection to participating in the military—although the taxes most—but not all—of us pay certainly supports it.  Language usage has shifted so that in English the honorific plural “you” is now used for everyone, no matter how exalted or lowly, and tithes are not enforced by the legal system.  But God’s Kingdom seems more ephemeral and remote than ever.  The systems, the structures, and Powers that seem so implacable today are not in alignment with God’s realm as we come to understand it.  Racism and white supremacy, heedless destruction of the environment and the Earth’s resources, economic and social inequality and injustice, the myth of redemptive violence, scape-goating immigrants and minorities are just a few of the issues where Friends tend to bump up uncomfortably against the status quo.  What can we say?  What is our witness?  There are Friends actively working on each of these issues, and increasing numbers of us are becoming involved.  What is our vision of God’s alternative?

[slide] Participants in the Jesus Movement either listened to Jesus in person, or gathered together in their house churches to wait and listen to be instructed by the Holy Spirit.  [slide] Early Friends developed a practice in which both individually and then coming together as a group they worshipped and listened to that same Spirit guiding and instructing them as a group.  It was this [slide] sure knowledge that they could learn from Christ Within/the Light, to which they witnessed.  Their daily lives as well as their acts of civil disobedience testified to what they had learned together of God’s will for them.  Their core was integrity: their ideals and thoughts matched their words and actions—their minds had “renewal”—or at least that was what they were working towards, at some tremendous cost but with great love and joy and community.

What do we say as Friends today?  [slide] Well, we have the SPICES, a basket of testimonies from which you are invited to pick some that fit your comfort zone.  It’s a handy mnemonic devise for remembering the different facets of what a Quaker way of life should look like.  There are heroic individual Friends today—a number of them right here in New England Yearly Meeting—who listen carefully, faithfully, and allow their actions to be guided in conformity with God’s will as they have discerned it.  But how do we listen together?  Meeting for worship and meeting for business can be times when all who are present open their hearts with love and humility, with thanksgiving and repentance, expecting to be taught—to be taught together.

Our meetings—are they communities of people who are intent on transformation, on submitting to a Higher Power?  Do we long for our meeting to be the place where, over coffee perhaps, we can talk of those things closest to the bone— “I feel a terrible emptiness that is making me ache . . .” “I had a dream the other night . . .” “I am afraid . . .” “I had this strange experience that was unnerving but somehow comforting . . .” Do we long for our meeting to be a place where a Friend will gently tell us when we are doing something that is turning us away from Divine Love?  A group where we are loved enough to accept admonishment?  Do we long for a meeting that knows how to deal with conflict? that realizes conflict is inevitable, the test is not do we disagree but how as a group do we learn to lovingly engage in conflict and learn how to forgive and reconcile? where we assume those who disagree with us are—like us—trying to be faithful?  There is good work being done on conflict resolution, on learning alternatives to a fight or flight reaction to a person or situation that pushes our buttons.  How can we incorporate this learning into our meetings?

Today we are asking questions about our minds.  What are the dominant factors in our thinking that guide our actions?  Is our meeting in tune with these thoughts and desires?  Can we articulate a vision that has some specificity?  Does our meeting share it?  Does our meeting minute a vision in which we share?

Without a vision the people perish, but how do we get the vision?  [slide] John Woolman wrote, “To humbly apply to God for wisdom, that we may thereby be enabled to see things as they are and ought to be, is very needful; hereby the hidden things of darkness may be brought to light and the judgment be made clear.”
 So tomorrow we’ll take up the issue of testing and discerning among the many opportunities, visions, and choices that we are offered.

Discussion questions: In a blog post Jean Zaru, Clerk of Ramallah Friends Meeting, challenges us: “Yes, we seek the reign of God.  And, yet while doing so, we must ask ourselves in what ways do we contribute to its realization?  In what ways do we stand in its way?  How can we recognize the kin-dom of God as it continually emerges and re-emerges?”

Fourth Day: Discernment

[Audio file: https://neym.org/sites/default/files/recordings/NEYM%20BIBLE%20HALF%20HOUR%204%208-9-2017.mp3]

 “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect.” – English Standard Version (ESV)
“[T]hat by testing you may discern” (ESV), or “be able to test and approve” (NIV), or “prove” (KJV), or “judge” (int)—these translations are all other words for discerning.  “Discerning” or “discernment” are among our favorite and most-used Quaker words.  Other Christian denominations have come to Friends for help on how to do this.  We are supposed to be experts.  Just to remind us, “discernment” is not Quaker jargon for “deciding” or “choosing”, “making a decision”—even though discernment might result in a decision.  So this morning let’s look at discernment, especially as it is understood to be a way of knowing what we are to align with to be in closer relationship to Truth or God’s will or Love.

How does it work?  My sense is that it is something like intuition.  Or perhaps that word, “intuition”, has been used as a way of discrediting it, moving it over into something women do—men, according to the stereotype, use reason.  Be that as it may, in some mysterious way we have experienced somehow being aided in making decisions.  Sometimes we are given insights into our own or someone else’s condition.  We understand the dynamics of a situation.  We are occasionally given the right words.  We “know” what to say in a potentially intense situation.  Discernment is at work in taking one’s inventory in a Twelve-Step program.  It is opening myself to see my part in the breakdown of a relationship, in a flash of anger, or in a carefully nurtured resentment of a past hurt.  Where do these insights come from?  Not from our own clever calculations.  If that is whence they arose, then we did not discern them; we reasoned them—although that is not to say that discernment is unreasonable or anti-rational.  It is just different from logical reasoning.

Since these knowings do not come through a traceable chain of reason, we wonder—or someone challenges us—am I understanding, hearing, or seeing correctly?  How do we know we have apprehended or perceived correctly?  How do we differentiate among the internal voices of the Advocate, the Adversary, peer pressure, a parent, and the muddle of our own psyches?  How does the group—the meeting—differentiate/discern between false and true prophets?  How do we keep an individual from going very wrong or even leading the group astray?  Jonestown or the Branch Dividians are pointed to, the way seventeenth century folks pointed to the violent extremes of the Munster Anabaptists—as if the pathological excesses of a few examples discredit the entire process.

Perhaps it comes down to a question of faith.  Do we really believe that Something—the Inward Christ, God, Light, the Spirit, Wisdom, a Higher Power—can and will teach us?  Or do we not quite trust that this is real?  Or that human beings can really perceive what is being given?  Do we behave like functional atheists?  Or is it that we don’t quite trust some—or most—humans to get it right without my/our help?  How can we clarify and purify our apprehension, our perception, of that which is discerned?

[SLIDE] As Jennie Isbell and Brent Bill have observed,

the work of discernment is not possible in a community without trust and a common sense of what is at the center of the discernment process.  If a community is not able to speak about God, then speaking about God’s will for the community or for a person in the community is not possible. . . . [SLIDE] When communities want to do corporate or shared discernment around God’s will, they must have a shared vocabulary of faith in order for basic communication to happen.  Encouraging individuals to have a relationship with the Holy, and to speak of it, strengthens individuals and the community.  It also brings about awareness of the complexity that faith communities live in.

. . . faith communities are not monolithic.  A “shared vocabulary of faith” is not a doctrine or dogma but words that communicate.
The radical message preached by George Fox and others was often summed up as “Christ is come to teach his people himself.” It tested the validity of the promise that where two or three are gathered in his name, Christ will be present in their midst.  When Christ is actually present one becomes silent and listens—in awe and humility.  The Religious Society of Friends was predicated on the assumption that every member of the church/meeting is given the gift of discernment, at least in some measure.  The form of worship and church governance was based on the faith and experience that ordinary men and women, informed by the Spirit of Christ, could discern what was required of them as members of a faith community that in fact, not just in theory, is the body of Christ.

Robert Barclay, whose Apology was instrumental in forming Friends’ understanding of our own theology, devoted his second proposition to Inward and Unmediated Revelation.  He set it out in a systematic way, based on preceding authorities, including the Bible.  Barclay starts with the understanding accepted by church fathers through the ages[SLIDE] that “Lofty, ethereal, and intellectual knowledge of God can be obtained in many ways, but true knowledge can be obtained only by God’s Spirit shining in upon the heart enlightening and opening the understanding.”
 That puts us on warning that this discussion is going to be a strange one.  Our normal manner of discussion is to use our intellect: marshalling arguments, refuting, and using our human tools of language, reason, and logic.  We are accustomed to using words to define, to make concepts or objects discrete.  The point of a discussion is, in a way, to demonstrate our mastery of the subject.  Understanding, in this mode, is a form of coming into control of that which is thought or talked about.  But, as we know, understanding God is not part of this paradigm, although we can and do apply language, reason, and logic to our concepts and experiences of the Divine.  But when it comes to knowledge of God, God is in control, and therefore by definition, we cannot be.  There is no way around this, because discernment, as I am using the term, has to do with knowing what Christ/God/Higher Power is teaching me/us, inwardly, in this situation at this time.  So for those who are uneasy with a way of knowing that is not based in the intellect, this is a frustrating and challenging exercise.  And yet, month after month, this is exactly what we try to do in our meetings for business.  And sometimes it works in a way that catches our breath and keeps us coming back and continuing to work with this method.

There is, obviously, a way of knowing God, a paradigm that is separate from our heads.  Metaphorically it can be located anatomically in our hearts or guts.  It is in this paradigm of heart-knowledge that discernment is found.  Today’s topic and perhaps in ensuing discussions in the anchor groups is to grapple with this not-quite-tangible, not-quite-graspable reality that does not submit to being placed in a box of our own construction.  The Spirit blows where she lists.

There are a variety of types or situations of discernment.  It is a way of recognizing, knowing, and naming my own condition, another’s condition, the group’s condition, what’s going on in a given situation, or an understanding of “the times”—the dominant culture in which we are enmeshed.  It is also, of course, the main technology for arriving at decisions in Friends meetings for business as well as for individual decisions of large and small moment.  It is also the tool guiding vocal ministry—for the one who is speaking and for the listeners who discern where the message originates.

To begin to explore discernment, one starts by acknowledging that it is an art, not an exact science.  Discernment, like so much about the Quaker way, begins with prayer.  As I quoted yesterday, [SLIDE] John Woolman wrote, “To humbly apply to God for wisdom, that we may thereby be enabled to see things as they are and ought to be, is very needful; hereby the hidden things of darkness may be brought to light and the judgment be made clear.”

Many weighty Friends have written very helpfully about discernment, and so I will share what I have learned from them.  There is our own Hugh Barbour whose five benchmarks of discernment have been reprinted multiple times, and have been expanded upon by many, including Sandra Cronk and Patricia Loring who have written eloquently about discernment, as have many others, including Marge Abbott.  I am unaware of anything new I can add, but it seems helpful to be reminded of what Friends have learned about discernment, and to repeat it as often as necessary.

[SLIDE] Hugh Barbour offers five tests for discerning a true leading.  First is what he terms “moral purity”, meaning a leading that is contrary to self-will (that is, it does not advance my personal agenda) and leads to righteousness.  This has been enlarged by Pat Loring to mean an absence of self-will, ego-serving, or ulterior motives.  Friends spoke of the necessity of “living under the cross”, meaning the death—or at least submission—of one’s self-will.  A discerned action needed to be a cross to one’s own willfulness, but not something adopted just because it was humiliating or the opposite of what one wanted.

[SLIDE] Second is patience, sitting with the leading to see if it evaporates or remains strong.  When the ego thinks up a plan it wants to jump in and start to work immediately.  Discerning if something is inspired by the Spirit, instead, may take quite a while to allow it to season, for doors to open, for the right time when the Spirit says: “begin”.

[SLIDE] The third test is consistency with others, because the Spirit is self-consistent in history and among the members of a Spirit-led group.  Friends learned that they needed to submit their discernments to the group. 
[SLIDE] Fourth test is consistency with the Bible, not as a proof-texting verse, but the overall thrust of Biblical teaching.  More recently additional writings of spiritual leaders from Quaker and a variety of traditions have been drawn upon.  Our faith is that the Spirit of God does not change, although our understanding may definitely change, deepen, and grow.  That’s what “continuing revelation” means.

[SLIDE] The final test is a sense of inward unity within and among the group.  Does the discernment bring a sense of peace at the individual and community levels?  Or is there unease, stress, grumbling?  The mysterious unity felt by a meeting gathered in God’s Presence carries its own authority.  It enables motives to be illuminated and clarified, differences to be dissolved and harmonized.  Friends might be enabled to “stand side by side in the tenderness” of acknowledged differences.  The felt unity may indicate a way forward even though members continue to hold differing views. 
Patricia Loring wisely warns that early Friends tried to take care that the movements of the Spirit were not limited or falsified by failures of human perception or articulation.  [SLIDE]  “What we think of as tests were, in fact, expressions of what lent conviction or guidance, rather than forms applied mechanically.”

A guide to what might authenticate discernment looks at [SLIDE] the fruit of the Spirit.  Are love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control (Gal. 5:22, NRSV) more palpably present with this decision or understanding?  Are they enhanced by this direction or new course of action? 

Quoting [SLIDE] Pat Loring again, 

Divisiveness, disruption or simple lack of unity indicate that one, all or some members of the group are not fully under guidance.  [SLIDE] In any case, Friends have traditionally so valued the fruit of group discernment that they have been willing to labor hard and to wait long to come into unity with one another before proceeding in a matter of substance.  Such unity is the Quaker touchstone, par excellence, of being guided by the Spirit of God.

At the root of all this discussion is the assumption of a relationship with the Divine, by whatever name you choose to call it.  This Holy Guidance can reach us in many different ways.  [SLIDE] Sonnie Cronk summed it up:

Action requires discernment of God’s will.  Discernment requires that attention be focused on our Inward Guide who speaks to us through prayer, Scripture, the discipline of our Meeting, and the voices of our brothers and sisters in the church-community.  From Christ we learn where our lives need healing and where they need re-ordering.  We discover what we are called to lay down and what we must take up.  We shall probably find that many of the accepted patterns of life in our society are inconsistent with those of God’s kingdom.
 

Recently a few Friends have been led to articulate their own personal checks or touchstones for discernment.  At first blush this might seem to be a splintering of our witness leading to Ranterism.  But our experience is that God touches and teaches us in the unique particularities of our individual lives.  Therefore it seems natural that the internal tests and checks will vary somewhat for each of us.  However, here, as in the Bible and other trusted writings, there are broad common themes.

Marge Abbott of North Pacific Yearly Meeting has outlined her personal guides to discernment.  [SLIDE]
- I need others who I can talk to.  These may be others who have had such experiences, or they may be others who can simply listen with openness and sensitivity.  Without others, I find myself drawn in circles which can easily twist inward when what is right is to reach outward.

[SLIDE] - I find guides in Friends writings, in the Bible, in some Buddhist writings.  These teach me of other ways to respond and help me recognize what is the Way for me, and what is my own selfishness or fear of speaking.

[SLIDE] - I keep asking myself “What difference does it make?” I look for what each internal leading or vision or gentle nudge means in terms of my relations with other people, in how I behave, and the work I do.
 
Marge also recognizes a series of markers that enable her to feel with more confidence when she has discerned correctly and when she has veered off the path.  For example, whether or not she can center easily.  It is helpful for each of us to become familiar with our own markers.

Discerning the Light’s guidance for life is not just about “special leadings toward particular tasks.” Thomas Kelly points out that “[t]here is a total Instruction as well as specific instructions from the Light within.  The dynamic illumination from the deeper level is shed upon the judgments of the surface level, . . . .”

It is encouraging to know that one gets better at discernment, and uses it more rightly as one is more attentive to God and intentional in one’s spiritual life.  There are Friends here today who have practiced and honed their discernment skills.  I urge you to seek them out and learn from them.  [SLIDE] Mostly, though, one learns through practice.  Like any art form, it takes a willingness to keep trying, even with failures, to keep working at it, with humility and teachability, asking the Inward Teacher again and again for guidance, [SLIDE] and checking with one’s Friends for their discernment.

It is interesting that Friends talk much more often about testing leadings than testing discernment.  Presumably this is because discernment is intended to be functional.  It is given to us so that we can live lives of greater faithfulness, individually and as a faith community.  But it might also suggest that we are not fully into actually practicing and honing the skill of discernment.

 [SLIDE] The practice of group discernment is a precious tool that early Friends developed, honed, and passed on to us.  It is amazing that in this age of rampant individualism, of “getting to yes”, of manipulating others, that all branches of Friends cling to the practice of gathering to consider the business of the meeting with discernment.  No Roberts Rules, no votes, no lobbying and coalition building.  Instead we sit together expecting that among us we will feel a movement of the Spirit directing us together on the specific item of business before us.  [SLIDE] With our resolute rejection of formal creeds, liturgies, and rituals, discernment is a major part of how our worship and community life function.  Let’s honor this precious tool by carefully and consciously practicing it, learning by doing, improving through repetition, [SLIDE] and holding one another accountable for its right use. 

Tomorrow, God willing, we’ll look more closely at what we might be asked to use this tool for as we seek and listen and obey together.

Discussion Questions:

Can you describe a time when you participated in a gathered meeting for business when those present felt the Presence and found themselves in unity?

If this experience is too rare in your meeting, what might be done to enable Friends to experience it more often?

Fifth Day – the good and perfect will of God

[Audio file: https://neym.org/sites/default/files/recordings/NEYM%20BIBLE%20HALF%20HOUR%205%208-10-2017.mp3]
Sisters and brothers, I beg you through the mercy of God to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God—this is your spiritual act of worship.  Don’t conform yourselves to this age, but be transformed by the renewal of your minds, so that you can judge what God’s will is—what is good, pleasing and perfect.  int [the inclusive new testament by Priests for Equality]

This is the entire verse, whereas up until now we’ve only worked with the part that is this year’s NEYM theme.  The first part lets us know that Paul is talking about orthopraxy, not orthodoxy—in other words, the way we act rather than the doctrine to which we subscribe.  This translation lifts up a slightly different understanding of God’s will.  We are seeking what is “good, pleasing and perfect”, which, by this definition is God’s will.  A small difference, perhaps, than seeking God’s will and having to define it ourselves.  Or even worse, declaring that what we are doing is God’s will.  Might defining God’s will as what is “good, pleasing and perfect” prevent the aberrations like the murder of physicians who provide abortions and all the horrors of crusades, pogroms, and violence and exclusion done in God’s name?

[slide] My Friend the Bible scholar told me that the last three Greek words in Rom 12:2 are: euareston kai telion.  [slide] Euareston translates as “well-pleasing” [eu (good, well), areston (pleasing, desirable)].  Kai is simply the conjunction “and”.  Telion translates as “perfect” which is one of those early Quaker words we stumble over today.  It is helpful that telion is related to telos, which has to do with the ultimate object or aim.  Thus we have alternate translations such as “mature”, “complete”, or the idea that one is supposed to become that which one was intended to be.  Perhaps to fulfill our destiny? although that has other connotations for me.  “Measuring stick” is not part of the definition here.  I hope this might help us get over the negative connotations we too often bring to the word “perfect”, especially as it was used by George Fox and other early Friends.
[slide] This morning we’ll look at what might be “good, pleasing and perfect”, making the assumption that this [slide] is a definition of God’s will.  First I want to review what Jesus was teaching and demonstrating.

As we saw on Second Day, in his Revolutionary Biography of Jesus, John Dominic Crossan finds the mission of Jesus to be based on two actions and teachings that countered civilization’s basic inclination to draw lines, invoke boundaries, establish hierarchies, and maintain discriminations.  Jesus was not inciting a political or economic revolution but a social one.  He did this by healing people where they were and eating with anyone and seemingly everyone—as well as talking a great deal about God’s Realm.  The two fundamental aspects of Mediterranean culture that he upended were the systems of honor/shame and patronage/clientage.

On Third Day we noted that John Howard Yoder adds to this, the concern that Jesus had about the unjust debt system.  [slide] In one story, Luke 12:57-59, Jesus is recorded as asking again for people to be honest with one another, to try to work things out between the debtor and the one to whom the money is owed.  “Why do you not judge for yourselves what is right?” he pleads, rather than depending on the legal system which had (has) a built-in bias toward retributive justice.  If you are being taken to court, “on the way make an effort to settle the case” because once it goes to court “the judge [will] hand you over to the officer, and the officer throw you in prison.  I tell you, you will never get out until you have paid the very last penny.” The peasants who heard Jesus knew from bitter experience that this was true.  The other saying along this line [slide] is if you are sued and your coat is demanded, give also your cloak [Matt. 5:40].  This is enlarged for us by Walter Wink’s understanding of what Jesus was saying about debt.  If you give both your coat and your cloak, Wink explains, you will be naked, and the Jew who looks at a nude man is the one who is shamed—not the one who has no clothes and is demonstrating the harsh, naked injustice of the system.  Parenthetically, Torah law was explicit that one should return a debtor’s cloak at night so that he could sleep in it.

Today we want to look at what is it that is “good, pleasing, and perfect”?  As I’ve already suggested this is another way of discerning God’s will.  Faced with the domination systems that made up the Roman Empire with all its injustices and inequalities that were the life-long experience felt up close and personal by the peasants of Palestine, what then did Jesus feel was God’s will for him to preach and demonstrate?  What was “good, pleasing, and perfect”?  First, what was he not asked to do?  He was not asked to come up with an alternative political and economic system.  [slide] Instead he was asked to preach and model a new social system based on transformed hearts and minds with renewal.  [slide] He was to create a social revolution based on equality, honesty, and fair dealing in which all would have enough and none would have excess.  Try to imagine how the political and economic systems might have changed if the social revolution that Jesus started had been allowed to blossom into its fullness.  All too soon theological doctrine and power-wielding institutional hierarchies undermined his testimony.  But the original witness was unleashed and although continually subverted, continues to beckon.

Let’s compare this with the [slide] early Quaker movement as we did on Third Day.  What were early Friends trying to do?  They assumed Friends were in the process of transformation, their minds were being renewed.  They were seeking to listen and obey, individually and together, Divine instruction for living in a way that was good and pleasing and perfect—that was the Kingdom of God that Jesus talked about so much. 

It is interesting that although John Bellers and Gerald Winstanley and even George Fox, and of course William Penn had some specific suggestions for political, economic, legal, and social programs, as a Religious Society these early Friends did not put forward an alternate political or economic system.  Instead [slide] they demonstrated a social revolution.  They based their social revolution on listening for Divine Guidance.  They would treat everyone equally; they would speak and act with truth and honesty in all situations; they would charge a just price for their goods and services—is this what Jubilee might look like in 17th century England?  Was this the loving community that Jesus preached?  Friends reached toward a society characterized by equality, honesty, and fair dealing.  They didn’t demand that the government institute laws to enforce these behaviors.  They just went ahead and tried to live together in this new way.  And yes, of course we must acknowledge that they failed in some critical ways to live fully into equality for all.

The emphasis on a social revolution rather than a political one is important for an understanding of the Jesus movement, Early Friends, and what we might be called to do today.  Political change retains the social systems, merely tweaking who gets what and how.  It legislates outward behavior but does not create transformation.  As we have seen with the Civil Rights movement in this country, legislating equal rights and assuming that would end racism has been shown to false.  Yes, we no longer have black and white water fountains and bathrooms.  Now we have fights over trans bathrooms.  We still have hate crimes, and a society that is fundamentally, implicitly—and increasingly explicitly—racist.

What would NEYM look like if we chose to be radically inclusive in our meals?  Is eating together the critical issue for the twenty-first century?  I don’t really think so.  What would the Yearly Meeting look like if we felt called to ignore class, race, economic, educational, and cultural distinctions?  What is the symbolic keystone of today’s social system?  But now let’s get right down to it: What would our meetings be like if we lived and practiced radical Love? if we deliberately worked on not trying to get our own way, to develop our little cliques and power bases, whispering about those who block our preferred way of doing things?  What would our meetings be like if we took seriously the experience that God or the Inward Christ or the Spirit is the locus of authority in our meetings, and is the distributor of power as needed for specific projects and times?

 [slide] The early Jesus movement testified to the living faith, the joy and freedom, they experienced in living together in the way Jesus taught.  What were early Friends testifying to?  It can be summed up best, I think, in Fox’s statement that [slide] Christ is come to teach his people himself.  I can see some smiling and saying “Yes!” while others are rolling their eyes and saying, “Yeah, show me.” Let’s get to the heart of this by unpacking what it seems to me is implied by these words.

Let’s start with what is perceived as either the cornerstone or the stumbling block: Christ.  For some this is simply Jesus, Son of God, who died to atone for our sins.  End of discussion.  For others the word “Christ” symbolizes “that of God in everyone”—that which all of us have in measure, but Jesus of Nazareth had in fullness.  Some Friends find it helpful to use other words such as Light, Logos, or the Spiritual-Energy-sparking-creation, all of which are found in the first chapter of the gospel of John.  Some equate Christ with Sophia/Wisdom.  Early Friends refused to get bogged down or distracted by what Fox termed “notions”, that is doctrinal issues that are human constructs that really cannot be proved or disproved by human reason.  It’s OK to hold a paradox when thinking about the Divine—our best thinking is still way too small to encompass the Mystery and Majesty.  Instead early Friends used a rich and broad vocabulary to describe their experiences.  Because they were mostly in the process of transformation, they recognized what others were experiencing without worrying about correct verbiage.  I hope that at least for today we can put aside the passions of the nineteenth century when Friends tore each other apart over “notions”—theological definitions and statements that came closer to opinions, perhaps, than to lived experiences.  As [slide] John Heagle points out, “correct doctrine in itself will not transform attitudes or behavior.”
 I invite you to explore what language you would use, what tune your heart sings, how you describe to yourself what it is that teaches you inwardly. 

Friends in the beginning were easy with holding the seeming contradiction of the specificity and the universalism of Christ.  Remember the incident in Maryland when someone argued with George Fox about the presence of the Light or Spirit within every one?  Fox asked an Indian if he lied or did something to someone else that he would not like to have done to himself, “when he did wrong was not there something in him, that did tell him of it, that he should not do so, but did reprove him.  And he said there was such a thing in him”.

Alright, let’s get back to our [slide] statement that “Christ is come to teach his people himself.” Look at the verb, “is come”.  It’s a peculiar usage, but is definitely present tense.  It seems to me to also have a bit of “come and coming” about it.  The important point, though, is that Christ, this Inward Teacher, is here, now, in New England in the year 2017.  And what is she doing?  The purpose is to teach.  Not to judge, not to condemn, not to command, not even to “save”, but to teach.  Try to remember the best teacher you ever had, perhaps in a classroom, perhaps not—or the teacher you always wanted but never had.  I suspect this person encouraged you, accepted you, loved you, and knew that you could do better.  With patience this mentor showed you how to learn to think and how to trust your gut.  However it was for you—or how you hoped it might have been—this Inward Teacher tops all the human examples. 

But curiously in this day when spirituality is too often assumed to be about my personal fulfillment or self-actualization, my own personal salvation, early Friends knew—they experienced—that the Inward Guide came to teach “his people”.  This was not merely for individuals.  It was to gather and teach a people.  I might add that the only way a social revolution can be done is to have a group of people doing it.  One person does not demonstrate a new social structure. 

Finally, how is the teaching being done? the Inward Teacher is doing it him- or herself, without an intermediary.  The faith community, the Children of Light, the Society of Friends, was being taught as a body God’s better way of living together—what was “good, pleasing and perfect”.

What about us Friends today?  To what do we testify?  [slide] We tend to start with the concept that there is “that of God in everyone”.  This is a good place to begin.  It points to what early Friends experienced—and they used a variety of words, such as the Inner Witness, the Seed, Christ Within, the Light.  What is “that of God” in someone?  I remember Fran Taber describing this as the ability inborn in each of us by being human to reach toward and be open to Divine Love.  It is the connection point, the intersection where Divinity touches Human.  In some people Fox said, the Inward Christ was chained down and imprisoned, or the Seed was too deeply buried under heavy clay earth.  But in others the Divine Witness in Fox could speak to the Witness in them, to their mutual benefit and refreshment.  This is the level at which discernment happens.  I know when someone speaks Truth, when a message in meeting comes from that Deep Place in the speaker and reaches to that Deep Place in me.

I probably shouldn’t neglect mentioning another interpretation of “that of God in everyone” which is simply that people are basically good and we should reach out to that innate goodness.  Another suggestion I’ve heard is “that of God” is a small bit of God-stuff embedded in each person.  Perhaps you have yet another interpretation that I haven’t mentioned.

Let’s think together of how this concept of “that of God in everyone” leads us to what is good and pleasing and perfect?  It’s good on human relationships and interactions, especially dealing with equality, facing white supremacy, and encouraging change through non-violence.  Friends are doing really good work in all these areas.  But looking at the foundational statement of early Friends, I just want to raise some questions.  Who is doing the teaching?  How are we being melded into a faith community radiating love for one another as well as for those outside who are marginalized?  What are we discerning together?

Friends today have made some powerful statements.  Groups of Friends have felt the Spirit moving among them and have responded.  The Kabarak Call for Peace and Ecojustice is one shining example.  Approved on April 24, 2012 at the Sixth World Conference of Friends, held at Kabarak University near Nakuru, Kenya, it concludes:

We dedicate ourselves to let the living waters flow through us—where we live, regionally, and in wider world fellowship.  We dedicate ourselves to building the peace that passeth all understanding, to the repair of the world, opening our lives to the Light to guide us in each small step.

The work some Friends are doing to expose and rectify white supremacy within our midst is another major and encouraging development among us.  How can we have a truly open and welcoming “table” while we harbor unconscious, unexamined racism?  The recent Climate Pilgrimage between coal-fired power stations while experiencing the challenges of creating a love-infused community is an experiment worthy of careful study and perhaps emulation.  Other Friends have done a good work witnessing for care of the Earth and our right relationship to it and to all living things.  I do not want to slight the faithful labor of many in our midst—on these and on other issues.  As we lamented the first day, there are many, many things that need work.

Sunday morning we looked at some of the things we humans are doing to one another and to the Earth, our systems and structures that have gone horribly wrong, and we grieved.  Monday we spoke of transformation, when we are able to give over our lives in holy obedience to the promptings of Love.  It takes courage to overcome our fear of not being in charge, of abandoning the careful tending of reputation, finances, career, preparing for the future.  It isn’t easy but the rewards are great.  Tuesday we spoke about the change of our mental paradigm that comes with a vision of God’s will for us and for the world, and today we are defining it as what is “good, pleasing, and perfect”.  Yesterday we touched on the tool that Friends (and others, of course) have developed for tuning in to Divine Guidance.  Discernment: a precious tool indeed, that needs to be cherished and practiced, valued and used, until we get really good at listening together in a meeting that is gathered with the intention of being taught together.

For too long we Quakers have kept our theological light under a bushel.  Because of our own widespread confusion, ignorance, and uncertainty about Quaker faith we have kept silent, hoping that our individual lives—each with its own degree of accommodation and resistance to the domination system that supports our comfortable lifestyle—would speak sufficiently clearly.  This is good.  But it is partial.  We need to do more than our present individual efforts.  Our meetings could become “beloved communities” that radiate outward into the violent, unjust world.  We could learn to express a common theology that provides symbols and language to describe our individual and corporate experience as part of an ages-long search for justice, peace, and right relationship with both creation and Creator—what early Friends called Gospel Order.
I want to return to the question I asked earlier: [slide] What is the symbolic keystone of today’s social system?  [slide] Let’s wait upon the Inward Christ and discern together what is embedded in today’s social system from which we as a group need to withdraw our acquiescence so that we may actively contest its legitimacy?  [slide] What are we, with transformed hearts and renewed minds, being asked to do as a vibrant, living faith community that furthers God’s social revolution in 2017 New England?  [slide] How is each one of us absorbing God’s overwhelming, unconditional Love, and learning to radiate it outward to the difficult people in our family, meeting, and neighborhood?

Oh, God, bless us and teach us what is “good, pleasing, and perfect”, and give us the strength to live it out together, testifying to the reality that thee is come and is teaching us together, thyself.
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