SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 2, 1984

"THE IMPERTINENT QUESTION”

JOHN 5:2-8

STUDS TERKEL, A WRITER AND INTERVIEWER, TELLS
ABOUT RIDING IN A NEW YORK TAXICAB, IT WAS
THE TIME OF THE CHRISTMAS BOMBINGS OF NORTH
VIETNAM, AND MR. TERKEL HAD ASKED A CAB DRIVER

WHA

HE

HOUGHT OF THE BOMBINGS, T[HE DRIVER

SAID, “WE CAN'T BE A PITIFUL, HELPLESS GIANT.”

TERKE
FROM

_ KNEW THAT HE'D PICKED UP THAT PHRASE
PRESIDENT NIXON ON TELEVISION, T[HE DRIVER

WENT ON TO SAY, “WE’VE GOT TO BE NUMBER ONE,”

PAUSED.,
BEFORE,
HE WENT ON TO TELL ABOUT HIS WIFE LEAVING HIM,
HIS DAUGHTER WAS IN TROUBLE, HIS SON ON DPUGS,

E DRIVER HATES HIMSELF., TERKEL THEN
T TO HIMSELF, “IF YOU ARE NUMBER NOTHING,

YOU’VE GOT TO BE PART OF SOMETHING ELSE, NO
MATTER HOW BRUTAL IT IS.”

AND T
THOUG

_
T

THEN TERKEL ASKED THE DRIVER THE IMPERTINENT
QUESTION, “ARE YOU NUMBER ONE7” AND THE DRIVER

MO ONE HAD EVER ASKED HIM THAT QUESTION
HE sAID, “I’M NUMBER NOTHIN.” THEN

“THE IMPERTINENT QUESTION” IS A PHRASE USED

BY J. BRONOWSKI, WHO DID THE PUBLIC TELEVISION
PROGRAM, “ASCENT oF MAN.” A BOOK WAS ALSO
PUBLISHED BY BRONOWSKI WHICH CONTAINED THE
BASIC MATERIAL FROM THIS PROGRAM SERIES. IN
ONE OF HIS LECTURES HE SAID, “THE GREAT
SCIENTISTS AND POETS ALWAYS ASK THE IMPERTINENT
QUESTION.,” FEINSTEIN ASKED IT AND NEWTON ASKED
s =4

ASK;

T

=

H

E TECHNICIANS WHO ARE BANAL PEOPLE NEVER
EY JUST GO ALONG.,



NOT ONLY DO THE GREAT SCIENTISTS AND POETS
ASK THE IMPERTINENT QUESTION, BUT ALSO THE
GREAT PHILOSOPHERS AND RELIGIOUS TEACHERS:
SOCRATES, JESUS CHRIST, AND OTHERS,

THE IMPERTINENT QUESTION IS ONE WHICH QUESTIONS
WHAT MANY PEOPLE SIMPLY ACCEPT AS OBVIOUS OR

TRUE., IT QUESTIONS THE BASIC ASSUMPTION,
CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS ASKED THE IMPERTINENT
QUESTION, “IS IT TRUE THAT THE WORLD IS FLAT

SO THAT IF ONE SAILS ACROSS THE OCEAN TOO FAR,

THE SHIP WILL FALL OFF THE EDGE?"” THE IMPERTINENT

CONCLUSIONS ABOUT

QUESTION IS NECESSARY BECAUSE MOST OF US ARE
ALTOGETHER TOO COMPLACENT, TOO RIGID IN OUR

_IFE,

IN THE AREA OF RELIGION, THOSE WHO ASK THE
IMPERTINENT QUESTION ARE OFTEN LABELED HERETICS --
YET IN THE LONG RUN, A NUMBER OF THESE SO-

CALLED HERETICS ARE THOSE WHO HELP US TOWARD

FINDING THE TRUTH,

THE FIPST PERSON TO QUESTION

THE VALIDITY OF HUMAN SACRIFICE IN OFDER TO
PLACATE THE GODS WAS NO DOUBT BRANDED A HERETIC
FOR RAISING SUCH AN IMPERTINENT QUESTION, BUT

IT HELPED GET RID

OF A USELESS RITUAL.,

IN ONE OF OUR LONGEST STRUGGLES -- THE

STRUGGLE AGAINST DISEASES WHICH HAVE THREATENED
HUMAN BEINGS FOR CENTURIES =-- THE MOST SIGNIFICANT
DISCOVERIES HAVE OFTEN BEEN MADE BY INDIVIDUALS
WHO, BY STANDARDS APPLICABLE TO THEIR TIME,

COULD ONLY BE CONS

IDERED SCIENTIFIC HERETICS,

PEOPLE SO DEDICATED AND SO PASSIONATELY
ALTRUISTIC THAT THEY HAVE DARED DREAM
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IMPOSSIBLE DREAMS OF VICTORY OVER DISEASE AND

HAVE MADE T
REALITY., 1

HOSE IMPOSSIBLE DREAMS BECOME
AEY ASKED THE IMPERTINENT QUESTION,

BUT THE PENALTY FOR DREAMING SUCH DREAMS HAS

» DERISION FROM THEIR PROFESSIONAL
THE LABEL OF FRAUD, OR WORSE.

BEEN SEVERE
CONTEMPORAR
THESE INDIV

THREAT OF P

DR, JONAS S
HERETIC WHO

LAW PARTNER

IES,

IDUALS

HAVE WILLINGLY FACED THE

ROFESSIONAL BANISHMENT AND TOTAL
LOSS OF REPUTATION,

ALK MAY BE LOOKED UPON AS A DOGGED
REFUSED TO BE DETERRED BY ORTHODOXY.,
BAsiL O’CoNNER, FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT'S

, HAD BEEN GIVEN THE TASK OF RUNNING
THE MARCH OF DIMES PROGRAM BY THE LATE PRESIDENT.

h

O‘CONNER RAISED oVER $500,000,000 TO COMBAT
POLIO, AND IN THE NATIONAL FOUNDATION FOR

ARALYSIS HE WAS FINANCING A VAST
TABL I SHMEN"

INFANTILE P
RESEARCH ES

THE MEN 1IN
EVERY SIGN
OUT PROCESS

INFINITUM,

- WHICH WAS SLOWLY GRINDING

OUT HOPEFUL DEVELOPMENTS TOWARD A POLIO VACCINE.,

THE ORTHODOX ESTABLISHMENT SHOWED

OF WANTING TO CONTINUE THIS GRINDING

, WHICH MEANT GOOD SALARIES, PROMISING
PENSIONS, AND EXPOSURE TO NOBEL PRIZES AD

WITHOUT THOUGHT OF EVER TFRYING TO
PRODUCE A VACCINE FOR CHILDREN,

THEN YOUNG SALK EMERGED FROM THE REAR RANKS
OF THE ESTABLISHMENT WHERE YOUNG MEN SHOULD

BE ONLY SEEN AND NEVER HEARD., HE PRODUCED

ALMOST OVER
VACCINE, W
VACCINE, TH

"ToO DANGEROUS .

NIGH"

A SA’

HEN -~

"ISFACTORY, KILLED POLIO

'HE OR~

"HODOX HEARD OF HIS

EY TURNED ON SALK WITH THE CRY,

ABOLISH SALK'’S VACCINE



AND ANY THOUGHT OF USING IT ON CHILDREN.”

IT WAS THEN THAT O'CONNER, WITH NO AUTHORITY
IN MEDICINE AT ALL, INTERVENED, WITH AN INTENSE
MEMORY OF THE CRIPPLED FRANKLIN ROOSEVELT,
O'CONNER BECAME SALK'S CHAMPION -- A KNIGHT

IN SHINING ARMOR, WHO CUT A PATH THROUGH THE
PHALANX OF THE ORTHODOXY ON TWO OCCASIONS.,
FIRST, IT WAS TO GET THE SALK VACCINE TESTED

ON A NATIONWIDE BASIS IN THE SPRING OF 1954;
THEN O'CONNER FOUGHT THE BATTLE ALL OVER AGAIN

IN 1955 70 KEEP SALK'S HIGHLY SUCCESSFUL VACCINE
FROM BEING ABOLISHED ALTOGETHER.

A FEW WEEKS AGO ON THE EDITORIAL PAGE OF THE
WALL STREET JOURNAL, A COLUMNIST ASKED THE
IMPERTINENT QUESTION ABOUT PATRIOTISM, HERE'S
A PART OF WHAT HE WROTE:

“PATRIOTISM IS BACK, AS EVERYONE SEEMS FOND
OF SAYING THESE DAYS, AND MORE POWER TO IT --
I THINK., AS AN OLD FLAG-WAVER WHO STILL GETS
A THRILL FROM JULY 4 CELEBRATIONS AND VISITS
TO THE LINCOLN AND JEFFERSON MEMORIALS, I
DIDN'T KNOW PATRIOTISM HAD EVER GONE ANYWHERE,
UNLESS, OF COURSE, WHAT SOME PEOPLE MEAN BY
PATRIOTISM ISN'T WHAT SOME OF THE REST OF US
HAVE IN MIND., AND THAT, OF COURSE, IS THE
RUB, DEPENDING ON HOW YOU DEFINE IT, PATRIOTISM
CAN BE A HEALTHY LOVE OF COUNTRY OR SOMETHING
QUITE DIFFERENT OP DISTURBING, UNFOFTUNATELY,
FOR SOME, PATRIOTISM PROPERLY UNDERSTOOD
REQUIRES UNQUESTIONING SUPPORT OF AMERICAN

POLICY ABROAD AND INTOLERANCE OF CRITICS AT




HOME , ¥

THE WRITER WENT ON TO SAY, “THE KIND OF
PATRIOTISM THAT ITS CURRENT ENTHUSIASTS SEEM
TO BE PROMOTING WAS GIVEN A PERMANENTLY BAD
NAME (CR SC MANY OF US HOPE) IN THE NUREMBERG
WAR CRIMES TRIALS AFTER WORLD WAR II. ONE
AFTER ANOTHER, THE NAZI DEFENDANTS PLEADED
NOT GUILTY, CITING THEIR OBLIGATION TO OBEY
THE FATHERLAND, J[HEIR CONVICTION SEEMED TO
HAVE ESTABLISHED FOR ALL TIME THAT THERE WAS
NO INDEPENDENT, AUTOMATIC MORAL CONTENT IN
BLIND OBEDIENCE TO AND SUPPORT FOR THE STATE,

WHAT I THOUGHT NUREMBERG WAS ALL ABOUT WAS
THE THESIS THAT EACH INDIVIDUAL NOT ONLY HAD

A RIGHT, BUT A DUTY, TO DECIDE FCR HIMSELF
OR HERSELF WHETHER HIS OR HER COUNTRY WAS
ACTING FOR GOOD OR FOR EVIL AND TO RESIST

IT == TO RAISE THE IMPERTINENT QUESTION WHEN
HE OR SHE THOUGHT THE COUNTRY WAS GOING IN
THE WRONG DIRECTION,”

IN THE NUREMBERG TRIALS, MEN AMND WOMEN WERE
EXECUTED BECAUSE THEY HADN’'T PUT THEIR LOYALTY,
THEIR PATRIOTISM, TO THAT HIGHER TEST.

EVEN TODAY OUR GOVERNMENT SAYS IT VALUES SUCH
EXPRESSION OF INDIVIDUAL CONSCIENCE., WE RIGHTLY
MAKE HEROES OF THE PEOPLE OF SOLIDARITY, THE

SAME PEOPLE WHOM THE POLISH STATE HAS DEFINED
AS POLITICAL CRIMINALS., WE INSISTENTLY ASK
AFTER THE HEALTH AND WHEREABOUTS OF NOBEL
LAUREATE SAKHAROV, WHOM WE REVERE FOR SPEAKIMG

TRUTH TO SOVIET POWER, BUT WHOM THE AUTHORITIES




b

Il MloSCOW REGARD AS TPAITOR. AT THE SAME TIME
SOME OF OUR OWN LEADERS SEEM TO QUESTION THE
PATRIOTISM OF OUR OWN CITIZENS WHEN THEY
QUESTIOMN THE POLICIES OF OUR GOVERNMENT.,

ASKING THE IMPERTINENT QUESTION CAN BE MORE
PATRIOTIC THAN A FLAG-WAVING MOB. THERE ARE

| OTS OF IMPERTINENT QUESTIONS THAT NEED TO
CONTINUE TO BE ASKED ABOUT OUR COUNTRY'S
INVOLVEMENT IN NICARAGUA AND EL SALVADOR,
QUESTIONS NEED TO BE ASKED ABOUT THE ARMS
RACE., IF BOTH OUR OWN COUNTRY AND THE SOVIET
UNION CONTINUE TO BELIEVE THAT WE HAVE TO KEEP

JUP WITH EACH OTHER IN THE WEAPONS RACE, HOW
CAN THAT RACE BE STOPPED?

WHAT’S ALL THIS GOT TO DO WITH OUR CHRISTIAN
FAITH? [T IS THE TRADITION OF BOTH THE JEWISH
RELIGION AND OUR OWN CHRISTIAN RELIGION TO

ASK THE IMPERTINENT QUESTION, THE OLD TESTAMENT
PROPHETS FREQUENTLY ASKED SUCH QUESTIONS OF

THE GOVERNMENT OF THEIR TIME AND OF IMDIVIDUALS,
JESUS CHRIST FREQUENTLY ASKED THE IMPERTINENT
QUESTION, READ THE GOSPELS IN THE NEW TESTAMENT
OF THE BIBLE AND YOU WILL FIND HIM ASKING
IMPERTINENT QUESTIONS OVER AND OVER AGAIN,

FOR EXAMPLE, HE STRONGLY QUESTIONED THE TRADITION
OF NOT BEING ALLOWED TO HEAL A PERSON ON THE
SABBATH., HE ASKED, "IS IT LAWFUL ON THE SABBATH

TO DO GOOD, OR TO DO HARM, TO SAVE LIFE OR
TO KILL?”

WHEN GOOD PEOPLE TRIED TO FLATTER HIM BY CALLING
HIM GOOD, HE ASKED, “WHY DO YOU CALL ME GOOD?



ONLY GOD IS GooD.”

AND IN OUR SCRIPTURE READING FOR THIS MORNING,
HE ASKED AN IMPERTINENT QUESTION OF A MAN WHO
HAD BEEN CRIPPLED FOR 38 YEARS., [HE IMPERTINENT
QUESTION: “DO YOU WANT TO BE HEALED?”

[IF JESUS WERE HERE TODAY, HERE ARE SOME OF
THE IMPERTIMENT QUESTIONS I THINK HE MIGHT
ASK US:

DO YOU BELIEVE GoD LOVES You? Do YOU CARE?

WHERE ARE YOU LIKELY TO SPEND ETERNITY?

WHAT DO YOU THINK ABOUT WHEN YOU WAKE UP AT
THREE IN THE MORNING?

WHAT IS THE MOST INTERESTING THING ABOUT YOUR
LIFE? THE MOST BORING?

Do YOU LAUGH MUCH? ABOUT WHAT?

WHEN DID YOU LAST FORGET YOQURSELF? UMDER WHAT
CIRCUMSTANCES?

WHAT HAS BEEN YOUR GREATEST DISAPPOINTMENT?

WHOM ARE YOU TRYING TO IMPRESS? WHOM ARE YoU
TRYING TO SHOW UP?

WHAT ARE YOU REALLY CURIOUS ABOUT?

HAVE YOU EVER HAD THE EXPERIENCE OF BEING



TOTALLY AT ONE WITH THE UNIVERSE? HAS THIS
EXPERIENCE CHANGED YOUR WAY OF LOOKING AT THE
WORLD?

DO YOU PRAY REGULARLY? IF NOT, WOULD YOU LIKE
TO HAVE PRAYER BECOME A PART OF YOUR EVERYDAY
LIFE?

As CHRISTIANS, WE NEED NOT BE AFRAID OF THE
IMPERTINENT QUESTION, WE KNOW THAT GOD GAVE

US MINDS AND SPIRITS AND CHOICE AND THAT (oD
WANTS US TO USE POTENTIAL FOR BUILDING A BETTER
WORLD, WE CAN DO THIS BY ASKING THE RIGHT

QUESTIONS AND NOT BEING AFRAID OF THE ANSWERS.,
THE IMPERTINENT QUESTION NEEDS TO BE ASKED

CVER AND OVER AGAIN IN EVERY FIELD OF ENDEAVOR,
THERE IS NO ASSUMPTION TOO SACRED TO BE QUESTIOQNED,

THERE ARE IMPERTINENT QUESTIONS I'VE OFTEN
WANTED TO ASK AT TIMES, BUT DIDN'T HAVE THE
COURAGE TO DO SO. AN INDIVIDUAL TOLD ME THAT
BECAUSE OF ECONOMIC DIFFICULTIES, HE AND HIS
FAMILY WOULD HAVE TO CUT THEIR FINANCIAL
COMMITMENT TO THE CHURCH, YET [ HAD NOTED THAT
THEIR PARTICIPATION IN LEISURE TIME ACTIVITIES
AT THE COUNTRY CLUB WERE NOT CUT BACK AT ALL.
SO I WANTED TO ASK, BUT DIDN’T, "How COME You
DECIDED TO CUT BACK AT THE CHURCH AND NOWHERE
ELSE?” THE COUNTRY CLUB DUES HAD GONE UP EVERY

YEAR AND WERE PAID WITHOUT QUESTION, ANOTHER

IMPERTINENT QUESTION [’VE OFTEN WANTED TO ASK
AND HAVEN'T AS [’VE WATCHED COUNTLESS INDIVIDUALS
SUFFER IN AGONY AND THEN FINALLY DIE FROM LUNG

CANCER AND/OR EMPHYSEMA -- I'VE WANTED TO ASK
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OTHER FAMILY MEMBERS THE IMPERTINENT QUESTION,
"HOW CAN YOU GO ON SMOKING?”

THIS IS THE KIND OF CHURCH THAT IS NOT AFRAID
OF THE IMPERTINENT QUESTION, WE ARE NOT AFRAID
TO ASK QUESTIONS ABOUT THE ORIGIN OF THE BIBLE,
HOW IT WAS WRITTEN, BY WHOM, AND WHEN. WE

ARE NOT AFRAID OF THE CRITICAL STUDY OF THE
BIBLE AND NOT AFRAID OF NEW DISCOVERIES. WE
ARE NOT AFRAID TO CRITICALLY STUDY CHURCH
HISTORY, AND WE ARE NOT AFRAID OF THE NEW
DISCOVERIES AND THEORIES OF SCIENCE., WE ARE
NOT AFRAID OF THE IMPERTINENT QUESTION BECAUSE

WE BELIEVE “THERE IS YET MORE LIGHT AND TRUTH
TO BREAK FORTH FROM GOD’S HOLY WORD.” AMEN,




