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Let’s call her “Emily.”  She’s that person who can drive people nuts.  What’s crazy-making is her bull-headed insistence that there are no gray areas in life.  People who claim grays areas, she says, are just weak and wishy-washy, because everything in life fits in either the good box or the bad box, and that’s that.  Ideas are either correct or incorrect, truth or lie; behaviors are either right or wrong, kosher or corrupt; people are either friend or enemy, ally or competitor, either Bible-reading, right believing Christian or tool of the Devil, either heterosexual or headed for hell, and that’s that.  You try to talk to Emily about ambiguity, paradox, mystery, diversity or circumstantial relativity, she’ll relegate you to the bad box, and that’s that.


What is it with Emily, with her stubborn posture of certainty, her zero tolerance of ambiguity, her vigorous rejection of gray areas?  Does she lack intelligence; is she under-educated?  No; Emily is smart and well-educated.  She’s just a smart, well-educated human being who’s fraught with fear, although she doesn’t come across as fearful.  In fact, she comes across as pretty unemotional, a thinker, not a feeler.  But don’t be fooled.  It’s just that the arena of feelings is a scary place for Emily to go, her own feelings full of pain, too painful to let show, sometimes too painful to acknowledge to herself.


You see, Emily didn’t grow up in Mr. Rogers’ beautiful neighborhood; nobody ever sang to her, “I like you just the way you are.”  To the contrary, from her earliest years Emily experienced her environment as unpredictable, but mostly chaotic and hostile, and she experienced herself horribly vulnerable to getting hurt.  So, she learned how to provide a semblance of safety for herself.  She positions herself within a sort of swaddling cocoon, her environment tightly contained and stabilized with unbendable rules and their promise of certainty and control and predictability.  There’s the bad box and the good box:  you stay away from the one, you wrap yourself tightly with the other, and you’ll be okay, safe.  Her zero tolerance of ambiguity, her rejection of any notion of gray areas, it’s all about safety, which is to say it’s really all about fear.


Thing is, there’s a bit of Emily in all of us.  She may take it a bit further than some of the rest of us, but it’s a human thing to want safety; it’s a human thing to want to control our environment, lessen its confusion, limit its options, achieve something which approximates certainty and predictability in service of safety.  We want to know for sure what’s good and what’s bad, so we can cling to the one, avoid the other, and be safe.  Safety, it’s a need as old as old can be.  You look back and back through the centuries, it’s always there, that human need for safety, and it surely permeates the biblical story.


The commandments, the dietary laws, the behavioral taboos, the social structures and religious rituals, they’re there in the service of safety, be it safety from a wrathful God or from other human beings or from our penchant for self-destructive ways of living.  A huge amount of what the biblical writers condemn or condone for human living is spawned by that need for safety, which is to say that an awful lot of it is spawned by fear, fear of getting hurt by God or others or self.

But Jesus saw things so differently, didn’t he?  The way he oriented himself in life, and encouraged us to orient ourselves, it wasn’t all about safety.  How many the times he said, “Be not anxious” or “Be not afraid.”  He did sometimes say do this and don’t do that, but his prescriptions and prohibitions didn’t circle around fear, nor did he measure what was good or bad according to its ability to service safety.  For Jesus, what was good or bad was measured as to how it served the beautiful vision of the kingdom.  Good was what showed forth the beauty and bounty of God’s love, bad was what disparaged that vision; good was what built up human community, bad was what tore it down; good was what brought human beings to share love’s abundance as family, bad was what severed ties between brothers and sisters and left them alienated from each other.  The Jesus way of orienting one’s life, it isn’t around fear and safety, but around the shared sustenance of the Shepherd’s pasture.

That way of living, I think the Apostle Paul caught a glimpse of that vision, and what he saw spurred him on to write to the Galatians.  He’s saying to them in effect that life isn’t to be structured around alleviating fear, isn’t to be structured around laws and legalism, around control and certainty in service of safety.  Rather, it’s about living by the Spirit.  It’s about love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control, the fruit of the Spirit.  Paul is describing what Spirit-led, kingdom-vision life looks like, its actions.  He is not just making a list of inner character traits, but a list of actions – love as a behavior, joy not as an internal personal feeling but as a behavior, peace not as a cradle for you but as a behavior, patience not an internal tongue-biting, but as a way of living, a way of walking the walk, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control as behaviors which show forth the beauty of the kingdom, show forth the beauty and bounty of God’s love, behaviors which build up community and bring us human beings together as family.

For the next several weeks, we’ll focus on each of those behaviors.  We’ll take a break from the series when Bishop Spong preaches during the Roley lectures and when Bill Lytle preaches during our anniversary celebration.  But as we move toward Easter, Kenny and I will focus on those behaviors, what Paul’s descriptive words might have meant back then and what they might mean for us today.

For the sermons, Kenny and I will be depending greatly on Bill Walker’s expertise as a New Testament scholar and on his skillful translation of biblical Greek.  And we’ll be depending equally on any of you who’ll come to the Wednesday afternoon group with a willingness to share your experiential wisdom.  We hope it’ll be a sermon series to enable our thinking and learning and growing together as Christians who are serious about walking the walk.  Next Sunday we’ll begin, focusing on love as a behavior, as a way of living by the Spirit.

In the meantime, do a little self-reflection, a little thinking about why you do what you do and why you don’t do what you don’t do.  How much of it is oriented around fear and the need to guard something, maybe who you are, maybe something you have?  How much of your living is oriented in the need for safety, be it safety from God, others or self?  Then consider how much of your life is oriented in the Shepherd’s pasture:  to what extent is what you do and don’t do informed not by fear but by the beauty and bounty of God’s love, by the vision of the kingdom, toward building community, building family, fruitfully walking, living by the Spirit?
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