
 

 

July 26, 2020 — Old Teaching & New Eyes 

 Flannery O’Connor was a Roman Catholic woman whose short 

stories have challenged people of faith for many years. In one of her 

stories, “A Good Man is Hard to Find,” O’Connor tells the story of 

Grandmother, a typically upstanding woman and Misfit, a criminal who has 

broken out of the penitentiary. Misfit and his band of escapees happen 

upon Grandmother and her family after a car accident. After Grandmother 

recognizes the fugitive, Misfit canʼt take a chance on leaving any of them 

alive. One by one, Grandmotherʼs son, daughter-in-law and two 

grandchildren are taken into the woods, never to return. Only Grandmother 

remains, and she urges Misfit to change his ways, begging him to pray as 

she calls out Jesus, Jesus. Misfit will have none of it. In a moment of 

extreme insight, he declares that Jesus “throws everything off balance.”  

 At some level, that is the precisely the point: the unnerving tendency 

of Jesus to throw everything off balance. That is what these strange 

parables are all about: throwing our whole sense of life off balance. Taking 

what we thought we understood and turning it upside down. This morning, 

Jesus asks the disciples, “have you understood all this?” And the disciples 

answered yes. Now, it’s worth noting that while that statement was not 



 

 

accurate, it wasn’t actually a lie. They thought they understood. They 

thought they knew what Jesus was about. 

 I mean, they knew about mustard seeds. They understood the image. 

They knew about treasure, even if they didn’t have treasure themselves. 

And they most assuredly understood about fishing. They knew what the 

image of separating good fish from bad looked like. After weeks and weeks 

listening to Jesus they thought they understood what he was saying, and 

they can be forgiven for thinking that. After all, many of us think we 

understand this gospel. We think we know how God relates to the world, 

and then, it just all changes. 

 If only we could pin God down, and make sure that we knew what 

God was going to do, when God was going to do it, and how we were 

supposed to respond to it. At some level, that is the point of religion: the 

defining of how God is supposed to act. Interestingly, the word religion 

comes from a word meaning to bind. If we are honest, mostly what we want 

from religion is to bind God so that we can be free to do what we want. The 

trouble is, that the kingdom of God will not be nailed down like that, it will 

spread like a shrub growing in the garden until even birds nest in it; it will 

call to us like a hidden treasure until we can do no other than sell all we 



 

 

have. This kingdom is forever new, forever challenging, forever taking us to 

new places. 

 Says Jesus to us today, “therefore every scribe who has been trained 

for the kingdom of heaven is like the master of a household who brings out 

of his treasure what is new and what is old.” I want to suggest to you today, 

that Jesus is asking us to look with new eyes at everything. To see what we 

thought we always understood in new ways. I want to suggest to you that 

the faith we hold dear is a faith that forever changes. Our very being 

changes every time we open our eyes, and every time we turn our eyes on 

the word of scripture, we see it anew. The kingdom is about grace breaking 

in at the most unexpected times and taking us in the most unexpected 

directions.  

 Will Willimon, former Bishop and scholar, describes evangelism as 

“an assault, a rearrangement, a reconfiguration, a recreation of a world.” “In 

that way of thinking about an encounter with the Good News, our ability to 

recognize God’s grace comes at precisely the moment that God begins 

disrupting a whole way of life. Jesus is after such disruption and the 

reorientation it leads to. [Jesus wants us] to leave behind one set of 

bearings and to take on an entirely new set.” 



 

 

 Who thought when this year dawned seven months ago that we 

would be here? Even more, who knows what is next. I want to suggest to 

you that the task of our faith is to bring out the old we have held so dearly, 

and let it face this new day. It is to take these images we have heard over 

and over and over again, and listen to them with new ears in this new day. 

Jaroslav Pelikan once noted, “Tradition is the living faith of the dead, 

traditionalism is the dead faith of the living. And, I suppose I should add, it 

is traditionalism that gives tradition such a bad name.” Keeping the faith of 

all who have gone before us alive is the challenge of our age. I am not 

suggesting that the name of Jesus Christ changes through time, but rather 

the way we speak it may. The way it sounds in our ears is new every time it 

is spoken. 

 Bill Hybels, pastor of Willow Creek Community Church, outside of 

Chicago, tells the story of an afternoon run through his neighborhood that 

came with an encounter with God.  Hybels writes, “with the exuberant rush 

of a good morning’s work behind me, I put on my running clothes and left 

our [home] for my usual six-mile run.  I quickly settled into my normal gait 

when I spotted a familiar elderly man up ahead.  I don’t know how many 

times I had passed him as he pulled cans out of the garbage . . . 



 

 

 “I kept running, another mile behind me now, and as the stiffness 

worked its way out of my legs, I began praying, ‘Lord, I invite you to speak 

to me this moment.  If you have something to say, I want to hear it. [Show 

me how I can serve you.  Show me where I need to act in your name.]’ 

 “I was so grateful for the morning’s productivity, I felt the least I could 

do was silence my heart long enough to hear God’s voice. 

 “And then it came. 

 “Remember the garbage picker? 

 “Yeah.  How could I forget?  I see him practically every day. 

 “If you see him again, love him. 

 “God’s words were gentle, but I felt as if I was having a spiritual heart 

attack.  By urging me to love that man, God was also kindly rebuking me 

for not loving him in the past.  Instantly, my thoughts were penetrated by 

the parable of the good Samaritan, and God’s voice just about finished me 

off. 

 ‘“Hybels, you’re just like the priest, except that you didn’t walk around 

the wounded man, you ran around him.  You’re off in your little corner of 

the world, preparing a message for thousands of people, yet you run 

around the one person I want you to express kindness to right now.’ 



 

 

 “I was so overcome by shame, I almost stopped running.  I thought, I 

don’t like this listening to God anymore.  A few steps later, I said to myself, 

‘Maybe I should go back to just talking to God.  It’s a lot safer. Listening to 

God is risky business.” 

 Indeed. Listening to the old stories of our faith with new ears is 

dangerous business, my friends. It has this unnerving tendency to take us 

to new places, to make us do new things. It makes us sell what we have 

and buy a pearl, it make us throw our nets into the sea and catch all sorts 

of fish, it make us spread out like a shrub until even birds can nest. It is a 

treasure both old and new. 


