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SUNDAY J JANUARY 25 J 1987 

"IDEAS AND REALITY" 

MATTHEW 10:16-23 

IN THE INTRODUCTION TO HIS BOOKJ "WHAT'S 

RIGHT WITH THE CHURCHJ " WILLIAM WILLIMON 

TELLS THIS PARABLE: A MAN FROM lOWA J . (ALTHOUGH 

IT COULD HAVE BEEN A MAN FROM NEBRASKA) GOT 

MARRIED, HE HAD LONG BEEN IN LOVE WITH THE 

IDEA OF MARRIAGE SO THAT WHEN HE MET THE 

WOMAN OF HIS DREAMSJ HE PROPOSED TO HER. 

THINGS WENT WELL AT FIRST, HE TOLD HIS 

FRIENDS THAT HIS NEW WIFE WAS "ALL I EVER 

HOPED FOR IN A MARRIAGE PARTNER." SHE WAS 

BEAUTIFULJ INTELLIGENTJ WITTY. HIS FRIENDS 

OBSERVED THAT HERE WAS "A MARRIAGE MADE IN 

HEAVEN I// 

UNFORTUNATELY THIS INITIAL BLISS WAS NOT 

TO LAST, GRADUALLYJ IN DAY-TO-DAY LIVING J 

HE BEGAN TO NOTICE CERTAIN IMPERFECTIONS 

IN HIS NEW WIFE. SHE WAS BEAUTIFULJ BUT 

NOT ALWAYS. SOMETIMES BEFORE NINE IN THE 

MORNINGJ SHE WAS DOWNRIGHT UNATTRACTIVEJ 
. . 

EVEN UGLY. SHE COULD LOOK STUNNING FOR GREAT 

PARTIES AND SOCIAL OCCASIONS J BUT MARRIAGE 

MEANT HE HAD TO LOOK AT HER BEFORE SHE GOT 

HER MAKEUP ON IN THE MORNING) AND HE COULDN'T 

HELP THINKING OF THAT MORE THAN HER BEAUTY, 
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YES) SHE WAS INTELLIGENT) YOU COULDN'T TAKE 

THAT FROM HER) BUT THERE WERE GAPS IN HER 

KNOWLEDGE) RATHER LARGE GAPS. SHE KNEW A 

GREAT DEAL ABOUT A FEW MATTERS) BUT THERE 

WERE MANY AREAS OF INTERESTS ABOUT WHICH 

SHE WAS AS IGNORANT AS THE DAY SHE WAS BORN. 

THIS DISPLEASED HIM GREATLY, HE KNEW THERE 

WOULD BE A TIME WHEN SHE WOULD EMBARRASS 

HIM BY MAKING SOME ILL-CONSIDERED STATEMENT 

IN PUBLIC ) THUS REVEALING TO THE WHOLE WORLD 

HER INTELLECTUAL IMPERFECTIONS. THIS BOTHERED 

HIM, 

SLOWLY) BUT SURELY) HE FOUND HIMSELF GROWING 

COOL TO THIS WOMAN, MARRIAGE HAD PROVED 
. . 

DIFFERENT THAN HE THOUGHT, IT HAD BEEN FUN 

TO BE WITH HER ON A SATURDAY EVENING ) TO 

DANCE WITH HER INTO THE WEE HOURS OF THE 

MORNING AT A SOCIETY BALL, BUT MARRIAGE 
. .  

WASN'T LIKE THAT AT ALL, MARRIAGE WAS 

CORNFLAKES FOR BREAKFAST) AND SOMEONE 

SLEEPING BESIDE YOU WITH LARGE CURLERS IN 

HER HAIR; IT WAS DISAGREEMENTS OVER FINANCESJ 

AND VISITS FROM HER OKLAHOMA RELATIVES) AND 

THAT GROTESQUE LAMP THAT SHE HAD SELECTED 

FOR THE LIVING ROOM. THAT WAS MARRIAGE. 

HE STILL BELIEVED IN LOVE MORE· THAN -EVER. 

HE STILL LONGED FOR THE PERFECT PARTNER, 

HE CONTINUED TO CLING TO THE IDEA OF MARRIAGE. 

THE IDEA WAS FINE; IT WAS THE PARTICULAR 

EXPERIENCE OF MARRIAGE THAT BOTHERED HIM, 



THE MAN WHO MARRIES "THE WOMAN OF MY DREAMS," 

THE WOMAN WHO MARRIES ''MR. RIGHT ., '' EACH WILL 

DISCOVER THAT THE PARTICULAR EXPERIENCE OF 

THIS PERSON IS QUITE DIFFERENT FROM THE 

IDEAL. THE IDEA OF A THING IS FREQUENTLY 

DIFFERENT FROM THE THING ITSELF. OUR IDEAS 

AND REALITY DO NOT ALWAYS MATCH. 

� CERTAINLY THAT MUST 'VE BEEN THE CASE WITH 

JESUS AND HIS DISCIPLES. HE HAD CALLED THEM 

TO FOLLOW HIM AND THEY HAD WILLINGLY ACCEPTED. 

THEY WERE ATTRACTED TO HIM AS A PERSON AND 

TO HIS MESSAGE. THEY SAW IN HIM THE ANSWER 

TO MANY OF THEIR RELIGIOUS QUESTIONS. 

BUT THE MORE THEY FOLLOWED HIM, THE MORE 

THEY REALIZED THAT IT WASN 'T QUITE AS SIMPLE 

AS THEY HAD FIRST IMAGINED. THERE WAS STRONG 
. . . . 

OPPOSITION TO HIS MINISTRY FROM AMONG THE 

RELIGIOUS LEADERS. Nor EVERYONE ACCEPTED 

HIS WAY. AND NOW AS HE WAS ABOUT TO SEND 

THEM OUT ON THEIR OWN., HE GAVE THEM A WARNING-­

"BEHOLD I SEND YOU OUT AS SHEEP IN THE MIDST 

OF WOLVES I,, 

AND HE HAD MORE TO SAY. HE ADVISED THEM 

TO BE WISE AS SERPENTS AND INNOCENT AS DOVES. 

�- JESUS WENT ON TO TELL THEM THAT THEY WOULD 

BE SEVERELY CRITICIZED AND THAT PHYSICAL 

HARM WOULD COME TO THEM. SUFFERING WOULD 
. . . 

BE INVOLVED AND LATER JESUS HIMSELF WOULD 
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SUFFER AND DIE. THE DISCIPLES WERE DISCOVERING 

THAT THERE IS A DIFFERENCE BETWEEN IDEAS 

AND REALITY. IN SOME OTHER PLACES IN THE 

GOSPEL STORIES THERE IS EVIDENCE THAT THE 
. ' . 

. 

DISCIPLES HAD NOT THOUGHT OF SUFFERING. THEY 

HAD THOUGHT ONLY OF GLORY. THEY HAD ARGUED 
. 

AS TO WHICH AMONG THEM WOULD BE FIRST, THEIR 

IDEA OF WHAT FOLLOWING JESUS MEANT AND THE 

REALITY WERE NOT THE SAME. 

wk C-n,...t,/ 11, �,/ d,I/�>- tF k lw-. ; d;#J -,ref /4.(_,..t:.. �? 
THERE IS A TENDENCY IN ALL OF US WITH OUR 

IDEAS TO UNIVERSALIZE, TO THINK ONLY IN THE 

ABSTRACT AND TO FORGET THE PARTICULARS. THIS 

IS ESPECIALLY TRUE IN THE AREA OF OUR RELIGIOUS 

FAITH. WE WANT TO BOIL DOWN CHRISTIANITY 

TO A SET OF ABSTRACT AND HIGH-SOUNDING 
. . 

PLATITUDES OR GRAND CONCEPTS. IT'S EASIER 

TO HANDLE IN THIS WAY AND DOESN'T REQUIRE 

MUCH OF US. KEEP IT IN THE REALM OF IDEAS 

OR THEORIES) BUT NEVER GET TOO SPECIFIC WHICH 

MEANS NEVER HAVING TO APPLY IT TO ONE'S DAILY 

LIFE. DON'T LET IT MEDDLE! 

So IT'S ALL RIGHT TO TALK ABOUT LOVING ONE'S 

NEIGHBOR, AS LONG AS WE DON'T VERY CAREFULLY 

DEFINE WHO ONE'S NEIGHBOR IS OR WHAT THAT 

IMPLIES. IN MY FIRST PARISH) ON THE SOUTH 

SIDE OF CHICAGO) WE TALKED ABOUT LOVING ONE'S 

NEIGHBOR AND THEN THE NEIGHBORHOOD BEGAN 

TO CHANGE. IT HAD PREVIOUSLY BEEN AN ALL­

WHITE NEIGHBORHOOD AND SOME BLACK FAMILIES 

MOVED IN, ONE NIGHT SOMEONE TRIED TO SET 



FIRE TO ONE OF THE HOMES OF ONE OF THESE 
. . 
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NEW NEIGHBORS. I SUGGESTED IN A SERMON THAT 
. . 

ONE WAY TO LOVE OUR NEIGHBORS SPECIFICALLY 

WOULD BE TO HELP REBUILD THAT HOUSE WITH 
. 

. 

VOLUNTEER LABOR, BUT THAT WA·s GETTING TOO 

SPECIFIC. 

IT'S ALL RIGHT TO TALK IN GRAND TERMS ABOUT 

CHRISTIANS BEING GIVING PERSONS AS LONG AS 

ONE DOESN'T GET TOO SPECIFIC AND BEGIN TO 

SUGGEST TO SOMEONE WHAT HIS OR HER GIFT MIGHT 

BE--SAY $30 A WEEK, 

So IT IS THAT PEOPLE WILL TRY TO SUMMARIZE 
IQ., 

THE CHRISTIAN I BY SAYING IT'S ABOUT 

� ACCEPTANCEJ BUT NEVER DEFINING A.CCEPTANCEJ 

OR ABOUT SERVING OTHERS } OR ABOUT LIBERATION 

OR ABOUT FREEDOM OR ABOUT FORGIVENESS} OR 

ABOUT PERSONAL SALVATION} BUT NEVER GETTING 

SPECIFIC. WE DO THIS BECAUSE IT MAKES 

FOLLOWING JESUS EASIER� 

IT'S DIFFICULT TO SPEAK FOR OTHER RELIGIONS} 

BUT WHEN IT COMES TO CHRISTIANITY } IT'S THE 

SCANDAL OF PARTICULARITY THAT BOTHERS US. 

IT IS THIS YEARNING AFTER GENERALIZED AND 

ABSTRACT RELIGION WHICH ACCOUNTS IN LARGE 

PART J I AM SUREJ FOR THE POPULARITY OF SUCH 
. . . . . 

BOOKS AS KAHIL GIBRAN'SJ "THE PROPHET," FOR 
. , . . . . . 

HERE WE HAVE THE LANGUAGE OF THINGS SPIRITUAL 

MANIPULATED POETICALLY IN A HISTORICAL VACUUM. 
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GIBRAN 'S PROPHET SPEAKS TO HUMANKIND WITHOUT 

EVER HAVING TO ADDRESS HIMSELF TO PARTICULAR 

MEN AND WOMEN IN SPECIFIC HISTORICAL 

CIRCUMSTANCES. 

THE GOSPEL OF JESUS CHRIST) ON THE OTHER 

HAND ) CHALLENGES USJ AND UPSETS US AT TIMES 

BECAUSE IT IS MORE THAN BEING ABOUT LOVEJ 

PEACE J FREEDOM) LIBERATION J OR ANY OTHER 

LOVABLE ABSTRACTION. THE GOSPEL IS A 

COMPLICATED STORY OF A YOUNG JEW FROM 

NAZARETH ) JESUSJ WHO LIVED J TAUGHT) 

SUFFERED) DIED) AND ROSE. 

- ABSTRACTIONS ARE APPEALING BECAUSE THEY 

ENABLE US TO MAKE JESUS ANYTHING WE LIKE. 

THEY ARE LARGE EMPTY BASKETS THAT WE CAN 

FILL WITH MORE AGREEABLE CONTENTS. BUT THERE 

IS LITTLE ABSTRACTION IN THE STORY OF JESUS. 

IT  IS THE PARTICULARITY OF IT THAT IS SO 

STRIKING. 

As YOU READ THE GosPELSJ YOU CAN ALMOST TASTE 

THE DUST ALONG THE ROADSIDE) SMELL THE STABLE 

OF THE NATIVITY) HEAR THE THUNDER OF THE 

-MOB. YOUR SIGHT FALLS) NOT ONLY UPON UPLIFTING 

AND INSPIRING VISIONS) BUT UPON MUSTARD SEEDS) 

COINS ) LEPERS) SPITTLE MIXED WITH DIRT) AND 

A YOUNG PROPHET WHOSE WORDS WILL NOT LET 

YOU GO. THIS IS THE SCANDAL OF PARTICULARITY. 

JESUS CALLS HIS FOLLOWERS TO BE A DIFFERENT 

KIND OF PEOPLE IN THIS WORLD. 
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WHAT IS SAID OF JESUS HOLDS TRUE FOR THE 

CHURCH. IT IS THE SCANDAL OF PARTICULARITY 

THAT BOTHERS US. LIKE THE MAN IN LOVE FROM 

lOWA 1 FASCINATED BY THE IDEA OF MARRIAGE1 

MANY APPROVE OF BOTH THE IDEA OF FOLLOWING 

CHRIST AND THE CONCEPT OF THE CHURCH, BUT 

THEY ARE HORRIFIED BY THE PARTICULARS. 

IT IS SAID THAT THE COMEDIAN GROUCHO MARX 

ONCE TURNED DOWN AN INVITATION TO JOIN AN 

EXCLUSIVE CLUB WITH THE WORDS1 " I  WOULDN'T 

BELONG TO A CLUB THAT WOULD TAKE IN A PERSON 

LIKE ME," THAT' S THE WAY SOME PEOPLE FEEL 

ABOUT THE CHURCH. 

. . 

So FOR SOME PEOPLE1 JESUS IS BEST FOLLOWED 

IN THE SAFE CONFINES OF THEIR OWN LIVING 

ROOMS THROUGH A RELIGIOUS PROGRAM ON TELEVISION1 

OR BY THINKING NOBLE THOUGHTS ABOUT GOD IN 

THE PRIVACY OF THEIR LIBRARY1 OR BY PLEASANT 

CONVERSATION WITH SOMEONE ELSE WHO SEES 

THINGS THE SAME WAY. JESUS IS FINE. Ir's 

THOSE PEOPLE OF JESUS1 THOSE CHURCH MEMBERS1 

THAT BOTHER THEM. WITHOUT THOSE OTHERS WE 

CAN HAVE JESUS ON OUR OWN TERMS. 

OTHER PEOPLE HAVE GOTTEN INVOLVED WITH THE 

CHURCH 1 BUT BEFORE THEY DID THEY HAD AN IDEA 
. . . . .. 

OF WHAT THE CHURCH IS OR SHOULD BE1 AND THEN 

AFTER A TIME) THEY FIND THAT IT IS NOT LIKE 
. . . . . - . .. . 

THAT IDEA, THEY THEREFORE BECOME DISILLUSIONED 

AND DROP OUTJ OR TRY TO FIND SOMEONE OR SOMETHING 
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TO BLAME I 

SOME EVEN HAVE THE IDEA THAT THE MINISTER 

IS PERFECT AND THEN ARE SHOCKED ONE DAY TO 

DISCOVER THAT HE TOO MAKES MISTAKES} IS 

FORGETFUL } HAS A TEMPER} IS SOMETIMES 

DEPRESSED AND IS SELFISH. (THIS IS NOT A 

CONFESSION.) 

I N  HIS BOOK, "THE SCREWTAPE LETTERS} " BY 

C. S. LEWIS, A SENIOR DEVIL IS GIVING ADVICE 

TO A JUNIOR DEVIL WHO HAS BEEN ASSIGNED TO 

LEAD ASTRAY A NEW CHRISTIAN. IN ONE OF THESE 

LETTERS } SCREWTAPE THE SENIOR, WRITES TO 

WORMWOOD THE JUNIOR} AS FOLLOWS: 

"ONE OF OUR GREATEST ALLIES AT PRESENT 

IS THE CHURCH ITSELF. Do NOT MISUNDERSTAND 

ME. I DO NOT MEAN THE CHURCH AS WE 

SEE HER SPREAD OUT THROUGH ALL TIME 

AND SPACE AND ROOTED IN ETERNITY } 

TERRIBLE AS AN ARMY WITH BANNERS. -

THAT, I CONFESS} IS A SPECTACLE WHICH 

MAKES OUR BOLDEST TEMPTERS UNEASY. 

BUT FORTUNATELY IT IS QUITE INVISIBLE 

TO THESE HUMANS. ALL YOUR PATIENT 

SEES IS THE HALF-FINISHED SHAM GOTHIC 

ERECTION OF THE NEW BUILDING ESTATE. 

WHEN HE GOES INSIDE} HE SEES THE LOCAL 

GROCER WITH RATHER AN OILY EXPRESSION 
. .. - . - . . . 

ON HIS FACE BUSTL·I NG UP TO OFF ER HIM 

ONE SHINY LITTLE BOOK CONTAINING A 
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LITURGY WHICH NEITHER OF THEM UNDERSTANDS1 
. . 

� . . . 

AND ONE SHABBY LITTLE BOOK CONTAINING 

CORRUPT TEXTS OF A NUMBER OF RELIGIOUS 

LYRICS 1 MOSTLY BAD1 AND IN VERY SMALL 

PRINT. WHEN HE GETS TO HIS PEW AND 

LOOKS AROUND HIM1 HE SEES JUST THAT 

SELECTION OF NEIGHBORS WHOM HE HAS 

HITHERTOO AVOIDED. You WANT TO LEAN 

PRETTY HEAVILY ON THOSE NEIGHBORS. 

MAKE HIS MIND FLIT TO AND FRO BETWEEN 

AN EXPRESSION LIKE 'BODY OF CHRIST1 ' 

AND THE ACTUAL FACES IN THE NEXT PEW." 

THE FACT IS1 OF COURSE1 THAT THE REAL CHURCH 1 

THE BODY OF CHRIST1 IS MADE UP OF PEOPLE 

LIKE YOU AND ME. THE BIBLE REMINDS US THAT 

WE "HAVE THIS TREASURE IN EARTHEN VESSELS. " 

IT'S OKAY TO HAVE GRAND IDEAS OF WHAT THE 

CHURCH SHOULD BE 1 AND TO HAVE A VISION OF 

WHAT IT MIGHT BECOME1 BUT AT THE SAME TIME1 

WE HAVE TO MAKE ALLOWANCES FOR THE DIFFERENCE 

BETWEEN THE IDEA AND THE REALITY. THERE 

IS ALWAYS A DISTURBING DISCREPANCY BETWEEN 

THEORY AND PRACTICE. WE ARE ABLE TO CONCEIVE 

MAGNIFICENTLY AND BRING TO PASS ONLY A· SHABBY 

IMITATION OF THAT CONCEPTION. 

THIS IS A PROBLEM IN ALL OF LIFE, BUT MORE 

OFTEN THAN NOT WE ARE ABLE TO COME TO TERMS 
. 

. . 

WITH IT. WE REALIZE THAT WHAT WE DREAM MUST 

FINALLY BE EXPRESSED WITHIN THE LIMITATIONS 

OF WHAT WE ARE, WISE PEOPLE SPEND LITTLE 
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TIME REGRETTING THE ELEMENTAL FACTS OF LIFE, 

THE PROBLEM IS THAT WITHIN THE REALM OF OUR 

CHRISTIAN FAITH WE OFTEN RESIST THIS KNOWLEDGE 

WITH ALL THE STUBBORN PRIDE OF THE INDIGNANT 

MIND. THE VERY INDIVIDUAL WHO IS MOST 

DETERMINED TO ESTABLISH HUMAN RELATIONSHIPS 

ON THE BASIS OF A CANDID REALISM IS THE MOST 

TEMPTED TO INSIST THAT HE OR SHE CAN DEAL 

WITH GOD ONLY WHILE STANDING ON HOLY GROUND. 

To PUT IT ANOTHER WAY J SOME OF US TRY TO 

HOLD GOD AT MIND'S LENGTH. WE KEEP Goo IN 

THE REALM OF THE IDEAL--MAYBE BECAUSE WE'RE 

A LITTLE BIT AFRAID THAT THE INFINITE GOD 

IS NOT VERY MUCH INTERESTED IN OUR FINITE 

VENTURES, OR MAYBE BECAUSE WE REALLY DON'T 

WANT GOD MESSING AROUND IN OUR LIVES. OUR 

TERRIBLE PRIDE FORCES US TO POSTULATE A GOD 

WHO IS BEYOND THE REACH OF OUR TERRIBLE NEED. 

BUT HERE IS WHERE THE Goon NEWS OF THE 

CHRISTIAN GOSPEL MEETS US HEAD ON. THE 

STORIES OF JESUS TELL us THAT Gon MEETS us 

WHERE WE ARE. THERE ARE NO PRECONDITIONS. 

GOD IS IN THE MIDDLE OF EVERYDAY LIFEJ NOT 
. . 

SIMPLY IN ABSTRACT IDEAS OR CONCEPTS, OUR 

IS AN INCARNATIONAL FAITHJ NOT A DISEMBODIED 

ABSTRACTION, 

THE STORY OF JESUS IS THE STORY OF A LOVING 
-

. 

GOD AND A SUFFERING GODJ A GOD WHO BLEEDS 

AND DIES J A GOD WHO IS WITH US AT EVERY 

• 
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MOMENT OF OUR EXISTENCE. ONCE WE HAVE 

CONFRONTED A SUFFERING Gon J THEN WE BEGIN 

TO SEE OURSELVES IN A NEW LIGHT. WE SEE 

OURSELVES AS WE ARE--CREATORS OF PROFOUND 

THOUGHTS) GRAND IDEASJ HIGH HOPESJ BUT ALSO 

PEOPLE WHO SUFFER HUNGER ) PAIN J LUST AND 

FEAR, AND WE KNOW THAT OUR HUNGER AND FEAR 

AND PAIN AND NEED TO BE LOVED ARE AS MUCH 

PARTS OF US AS THE MOST EXALTED IMAGINATION 

OF OUR MINDS .. THE EXPERIENCE OF THE SUFFERING 

GODJ AS SEEN IN JESUS) MAKES POSSIBLE FOR 

US TO ACCEPT THE UNITY OF WHAT WE ARE, 

FURTHERMORE ) THE GOSPEL REMINDS US THAT WHILE 

WE ARE IN THIS LIFEJ NO CONTACT WITH GOD 

IS EVER PERFECT OR COMPLETE. "Now WE SEE 

IN A MIRROR DIMLY J BUT THEN FACE TO FACE." 

FOR A FLEETING MOMENT WE MIGHT SENSE THAT 

IT IS--BUT THEN THAT MOMENT IS GONE, YET 

IS IS ENOUGH. GOD LOVES US WHERE WE ARE 

AND IN SPITE OF OUR IMPERFECT CONNECTIONS. 

THAT'S GOOD NEWS FOR ALL OF US. AMEN. 


