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A few weeks ago, our daughter, Leigh, took her children, Grayson and Cara, to the beach.  Leigh called us to say that a friend had taken Grayson to a pool where he’d gotten sunburn.  After they returned, I expected to see Grayson all red and peeling.  When I saw him at church, I looked him over, but I didn’t see any sign of sunburn at all.  So I asked him, “Where’d you get sunburned?”  He said, “At the beach.”
Grayson must have thought, “Of course, at the beach.  What was Papa thinking?”

Thinking is, indeed, a theme I ponder more frequently the older I get.
Every week I go swimming at the Marion Dhiel Center on Tyvola Road.  One day I went to the locker room, undressed, and discovered that my bathing suit was not in my totebag.  So I drove home, went inside and put my bathing suit along with the car keys in my totebag.  I hurried out and threw the bag in the back seat of the car.  But before I left, I picked some tomatos from the garden and set them all red and shiny in the kitchen.  Then I got back in the car and reached in my pocket – no car keys.  So I went back inside and looked everywhere and couldn’t find the car keys anywhere.  So I came back to the car, snatched up the totebag inside and pitched it on the kitchen floor.  That’s when I heard the familiar jangling of the keys.  
Now you can see why lately I’ve begun to be more concerned about thinking.  The theme came up again one evening around our supper table when I was chatting with Diane Mowry and Sally, my wonderful wife of over 40 years.  I asked them, “Have you ever wondered if God thinks?”  Diane suggested that the book of Genesis in the Bible might say something about God thinking when he created the world.  
That’s when Sally spoke up and said, “Then again, maybe not.  If he’d known how it was going to turn out, maybe he’d have said: “On second thought, I think I’ll just go it alone and keep my self company — ol’ trinitarian me, myself and I.”  

Well, I still wanted an answer to my question. So with the help of Diane’s concordance, I looked up every verse in the Bible that uses the word, think.  And you’ll never guess what I found.  Nowhere in the Bible does it say that God thinks.  God speaks, God leads the slaves out of Egypt, the Lord calls, teaches, heals, loves, forgives, judges, has mercy and compassion.  But there is no divine thinking about any of these things.  Maybe thinking is a uniquely human activity.
Anyway, surprisingly, the Bible has a rather low opinion of thinking.  Ezekiel records what God said to a nation who was planning to attack Israel: “Thus says the Lord God: On that day thoughts will come into your mind, and you will devise an evil scheme.”  
In the New Testament Jesus also comes down hard on how people think.  He said the reason hypocrites love to be seen standing on street corners praying is that their thinking is messed up:  He said, “They think God will hear them because of their many words.”  I can just imagine Jesus saying under his breath, “What are they thinking?”
Later on, when the scribes accused Jesus of blasphemy because he forgave sins, Matthew writes: “Jesus, perceiving their thoughts, said, ‘Why do you think evil in your hearts?”  It’s interesting, isn’t it, that Jesus regarded thinking as centered not in the head but in the heart.  

Perhaps Jesus’s most negative opinion appears in the Gospel according to John.  After Jesus washes the disciples’ feet, he discusses the suffering they will soon have to endure.  He says, “The hour is coming when those who kill you will think that by doing so they are offering worship to God.”
In the past, I’ve read that verse many times.  But for some reason this time I was stunned at how it abruptly brought me into modern times.
I thought about the European church and how it didn’t speak out against Hitler’s theories of racial superiority.  How our country invaded other territories and countries because we thought God was calling us to fulfill our “manifest destiny.”  How Christian theologians used the Bible to justify slavery. How some Muslim schools teach their children to think Jews are less than human or use the Koran to recruit terrorists.  
In the movie Rape of Europa, which I highly recommend, I learned that European countries tried desperately to protect their cultural treasures from Nazi aggression.  I’d never known that Hitler, before he destroyed a city, would first send in his troops to carry off trainloads of priceless furnishings, especially the art content of the local museums.  After the World War II, one of the Allied soldiers responsible for finding and returning the stolen property said, “I never understood how a nation could commit such horrible crimes and also have such a deep desire for the finer things of life?” 

What kind of thinking is it that allows people to do very harmful things to themselves and others?  Alcoholics Anonymous has a name for it.  They call it stinky thinking.  But stinky thinking is not confined to those who have problems with alcohol -- not by a long shot.  It is alive and well as we speak.  Here are some rather sobering and embarrassing examples: 

Among Christians, almost half of us think that evolution is unproven, that the earth is only 6,000 years old, that God created the world in 6 days and that Adam and Eve must have fed the dinosaurs fruits and vegetables.  Why?  Because human beings and animals got along so well in the Garden of Eden they didn’t have to kill for food.  Well, what about those scary-looking teeth the T-Rex have?  The answer: They used them to open coconuts. 
Another example: The 9/11 Commission Report found no evidence that Sadam Hussein had anything to do with the 9/11 attacks.  Yet, long after the report was published, a majority of Americans still thought Sadam was the culprit.  
One more: Just this past week, I read about a report from the very conservative Environmental Protection Agency.  They’ve spent years arguing among themselves about global warming.  Finally, this past December they sent a 38-page document to the White House.  It warned that human activity does indeed create gases that are heating up the planet and endangering the American people.  But the White House declined even to open the document.  They wanted keep it from being made public.

Jesus said, “The truth shall make you free.”  If “we the people” don’t really care to know the truth, if we don’t hold leaders accountable when they hide the truth or twist the truth, how can we ever expect the United States of America to be the land of the free?  What are we thinking?  
Jesus never said, “Stop thinking and follow me.”  Quite the contrary.  He was continually challenging us to think.  “What do you think?”  That’s the way he begins so many of his parables.  “What do you think? If a shepherd has a hundred sheep and one goes missing, won’t he search for the lost one?”  (Mt 18:12)  When Jesus says, “Think, for the Son of Man comes at an unexpected hour,” he means be alert, be ready – don’t be caught with your head in the sand.  

Jesus’s teachings led people to go deeper than their usual ways of thinking -- like when he told a crowd in the temple (Jn 8:31), “If you continue in my word, you will know the truth and the truth will make you free.”
This statement seems easy enough to understand.  But to Jesus’s listeners it was confusing.  Here’s why:

In Jesus’s day to be free meant the head of the household could set you free from being a slave.  So Jesus’s listeners couldn’t quite get it when he said the truth could set you free.  Jesus was leading them into a deeper understanding of slavery and freedom – namely, freedom from being a slave to untruth, freedom from being shackled by falsehood and lies.  
Notice in John’s passage that Leigh read this morning, Jesus calls this kind of slavery “sin.”  Often we think of sin as committing an act so despicable that something horrible is going to happen to us in return.  But sin, according to Jesus, is basically thinking with a false perception of reality, following a lie without ever questioning it, living on the basis of misconception that seems so natural we’ve grown accustomed to it.  That’s why Jesus says, “When someone lies, he speaks according to his own nature.” (8:44)  In other words, a person spouts forth outright falsehoods as if they were universally accepted facts of life.    
The old Testament Hebrew word for sin was taken from archery when a person misses the target.  That’s a perfect metaphor for sin – missing the target.  A lie misses the target of truth.  
We hear or tell a lie.  We pass it on.  Then we have to tell another lie to cover up the first one.  When we see other people start believing the lie, we become more convinced of it ourselves.  That’s how we end up being slaves of the lie.  
Furthermore, if those in power get hold of the lie, and keep repeating it, eventually the whole society believes it.  And, voila, we’ve got on our hands a crusade, an inquisition, a civil war, an invasion.  How often does our thinking becomes so stinking that millions of people die? 
The point is that Jesus pushes us deeper to understand that sin is not the bloodshed so much as the initial mistake of choosing to think according to the falsehoods that lead to it.  
Notice two things here.  The first thing we’ve already mentioned--that falsehoods often seem so natural.  For example, the myth that men should dominate women originated some three to four thousands years ago.  Over the centuries the idea that the man is head of the house began to feel so natural that hardly anyone questioned it until my wife, Sally, did soon after we got married in the 1960s. 

The second thing to notice: a life based on falsehoods is not just a fate we inherit but a choice we make. 
Wait a minute, one might argue.  I’m not responsible for slavery.  My ancestors did that.  Well, what about the Jim Crow laws that perpetuated slavery long after the Emancipation Proclamation?  What about racial barriers that continued long after Jim Crow laws?  What about prejudice and stereotype that continue to make life difficult for so many minorities even today?  
Jesus said, “These off-target ways of thinking and behaving are things you choose to do.”  That’s what he meant when he said “You choose to do your father’s desires.” (8:44)  
By saying we choose to do our father’s desires, I don’t think Jesus was trying to make us feel more guilty about our human condition--not at all.  He’s emphasizing a point.  Pay close attention to the point he’s making.

If following the lie feels so natural, wouldn’t it be more natural to choose to do the truth?  Think theologically deeper about that.  If, as the Gospel according to John says, God in Christ walked among us full of grace and truth, and you and I are created in God’s image, wouldn’t it be easier and even more natural to follow Jesus, than, say, Britany Spears or some radio talk-show host who says he’s been sent from God?
The gospel is called good news because it’s not heavy news.  It’s not calling us to become religious Olympic athletes.  The Good News is that we’ve got a choice to allow God to aim us in the right direction.  That’s mainly a matter of remembering what Jesus said in the first place.
To do that it helps to turn the TV off now and then or turn away from whatever is pre-occupying us most of the time.  That’s all that repentance means, really – turning around.  I love that word, repentance, in the Greek New Testament.  It has always reminded me of how at times on the highway I miss a sign and then have to make a u-turn, to repent, and go back to see what the sign said.  
At times our lives take the wrong path.  So, what else is new?  We’re human.  But if we make a u-turn, we might hear Jesus saying, “Calm down” “Fear not” or “Peace.”  When he’s got our attention he’ll say, “OK, go on ahead, continue in my word, truth will set you free.  I’m the way, the truth and the life you know, so put your burdens down.  Follow me.  Remember me.”  
What if life throws obstacles in our path?  Turn and hear Jesus through the apostle Paul: “Neither height, nor depth, nor things past nor things to come, nothing in all creation can separate us from the love of God.”  
What if the way ahead looks like “the valley of the shadow of death?”   Can you remember the Psalmist saying “I will fear no evil, for God is with me, God’s rod and staff will comfort me, and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.”
Those words keep us headed toward the target.  They are our keys to the kingdom.  
Sometimes our biggest problem is remembering where we put the keys.  There are some Christian denominations who think their members can’t be trusted to remember God’s word. They say church members must be told what to think and even how to vote.  Some eastern religions say all thinking is illusion.  All thoughts are just so much monkey chatter.  It’s better just to close your eyes, let thoughts come and go and say Ohmmm.  
Well, I’ve always thought ohm was what you said when you couldn’t quite remember something.  You may have heard how this began to happen to an old retiree.  So he took his wife to a workshop to improve their memory.  They returned home, and he and his wife were telling their neighbor about their experience.  The neighbor asked for the name of the workshop.  The retiree put his hand to his forehead and said, “Ohmm.”  His wife didn’t butt in.  She just let him ohm for a moment. Finally, the retiree said, “Sorry, the only thing that comes to mind is the name of a flower -- popular around Valentines Day.”  The neighbor said, “Rose?”  “That’s it!” said the old man.  And tapping his wife on the shoulder, the retiree said, “Rose, what was the name of that workshop we went to?”

Remembering God’s word is not so complicated.  Like the writer in Deuteronomy said, God’s word is “not that difficult,…not so remote,… It is a thing very near you, it’s on your lips and in your heart so you can do it.”  
So it makes perfect sense that Jesus never leaves us shackled to what is false, but frees us to serve the truth.  That’s why we can be headed in the right direction, loving the Lord with all our heart, soul, strength and mind and our neighbor as ourselves.  AMEN!
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