BY RENEWING YOUR MINDS FEBRUARY 21, 2003

Hymns: We Prasc You, 2 God {LBW 241
Fur the Splendor of Creation

restore your fortines and garher van fram all the
nations and all the places where [ have dirven vou,
says the Lord, and | will bring vou back to the

For thus says the Lord: Only when place from which 1 sent vou inro exile. {Jeremish:
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Babylon's seventy years are com- 29:10-14)
pleted will 1 visic vou, and I will fulfill |
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ra vou my promise and brng you
back ro this place. Ior surely |
know the plans [ have far you, says
the Lord, plans for your welfare and
not for harm, to give you a future
with hope, Then when you call upon
me and come and pray to me, | will
hear you. When you search for me,
you will find me; il vou seek me
with &l your heart, I will let vou
tind nue, says che Lord, and 1 will

ho wouldn't wanr o know how o fnd God? To a
people suffering it exile and wondering where God

had gone. Jerenual boings dee comfouring message
that God could and would be found once again. srovided that
the people would seek aker (ind wirh all their heart. (rear
news' The path ro God is through you: heare. Bur whar does
this mean?

Certanly Jeremiah is not referring to the smal. muscuiar
organ that beaws inside gur ¢hest; he is using heart symboli-
':al].:p' l'll:n:, L".]ld Yoo ].'"..II.U"\\"H' L'hi.'-.l' [hﬁ: ht:;."lrt I‘lUl’:uJ“}' :I:--IIIIJU!..:IL'E'E

the seat ol hwoan emanen, Tor os wlea s deeply embedided
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in our language. An emotional person right be described as
wearing their heact on their sleeve. A grieving person might
be said wo be suffering from a broken heart. Someone judged
overly compassionate might deregacorily be referred to as a
bleeding heart. I'he idea of the heart as the seat of our emn-
tions is so ingrained in our culture thar when we read chese
words from Jeremiah, we quite nzeurally understand [eremiah
to be saying that we will find God when we seck after God
with 2li of the emotional energy we can muster,

Now, lzave it to 2 Biblical scholar 1o come here reday and
tell you thar what you thaught this texe meanr is not whar it
meansg at all. Bue such is the case. The idea of the heart as the
seat of the emotions is a specifically Western notdon, ner ane
that funcrioned in the ancienc lsraclite sociecy af which
Teremiah was a part. In ancient Israel, the sear of the emo-
tions was believed wo be, to put it frankly, the gues or the
innards of nne’s bady, an idea rthat makes sense given thar
emortional distress can create very unpleasant physical symp-
toms wn one’s abdomen. For Jerciniah, che heare was not the
seat of emotion; rather 1t was che sear of the mind or the
intellect. Jeremiah, then, is telling the people char they will
find GGod when they seek afier God with all their inceliccr.
This chanpes cverything.

A lirtle over a year ago, [ was at a religion conference and
attended u leceure by che nored Provestane ctheclogian fohn
Cobb. The ttle of his talk was very provocatives “Can rhe
Church Think Again?” OF course b using the word “again,”
it is clear that in Cobb’s estmation, the church is oot cur-
rently thinking. And this was indeed his point. Somewhere
al:}ng the line, m:mrding_ tn Cohb, an anti-incellecrual steand
develaped within Christianity thar is increasingly renderinp
the church powerless 1o address the many pressing social con-
cerns that we face today, sweeping conterns such as peace and
justice in a fragmented and violent world or the increasing
pace of environmental descruction. Cheistan faich, ac least in
America, has become inereacingly privatized and subordinared
to the structures of the global marker. Te can now be expressed
in simple sound hirss: Jesns is the Reasen for the Season,
WAKTD, My Boss is a Jewish carpenter, and many others, |
fear that Cobb is night, and that the furcher we divarce faich
from thinking, the more the church becomes a mere follower,
rather than a leader, of papular culrure,

When I was in seminary, wmy Old Testamenr professor,
L. McDaniel, used w like to scand before classes and malke
the boid proctumauon: “I know that when | ger 1o heaven,
there will be 4 big. beautiful, wonderful Lbrary rhere.” Sru-
dents would freguently respond, *But how can you be so con-
fident of what heaven will be like?™ Withour missing a bea,
Dr. McDraniel would look the studen right in the eye and
declare, “Because if there isn't, it won't be heaven for me!™ D
Melaniel had a well-carned but often misundersiood reput-
tion, He could ofren be found ac his office late into the evening
pauring over arcane volumes like Arabic dicrionaries trying
to more deeply probe the sense of some Hebrew word in the
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(Md Testament, Often the insighrs he pained wauld be brought
up in <lass the next day, and noc infrequendy chese insights
challenged the rraditional interpretations of the Bible that most
students had been broughe up with, Some students expressed
the opinien 1n intermal conversations that Dr. McDaniel
needed o ger a life and per his nose out of his books for
awhile and experience God, Bur as 1 came to know and appre-
ciate D, MoDamiel, T camme to realize chac for him, probing
the depths of the language of the Old Testamene chrough rigor-
ous academic study was a deeply confessional exercise. It was
in this intellecrual serting chat be had his expedence of the
divine, In Dr. McDaniel, there was no separation between
faith and dfl:p intellectual reflection, and hecause of this be
became the most influendal reacher in my lifs. He would have
made Jeremiah proud.

You see, Pauf had taken Paideia. Not only had he
taken Paidein, I would venture to guess he got on
“A” in it.

Of course, Jeremiah is nat the only Biblical wrirer to rec.
ogniwe the crucial role of intellecrualism in faith. In Romar:
[2:2, Taul wrires: "Do not be conformed ta this world, but be
transformed by the renewing of vour mimds, so thar you may
discern what is the will of God—whar is good and acecprable
and perfect.” Worice thar [Paul does not call us w 1he rencwing
of our hearts, but 1o the renewing of vur minds. Paul knows
whcreof he speaks, since by all accounts. he wvas an exrraord:-
narily well-edueecared persan, someone who handled with ease
the traditons both of Jewizh and Greek learning. In Acts 17 we
sec Paul in Athens, debaring incelligently wich the Greek phi-
losaphers in the Areopagus. You see, Faul had wken Paideis.
dar only had he waken Paideia, I wouwld venture t guess he g
an “A” in it And this was not simply some academic esercise.
{INote the dual meaning of rhe ward “academic” which car
connote somerhing that is “schalarh™ bur also sometiing of "no
pracucal consequence,” or a synonym of “moot.”) Faul cnin's
nevir have developed his profound viston of 4 world unifisd as
the hody of Chrst apare from deep intellecrual reflection st
tus very language can be so vasily traced o the Greek and Jew-
ish intellectual traditians of his dav. Faich was nor simply 3
private emouen for Paul, it was an nformed vision of a new
world order thar he nisked his life o make a reality,

In meore recent cimes we have been privileged 1w see whar
Cadl !lapl_n:n whien 4 dl:'t_'l::l and ﬂbiding Chrisuan faich is in-
formed and given focus by an equally decp intellectual reflec-
tion. Consider the fﬂllnwing Lluumtiun;

I studied philosophy and theology ar Boston Uni-
versity under Edgar S. Brightman and [ Harokl

B e R = R T
. " . [ .I..' ] ¥

PRI



DeWolt. Both men greatly stimulated my think-
ing. It was mainly under these teachers that I stud-
ied personalistic philosophy—the theory that the
clue to the meaning of ultimate reality is found in
personality. This personal idealism remains today
my basic philosophical position. Personalism’s in-
sistence that only personality—finite and infinite—
is ultimately real strengthened me in two convic-
tions: it gave me metaphysical and philosophical
grounding for the idea of a personal God, and it
gave me a metaphysical basis for the dignity and
worth of all human personalicy.

Who wrote these words? None other than the Rev, Dr. Martin
Luther King, Jr. We gloss over those titles so glibly without
reflecting on what they tell us about this extraordinary person.
“Reverend” of course attests to King’s position as an ordained
pastor in the Christian church. But we often forger about the
titke “Doctor” that atests to King’s successful Ph.D. studies at
Boston University. By King’s own testimonial, it was through
the graduate study of philosophy that the vision that guided
his “dream” came to its full maturiry.

] mention this because | once had a student indicate in a
paper that they would never take a course in philosophy be-
cause they knew it would destroy their faich. I was sorry to

hear this because short of destroying his faith, the academic
study of philosophy helped to form in King a faith with the
power and focus to move mountains in America in the 1960s.
Of course, King paid the ultimare price for attempting to make
his faith-inspired, intellectually-developed vision of social jus-
tice a reality. He paid with his life.

Perhaps this is one reason we so easily divorce our reli-
gious lives from our intellectual lives. It is a lot safer. If I can
have my private emotion-centered faith and you can have
yours, we can feel good about our religious lives while we go
about our secular lives as agents of the status quo. Bur faith is
not an object to be possessed and personalized: “I have my
faith, you have yours and everything is fine.” Faith is the hu-
man response to the unseen hand of Ged that is continually
trying to push us our of our comfort zones to become agents
of positive, structural change in a broken world. But we can’
change a world that we don’t understand. Faith must derive its
vision and focus from learning, from deep intellectual reflec-
tion.

Academic study is not the enemy of faith as so many Chris-
tians today so passionately believe. Naivete is the true enemy of
faith, when thae naivete provides us with comfort and solace
while our neighbor continues to struggle and suffer. If you seek
God, you will find God when you seek God with all your mind.
Agora

The church must learn to think once again.
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