Book 14 SUNDAY, MAY 26, 1985

“THE HOLY SPIRIT OR SELF-DECEPTION?"

ACTS 2:1-13; MATTHEW /:15-18

LONDON DURING THE FIRST DAYS OF 1524, WAS

A CITY AWAITING ITS DOOM, CROWDS OF ANXIOUS
PEOPLE OF EVERY SOCIAL STRATUM GATHERED TO
LISTEN TO THE NUMEROUS ASTROLOGERS AND FORTUNE
TELLERS ALONG BUSTLING THOROUGHFARES., ALL

SAID THE SAME THING: ON FEBRUARY 1, THE
THAMES WOULD SUDDENLY RISE FROM ITS BANKS,

ENGULF THE ENTIRE CITY, AND SWEEP AwAY 10,000

HOMES, THE VISION WAS DESCRIBED IN TERRIFYING
DETAIL TO INCREASINGLY LARGER CROWDS.

[T HAD STARTED THE PRECEDING JUNE, WHEN A
FEW SOOTHSAYERS BEGAN TO BANDY ABOUT THE
PROPHECY, WHICH QUICKLY PERMEATED THEIR
RANKS,  MONTH AFTER MONTH, THE WARNINGS WERE
REPEATED WITH TOTAL ASSURANCE, AND AS TIME
PASSED, THEY BECAME ACCEPTED BY MOST OF THE
POPULATION, EVEN THOUGH THE THAMES HAD ALWAYS
BEEN THE MOST DOCILE OF RIVERS,

AT FIRST, ONLY A HANDFUL OF FAMILIES BEGAN
TO LEAVE THE CITY, BUT AS THE TIME GREW NEAR,
PEOPLE LEFT IN EVER-INCREASING NUMBERS. LONG

STREAMS OF LABORERS ON FOOT, TRAILED BY THEIR
WIVES AND CHILDREN, TRAMPED THE MUDDY ROADS



TO HIGHER GROUND, 15 T0 20 MILES AWAY. THEY
WERE JOINED BY THEIR MORE PROSPEROUS NEIGHBORS
WHOSE HORSE-DRAWN CARTS WERE PILED HIGH WITH
POSSESSIONS. NOBLES AND CLERGY FOLLOWED

SUIT, FLEEING TO SAFE COUNTRY ESTATES. By

THE MIDDLE OF JANUARY, OVER 20,000 PEOPLE

HAD LEFT THE CITY. LONDON WAS RAPIDLY
BECOMING A GHOST TOWN,

ELECTING TO STAY, THE PRIOR OF SAINT
BARTHOLOMEW'’S BUILT A TOWER-LIKE STRUCTURE

ON HARROW-ON-THE-HILL AND PROVISIONED IT
FOR TWO MONTHS. HE ALSO ACQUIRED SEVERAL

BOATS MANNED BY EXPERT ROWERS--JUST IN CASE,

WHEN THE ILL-FATED DAY ARRIVED, SOME BRAVER
SOULS STAYED BEHIND TO WATCH, THE SOOTHSAYERS
HAD PREDICTED THAT THE RIVER WOULD RISE SLOWLY,
ALLOWING THOSE WHO COULD RUN FAST ENOUGH

TO ESCAPE, THE HOUR FINALLY CAME AND, TO

THE CONSTERNATION OF THE WATCHERS, NOTHING
HAPPENED, J[HE TIDE QUIETLY EBBED AND FLOWED,
AND EBBED AND FLOWED AS IT ALWAYS HAD. AN
AWARENESS SLOWLY SPREAD OVER THE GOOD PEOPLE
THAT THEY HAD BEEN HAD., STILL, TO BE SAFE,
MOST STAYED UP THAT NIGHT AND CONTINUED TO

WATCH,

THE NEXT MORNING, WITH THE THAMES CONTINUING
TO FLOW PEACEFULLY WITHIN ITS BANKS, THE
CROWD, JOINED BY THE RETURNING EVACUEES,

WAS BOILING WITH FURY. MANY SHOUTED TO THROW



THE SOOTHSAYERS INTO THE RIVER,

FORTUNATELY, THE PROPHETS WERE PREPARED,
IN A CLEVER MANEUVER, SEEMINGLY NOT LOTS
ON PRESENT-DAY FORTUNE TELLERS, THEY SAID
THEY HAD SCRUPULOUSLY RE-CHECKED THEIR
CALCULATIONS THE PREVIOUS NIGHT AND FOUND
A MINUTE ERROR., LONDON WAS MOST CERTAINLY
DOOMED, THE STARS WERE ALWAYS UNDENIABLY
RIGHT. BUT BECAUSE OF A MINOR OVERSIGHT,
THE GREAT FLOOD WOULD OCCUR IN 1624, NOT

1524, THE GOOD TOWNSPEOPLE COULD GO HOME--
AT LEAST FOR A WHILE,

RELIGIOUS HISTORY IS FILLED WITH INDIVIDUALS
AND GROUPS CLAIMING TO BE SPEAKING FOR GOD’S

SPIRIT WHO HAVE PREDICTED EXACT DATES FOR
THE END OF THE WORLD, ONLY TO HAVE THE DATE

PASS AND NOTHING HAPPEN AND THEN, LIKE THE
SOOTHSAYERS IN LONDON IN THE 1500’'s, sAY
THEY MISCALCULATED AND PICKED ANOTHER DATE,

JESUS SAID IN THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT., “BEWARE
OF FALSE PROPHETS--YOU WILL KNOW THEM BY

THEIR FRUITS.” FORTUNATELY, IN THIS CASE

OF THE PEOPLE OF LONDON, THE FRUITS WERE
EVIDENT IMMEDIATELY,

SOMETIMES, HOWEVER, LARGE GROUPS OF PEOPLE
FOLLOW FALSE PROPHETS AND LEADERS FOR YEARS
AND ONLY AFTER A LONG TIME IS IT EVIDENT

THAT THEY ARE FALSE.




WHAT MAKES US SO VULNERABLE TO SELF-DECEPTION,
NOT ONLY AS PART OF A GROUP OR CROWD, BUT
AS INDIVIDUALS AS WELL?Y

NEW STUDIES BY COGNITIVE PSYCHOLOGISTS, ARE
REVEALING WHY INDIVIDUALS AND WHOLE SOCIETIES
FIND A COMPELLING NEED TO LIE TO THEMSELVES.
AN EXAMPLE,

THE WOMAN SPOKE ABOUT HER FATHER ONLY AFTER

BEING REASSURED SHE WOULD NOT BE IDENTIFIED,
BECAUSE, IN HIS TIME, THE MAN HAD BEEN FAMOUS,

EVEN NOW, SOME 25 YEARS AFTER HIS DEATH,

THE WOMAN'S VOICE WAS HALTING AS SHE TALKED
ABOUT HER FATHER’S ALCOHOLISM AND ABOUT HOW
HER FAMILY HAD SOMEHOW MANAGED NOT TO KNOW
HOW TROUBLED HE WAS: "AFTER MY FATHER DIED,
WE WOULD FIND BOTTLES OF LIQUOR HIDDEN AROUND
THE HOUSE, BEHIND BOOKS, IN THE BACK OF CLOSETS.
AND, LOOKING BACK, I CAN REMEMBER HOW POPPA
WAS ALWAYS 'TAKING A NAP,' AS MY MOTHER WOULD
SAY. JSOMETIMES HE WOULD GET VERY LOUD AND
ANGRY WITH MY MOTHER AND PUSH HER AROUND,
SHE'D TELL MY LITTLE SISTER AND ME THAT HE
WAS ‘IN A MOOD, ' AND WITHOUT ANOTHER WORD,
SHE'D TAKE US BY THE HAND OUTDOORS FOR A

WALK, "

"HE WAS AN ALCOHOLIC, BUT SOMEHOW WE STAYED
OBLIVIOUS TO IT ALL., ONCE, AFTER I WAS GROWN

AND MARRIED MYSELF, I GOT UP THE NERVE TO



ASK MY MOTHER ABOUT IT ALL, SHE DENIED IT
OUT-AND-OUT.” TO THIS DAY, THIS WOMAN'S
MOTHER HAS REFUSED TO ADMIT THE TRUTH ABOUT
HER HUSBAND'’S DRINKING.,

FAMILY THERAPISTS HAVE DESCRIBED THIS SORT
OF DENIAL AND COVER-UP AS “THE GAME OF HAPPY
FAMILY.” IT'S JUST ANOTHER ASPECT OF THE
LARGER PHENOMENON OF HUMAN SELF-DECEPTION.,

IN FACT, THE NEW RESEARCH REVEALS A NATURAL

BENT TOWARD SELF-DECEPTION SO GREAT THAT
THERE IS A STRONG NEED FOR COUNTERBALANCING

FORCES WITHIN THE MIND AND SOCIETY AS A
WHOLE--FORCES SUCH AS INSIGHT, RESPECT FOR
TRUTH AND NOT BEING AFRAID TO SEARCH FOR
THE TRUTH, AND NOT BEING AFRAID TO SPEAK
OUT,

SYNCHRONIZED DENIAL CAN TAKE PLACE IN GROUPS
OF ALL KINDS, A RECENT STUDY SHOWS THE SELF-
DECEPTION THAT WAS AT WORK WITHIN THE GROUP
THAT PLANNED THE BAY OF PIGS INVASION IN
PRESIDENT KENNEDY'’S ADMINISTRATION, IRVING
L. JANIS, A PSYCHOLOGIST AT YALE UNIVERSITY,
STUDIED IN DETAIL HOW THE PLANS WERE LAID

FOR THAT FIASCO., IT WAS A TESTBOOK CASE

OF THE COLLECTIVE DEFENSES THAT JANIS HAS

CALLED "GROUPTHINK.”

ESSENTIALLY, WHEN “GROUPTHINK"” IS AT WORK,
GROUP MEMBERS HOBBLE THEIR SEEKING OF



INFORMATION IN ORDER TO PRESERVE A COZY

UNANIMITY, LOYALTY TO THE GROUP REQUIRES
THAT NO ONE RAISE EMBARRASSING QUESTIONS,

NOR ATTACK WEAK ARGUMENTS, NOR COUNTER SOFT-
HEADED THINKING WITH HARD FACTS. "THE MORE
AMIABLE THE ESPRIT DE CORPS AMONG THE MEMBERS
OF A POLICY-MAKING GROUP,"” JANIS HAS OBSERVED,
“THE GREATER IS THE DANGER THAT INDEPENDENT
CRITICAL THINKING WILL BE REPLACED BY
GROUPTHINK,”

LOOKING BACK, ARTHUR SCHLESINGER., JR.., WHO
WAS THEN ON THE WHITE HOUSE STAFF, OBSERVED

HOW THE MEETINGS IN WHICH THE BAY OF PIGS

PLAN TOOK SHAPE WENT ON “IN A CURIOUS

ATMOSPHERE OF ASSUMED CONSENSUS.” YET, HE
SUSPECTED THAT HAD A SINGLE PERSON VOICED

A STRONG OBJECTION, PRESIDENT KENNEDY WOULD

HAVE CANCELLED THE PLAN., IN EACH ADMINISTRATION,
NO MATTER WHAT THE POLITICAL PARTY, THERE

IS AT WORK THE SAME TENDENCY TOWARD SELF-
DECEPTION OR “GROUPTHINK,"

SOMEONE 1S ALWAYS NEEDED LIKE THE LITTLE

BOY IN HANS CHRISTIAN ANDERSEN’S STORY, “THE
EMPEROR'S NEW CLOTHES,"” WHO SAID, “BUT HE
HAS GOT NOTHING ON.” WE ALWAYS NEED THAT

KIND OF PERSON IN OUR MIDST.

WHAT’S ALL THIS GOT TO DO WITH THE CHRISTIAN
FAITH, AND WITH TODAY, WHICH IS PENTECOST

SUNDAY, AND WITH THE HoLY SPIRIT?




TO BEGIN WITH, RELIGIOUS GROUPS ARE AS PRONE
TO SELF-DECEPTION AS ANY OTHER GROUP--AND
INDIVIDUALS WHO ARE RELIGIOUS ARE AS PRONE

TO SELF~-DECEPTION AS WELL. THAT'’S WHY JESUS
WARNED HIS DISCIPLES AND FOLLOWERS TO “BEWARE
OF FALSE PROPHETS WHO COME TO YOU IN SHEEP’S
CLOTHING, BUT INWARDLY ARE RAVENOUS WOLVES.”
AND IT'’S WHY THE WRITER OF I JOHN IN THE

NEW TESTAMENT WARNS HIS READERS, "BELOVED,

DO NOT BELIEVE EVERY SPIRIT, BUT TEST THE

SPIRITS TO SEE WHETHER THEY ARE OF GOD; FOR
MANY FALSE PROPHETS HAVE CONE OUT INTO THE

WORLD, *

THE CHURCH IS TO BE A COMMUNITY OF THE SPIRIT
IN TRYING TO FOLLOW THE LEADINGS OF THE DIVINE
SPIRIT, OR THE SPIRIT OF (GOD, OR THAT WHICH

WE CALL THE HOLY SPIRIT,

AND THIS IS WHERE THE PROBLEM COMES IN--
OFTEN TIMES THERE ARE CONFLICTING VOICES
EACH CLAIMING TO BE SPEAKING FOR GOD’S SPIRIT
AND YET DISAGREEING ON WHAT IS THE RIGHT

DIRECTION,

WE NEED TO HAVE SOME WAYS TO TEST THE SPIRITS,
TO DETERMINE WHAT IS OF GOD AND WHAT IS NOT,
AND SOME OF THE USUAL TESTS WE MIGHT USE

FOR OTHER ENTERPRISES ARE NOT SUFFICIENT.

FOR EXAMPLE, MERELY BECAUSE AN INDIVIDUAL

OR GROUP WHICH CLAIMS TO HAVE A SPECIAL
REVELATION OF GOD’S SPIRIT IS FAST GROWING




AND QUITE SUCCESSFUL IN OTHER STATISTICAL

TERMS AS WELL, DOES NOT NECESSARILY MEAN
THAT IT HAS THE TRUTH. LARGE GROUPS OF
PEOPLE HAVE BEEN DECEIVED FOR LONG PERIODS
OF TIME, AND ESPECIALLY BY VARIOUS FORMS
OF RELIGION.

THE CHURCHES THAT COOPERATED AND BLESSED
WHAT HITLER WAS DOING IN GERMANY IN THE
1950’S WERE PROSPERING, WHILE THE "ANTI-

NAZI"” CHURCH WAS SMALL, SUSPECT, AND PERSECUTED.,

OFTEN THE ONE OR THE GROUP THAT CRIES OUT--
"THE EMPEROR HAS NO CLOTHES.,” IS NOT LISTENED

TO FOR THE TIME BEING, BUT IS SHOUTED DOWN,

THE CHURCHES IN THIS COUNTRY THAT CONTINUE
TO BLESS SEGREGATION AND THE STATUS QUO IN
THE SOUTH AND IN OTHER PARTS OF THE COUNTRY
AS WELL, OFTEN PROSPERED DURING THE 1950’s
AND 60’S WHILE THE CHURCHES WHICH CHALLENGED
PREJUDICE AND SEGREGATION SUFFERED.

JUST BECAUSE THE FUNDAMENTALIST CHURCHES
SEEM TO BE GROWING MORE RAPIDLY THAN OTHERS,
DOES NOT MEAN THEY ARE MORE IN LINE WITH
GOD'S SPIRIT.

WHAT THEN ARE SOME WAYS TO TEST THE SPIRITS
AMONG US?

1. FIRST OF ALL, IF SOMEONE OR A GROUP
CLAIMS TO HAVE ALL THE TRUTH AND THE ONLY



TRUTH~-BEWARE!!! JESUS SAID THE SPIRIT OF

GOD OR THE HOLY SPIRIT IS LIKE THE WIND,

[T BLOWS WHERE IT WILL AND CANNOT BE CONTROLLED
OR MONOPOLIZED BY ANY ONE PERSON, RELIGION,

OR GROUP,

RATHER, A PERSON OR CHURCH THAT IS FILLED
WITH GOD’S SPIRIT AND WORKING WITH THAT
SPIRIT IS OPEN TO NEW POSSIBILITIES, NEW
RUTH, NEW DISCOVERIES, AND IS NOT AFRAID
OF THE LASTEST BIBLICAL DISCOVERIES AND

SCHOLARSHIP., AS PASTOR JOHN ROBINSON TOLD
OUR PILGRIM FATHERS AND MOTHERS, “THE LORD

HAD YET MORE LIGHT AND TRUTH TO BREAK FORTH
FROM THE WORD.” REMEMBER ST. PAUL WROTE,
"BUT THE FRUIT OF THE SPIRIT IS LOVE, JOY,
PEACE, PATIENCE, KINDNESS, GOODNESS.,
FAITHFULNESS, GENTLENESS, SELF-CONTROL,”
(GALATIANS 5:22)

2. SECONDLY, IT IS THE WITNESS OF THE BIBLE
THAT GOD’S SPIRIT CALLS US TO WHOLENESS,

AND TO SEEING THE WORLD AND THE CREATION
WHOLE., GOD'S SPIRIT IS THAT WHICH DRAWS

US OUT OF OURSELVES AND HELPS US SEE OUR
CONNECTIONS WITH OTHER PEOPLE WHO ARE NOT
LIKE US AND WITH ALL OF CREATION,

[T IS SIGNIFICANT THAT ON THE FIRST PENTECOST,
WHEN GOD’S SPIRIT WAS EXPERIENCED BY THE
DISCIPLES AND OTHERS WITH THEM, THEY ALL
SENSED A ONENESS, A UNITY AMONG THEM THAT




10

HAS NOT BEEN EXPERIENCED IN THE SAME WAY

BEFORE, [THE BOOK OF ACTS REPORTS THAT
ALTHOUGH THEY HEARD PEOPLE SPEAKING IN
DIFFERENT LANGUAGES, THEY COULD UNDERSTAND
EACH OTHER REGARDLESS., IT WAS AS IF THEY
WERE SPEAKING IN EACH OTHER’S NATIVE LANGUAGE.
THERE WERE NO BARRIERS TO DIVIDE THEM,

[T IS ALSO THE WITNESS OF THE BIBLE THAT
THOSE MOVEMENTS, RELIGIOUS OR OTHERWISE,
THOSE LEADERS, THOSE SPIRITS WHICH WOULD

LEAD US INTO NARROWNESS, EXCLUSIVENESS,
DOGMATISM, ARE NOT OF GOD’S SPIRIT.

APARTHEID, OF ANY KIND IN ANY COUNTRY, IS

NOT OF GOD’S SPIRIT. AND IN THE LONG RUN,

IT WILL FAIL., HOWEVER, IT CAN AND DOES CAUSE
MUCH PAIN AND SUFFERING IN THE MEANTIME,

3. THIRDLY, JESUS IN HIS PARABLE OF THE
SHEEP AND THE GOATS DESCRIBED ANOTHER TEST
FOR DETERMINING THOSE WHO ARE FOLLOWING (GOD’S
SPIRIT AND THOSE WHO ARE NOT. "FOR I WAS
HUNGRY AND YOU GAVE ME FOOD; I WAS THIRSTY
AND YOU GAVE ME DRINK; I WAS A STRANGER AND
YOU CLOTHED ME; I WAS SICK AND YOU VISITED
ME; I WAS IN PRISON AND YOU CAME TO ME.”

THEN, SAID JESUS, THE RIGHTEOUS WILL ASK--

"LORD, WHEN DID WE SEE YOU HUNGRY AND FEED
YOU, OR THIRSTY AND GIVE YOU DRINK? AND
WHEN DID WE SEE YOU A STRANGER AND WELCOME
YOU, OR NAKED AND CLOTHE You? AND WHEN DID
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WE SEE YOU SICK OR IN PRISON AND VISIT You?”

AND GOD ANSWERS, “TRULY I SAY TO YOU, AS
YOU DID IT TO ONE OF THE LEAST OF THESE MY

BROTHERS AND SISTERS, YOU DID IT UNTO ME.”
IN OTHER WORDS, THE WAY YOU TREAT PEOPLE
IS THE WAY YOU TREAT (GOD.,

IT'S ONE OF THE MOST BASIC TESTS OF THE
SPIRITS, SEE HOW A RELIGIOUS GROUP OR
CHURCH OR MOVEMENT TREATS THE OUTCASTS OF
ANY SOCIETY--THOSE IN TROUBLE, THOSE IN NEED,

THOSE WHO ARE DIFFERENT FROM US, THOSE WE
CONSIDER SINNERS, THE LOSERS, THE DOWN AND

OUT, THE CRIPPLES, THE RETARDED, HOMOSEXUALS,
THE PERSECUTED., DO WE AVOID THOSE DIFFERENT
FROM US, OR DO WE INCLUDE THEM?

GoD’S SPIRIT WORKING AMONG US IS THE BEST
DEFENSE, THE BEST ANTIDOTE TO OUR TENDENCY
FOR SELF-~DECEPTION, BOTH AS INDIVIDUALS AND
AS A GROUP, AND WE NEED ALWAYS TO BE TESTING
THE SPIRITS TO SEE IF THEY ARE OF GoD. AMEN.




