
 

 

October 25, 2020 — Out of the Box 

 There is an old preacher's story about a little girl  

awakened in the middle of the night by a large thunderstorm. The sound of 

the thunder was so loud that it shook the panes of glass on the windows of 

her bedroom. The flashes of lightening lit up the sky, illuminating the large 

oak tree just outside her room, which in the eerie light of a nighttime 

thunderstorm looked just like a monster with its arms raised to attack. The 

girl jumped from her bed and ran into her parents room. She shook her 

father awake, calling "Dad, Dad, the storm, the storm." The father bleary-

eyed from sleep, barely awoke. He hugged his daughter and said, "it will be 

OK, honey, nothing will happen. It's just a thunderstorm." Just then a clap 

of thunder sent the little girl onto the bed, trying desperately to get into bed 

with her parents. "I can't be alone. I just can't be alone in there." The father, 

sympathetic to the daughter's fears, but also wanting a good nights sleep, 

was reluctant to let her stay too long in bed, replied, "Honey, your never 

alone. God is always with you. Just close your eyes and pray. God is right 

there with you." The daughter not too certain about what a theologian 

would call the ubiquity of God, but she decided that if Daddy said she 

would be OK, maybe she would try one more time. Slowly she walked back 

to her room, climbed into bed, and began to pray: "Dear God, Daddy says 



 

 

you are here with me, and so, I guess it will be alright. But, please, don't 

move."  

 It is after all the moving of God that is the most disconcerting aspect 

of our faith. 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. We define the places God is 

supposed to meet us. Last week, Pastor Michael talked about how hard it is 

to recognize the presence of God in the moment; that we sometimes 

become so busy that we can only see God in hindsight. It occurs to me that 

at some level, our attempts at rules and definitions is about being able to 

predict where God will be, precisely because we find the mystery of God 

confusing. 

 Phillip Yancey tells of the church of his youth and their declarations of 

grace merged with elements of law.  He writes, “While ignoring most moral 

prohibitions from the Old Testament, we had our own pecking order rivaling 

the Orthodox Jews’.   At the top were smoking and drinking (this being the 

South, however, with its tobacco-dependent economy, some allowances 

were made for smoking).  Movies ranked just below these vices, with many 

church members refusing even to attend The Sound of Music.  Rock music, 



 

 

then in its infancy, was likewise regarded as an abomination, quite possibly 

demonic in origin. 

 “Other proscriptions – wearing makeup and jewelry, reading the 

Sunday paper, playing or watching sports on Sunday, mixed swimming . . . 

skirt length for girls, hair length for boys – were heeded or not heeded 

depending on a person’s level of spirituality.”  For the young Yancey, “a 

person became spiritual by attending to these gray-area rules.” Sadly, that 

tendency to legalism seems to pervade the Christian community. Over the 

centuries of our faith, hundreds of pastors and thousands of Christians 

have developed millions of rules to determine the behavior that will merit a 

passing grade in our Christian faith. For some it is about the movies you 

watch or don’t watch; for others it is about the food you buy or don’t buy; for 

still others it is about who you vote for and why.  In every instance, it is 

about defining the way God sees the world. We are trying to define what 

God does and does not do, the ways God is required to act. The thing is, 

God will not be limited to our little boxes. 

 I mention all that this morning as we turn to a strange little encounter 

of Jesus with the Pharisees and the Saducees. In the gospels of Matthew, 

Mark, and Luke after the interrogation of Jesus by the authorities, Jesus 

asks only one question of them. He doesn’t ask where they think the edge 



 

 

of grace ought to be. He doesn’t ask them how they think we should relate 

to the government of Rome. He doesn’t even ask them to declare what 

they think about him. Instead, he asks this rather strange question: “what 

do you think of the Messiah? Whose son is he?” It seems an odd question 

to me. I mean, everyone knows that the Messiah has to be a descendent of 

David. The gospel narratives are clear to show us that Jesus was a 

descendent of David. 

 The thing is, the Pharisees cared about that too. They kept 

meticulous records of birth and lineage so that they would be able to know 

when the Messiah arrived. They kept track of the important families of the 

day and the children that were born. They knew who to watch and who 

mattered. They knew who God would use to redeem Israel: the 

respectable, the upstanding, the fine people of the age -- the priests with 

their flowing robes, the scribes with their long shawls, the Pharisees with 

their long beards, each them was considered worthy of the role of 

spokesman for God. They were the kind of people God would use to 

proclaim the message. They were the ones to whom people looked, 

expecting a fine sermon, a good word, a well-considered opinion. They 

were after all, from the right families, educated in the right places, and they 

not only read the scriptures, they knew the scriptures and they knew all the 



 

 

teachings that went along with those scriptures. They knew that only a true 

son of David would redeem Israel. 

 But, what do you with this notion that even David calls the Messiah 

Lord? What do we do with the idea that we might not realize the work of 

God in our midst? In so many ways, that is the problem with our Christian 

faith: it is all just so mysterious, so unpredictable. No one expected God to 

show us as a poor boy from Nazareth — can anything good come from 

Nazareth asked Phillip? No one expected good news to come to prostitutes 

and tax collectors. No one expected victory to look like a cross. Yet, there it 

is. That’s our story. That’s the whole point, now isn’t it. At some level, that 

is the difference between religion and faith. Religion is about telling God 

how to act, and faith is riding the mysterious Spirit of God into a whole new 

reality. 

 Abraham Joshua Heschel, the great rabbi of the last century, grew up 

in pre-war Germany, encountering the great minds of the early part of last 

century. He taught for years in New York and became somewhat famous 

as he marched with Dr. Martin Luther King in Selma, declaring that in that 

moment he felt as if his legs were praying. Heschel once wrote of his faith: 

“it is customary to blame a secular science and anti-religious philosophy for 

the eclipse of religion in modern society. It would be more honest to blame 



 

 

religion for it’s own defeats. Religion declined not because it was refuted 

but because it became irrelevant, dull, oppressive, insipid.” At some level, it 

is the very desire for God not to move, the impulse to define where, when, 

and how God should act, that makes it makes our faith insipid, and that is 

the only thing that can ever defeat our faith. After all, who wants a faith  

in which we are never surprised, never overwhelmed by God, never 

shocked by what is happening? Who wants a faith in which everything is 

predictable, expected, and ordinary? Not me.  

 I for one want a faith in which every moment there is the possibility 

that God just might do something new, that God just might break out with 

something totally unexpected, something not planned for, something not 

ordinary. I for one want a faith in which there is the very real possibility that 

something not printed in our bulletin just might happen, and we just might 

see God. Our world needs not a calm and orderly gathering of the faithful, 

our world needs a wild-eyed group of followers who allow for the possibility 

that anything might happen and anyone might be the instrument of God. 

Our world needs a community that proclaims a God beyond all the boxes, 

beyond all the limits, beyond all the definitions.  


