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Text: 2 Corinthians 5:6-17


So we are always confident; even though we know that while we are at home in the body we are away from the Lord—for we walk by faith, not by sight. Yes, we do have confidence, and we would rather be away from the body and at home with the Lord. So whether we are at home or away, we make it our aim to please him. For all of us must appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each may receive recompense for what has been done in the body, whether good or evil.


Therefore, knowing the fear of the Lord, we try to persuade others; but we ourselves are well known to God, and I hope that we are also well known to your consciences. We are not commending ourselves to you again, but giving you an opportunity to boast about us, so that you may be able to answer those who boast in outward appearance and not in the heart. For if we are beside ourselves, it is for God; if we are in our right mind, it is for you. For the love of Christ urges us on, because we are convinced that one has died for all; therefore all have died. And he died for all, so that those who live might live no longer for themselves, but for him who died and was raised for them.


From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view; even though we once knew Christ from a human point of view, we know him no longer in that way. So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!	—2 Corinthians 5:6-17, nrsv


In Thomas Kuhn’s classic book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions he makes the case quite well that science is dependent upon some prior vision in order to make progress. It isn’t a matter of a scientist simply walking into a lab, doing research, and making a surprising discovery. It is also a matter of being able to see the things in front of our eyes, of possessing an expectation of what we might see, before we can see. Vision is limited by our imagination.�


That may be what Einstein meant when he said, “We see what our theories permit us to see.” It isn’t a matter that we have certain raw experiences, then we go shopping around for a theory that makes sense of these experiences. It is also a matter that we have certain expectations of what we might see, and these expectations, these theories, enable us to see.


Daniel Boorsten, the Librarian of Congress, has written three big volumes on the history of exploration and discovery. He chronicles how certain inventions were made, then narrates how discoveries came about through the course of human history. Boorsten says, “The ability to make a discovery is the ability to see what lies beyond the common sense of the day.” He also says that the first step toward discovery or creativity is taken, “in the geography of the imagination,” where people sense the possibility of a world that is different from a world that is immediately before their eyes. What is your geography of the imagination?�


Too often we think of imagination as a failure to come to terms with reality, flights of fancy, wishful thinking, and nothing more. But the dictionary defines imagination as “the ability to represent reality more fully and truthfully than it immediately appears to the senses.” Maybe the imagination is not a hindrance to see what is real, but it is a necessary condition to see reality in all of its possibility and richness.


Perhaps this helps explain why a mind as rich and fertile as that of Voltaire was able to say in one of his more cynical moments, “Man is that animal that eats, defecates, and dies.” Of course humanity is that. We are animals, and like all animals, our lives are greatly consumed with mere carnal functions. This view of reality is likely what Paul means in today’s epistle when he speaks of regarding the world “from a human point of view.”�


And yet, humanity is the same animal that writes plays, sings songs, builds great buildings, and reaches for the stars. It all depends on how you look at it. And how you look at it is a matter of vision; and imagination plays a crucial role in vision. When Paul wrote to the Corinthians, he was writing to a great cultural center of the Mediterranean classical world. Corinth was a huge town. It had a great temple where thousands came every year to be healed. It was a great trading center where East met West in vast commerce. Corinth was the sight of the Isthmian games, a sort of Olympics, a true Super Bowl of the classical world. Corinth had everything to commend it. Corinth was the very center of Greco-Roman civilization, the very best that classical culture could offer.


And yet Paul wrote to the Corinthians, telling them “From now on I regard no one from a human point of view… If anyone is in Christ—there is a new creation.” The New English Bible renders this, “If anyone is in Christ, there is a whole new world.” No doubt, many of the Corinthians were perfectly happy with their present world. And yet, Paul beckoned them toward a whole new world. He spoke to them of a different point of view than the one that currently gripped their imagination. Paul said that, if anyone is in Christ, it is as if the whole world has been reformed, transformed. So much is dependent on our angle of vision.


Is this what theologian Jürgen Moltmann meant when he said, “We have attempted to view the resurrection from the viewpoint of history. Perhaps the time has come for us to view history from the viewpoint of the resurrection”? Paul felt that, when Jesus was raised from the dead, the whole world had shifted on its axis. Everything was new.�


Howard Thurman was the beloved Dean of Marsh Chapel at Boston University. He was a grand preacher, poet, and gentle prophet. Howard Thurman was also the grandson of a slave. He wrote about his grandmother who was a slave on a plantation in that inhuman system of American slavery. Particularly he tells about the effect of the church that the slaves attended on Sunday afternoon. The owner of the plantation apparently thought that it would do the slaves no harm if the preacher went down and told the slaves about Jesus on Sunday afternoons.


Interesting, isn‘t it, that Bishop Leontine Kelly—the first African American woman elected as a Bishop of the United Methodist Church back in 1984—has said, “If you want people to stay where they are put, don’t tell them about Jesus.”�


Thurman’s grandmother said of this old preacher that, “He hardly ever preached a sermon without going by Calvary.” The slave congregation could always relate well to a story of a man who was treated like dirt, abused, beaten down, and left for dead.


But Thurman’s grandmother said that the old preacher, “When he went by Calvary,” always was moved to shout, “But God raised him again! And he is seated at the right hand of God in heaven!”


Then the preacher would take off his glasses, and look straight into the eyes of the congregation, and lean over the pulpit, and say to them in words undeniable, “But slaves, you are not any man’s property. You are children of God Almighty! Never forget it!”


Thurman’s grandmother told him that, whenever the preacher would come to that part of the story, her spine would stiffen, and she was ready to live another day. That is what you call a new vision! That is what Paul means when he says that “We regard no one from a human point of view; even though we once knew Christ from a human point of view, we know him no longer in that way” (2 Corinthians 5:16, nrsv).�


In his recent Episcopal Address to the Greater New Jersey Annual Conference, our Bishop Sudarshana Devadhar declared “…we have to aim for a telescopic church as opposed to a microscopic church.”


According to Rev. Michael Slaughter in Momentum for Life, “If you have a microscopic perspective, your perception of life is based on your current circumstances: what do you see, what do you feel, and what do you hear in the present moment? You are focused on the immediate…People with a microscopic view tend to focus on life’s problems. They center on obstacles and limitations. Microscopic people often approach life with a scarcity mentality…In contrast, the person with a telescopic perspective is looking forward to what God is creating in the future. While microscopic people focus on the problem, telescopic people see the possibilities. They have confidence that ‘all things are possible with God’” (Mark 10:27).�


Or to place it in the context of the words of Thomas Friedman from his revolutionary book The World Is Flat: A Brief History of the Twenty-First Century, “Analysts have always tended to measure a society by classical economic and social statistics; its deficit-to-GNP ratio, its unemployment rate, or the rate of literacy among its adult women. Such statistics are important and revealing. But there is another statistic, much harder to measure, that I think is even more important and revealing: Does your society [church] have more memories than dreams or more dreams than memories?”�


Bishop Devadhar challenges us with his vision: “It is my hope and prayer that every one of us, and each and every church in the Greater New Jersey Conference, carry out our ministries and missions not based on our memories but on our dreams filled with the power of the Holy Spirit.”�


Another United Methodist Bishop, William Willimon of North Alabama, observes, “One of the peculiarities of the New Testament is that it so rarely tells us what to do. Mostly, it tells us what to see. We can only act within the world that we can see. Perhaps Jesus figures, in his stories and parables, in his parabolic actions, if he could just get us to see the world through some angle of vision larger than our myopic ‘human point of view’ then we will know how to live the vision. Think of Sunday morning in our church as an attempt to get you to see the world ‘no longer from a human point of view’.”� An opportunity to see with a telescopic perspective. An opportunity to cherish the memories, but focus on the dreams of God’s new creation.


Surely this is the reason for part of the appeal of the great Broadway musical The Man of La Mancha. Cervantes’ Don Quixote is introduced to us as a man, “so bruised and battered by the cares of this world that he left the melancholy world of sanity and ventured forth.” From a microscopic angle of vision, Don Quixote was a fool, a crazy man, tilting at windmills; seeing himself as a knight; lifting up the prostitute Dulcenea and making her into some sort of spotless saint of a woman. And yet, from a telescopic point of view, he was a person of great vision, a person who looked at people and was given the gift of seeing beyond their present condition to what God intended them to be. He was one of those people who “no longer regarded the world from a human point of view”�.


“Don Quixote is rooted very deeply in Christianity,” Bishop Willimon declares. “The saints of God are those who took on roles ridiculously large. There was a great gap between the greatness of their vocation and the smallness of who they really were. And yet, in assuming the great vocation, they became larger than they could have been if left merely to themselves without the dreams. In his quest for immortal fame, Don Quixote suffered many defeats. And yet he refused to adjust to the smallness of what is defined as reality.”� In a sense, he dreamed The Impossible Dream of a new creation, reminding us yet again that “all things are possible with God.”


+ + + + + + + + + +


PRAYER


Lord Jesus, in whose light is our life, we pray to you to give us eyes to see your work in the world, eyes to see your presence moving among us, and eyes to gain a new vision of who we ought to be.


Release our grip on the old, familiar world of death and defeat. Help us thereby to live out the resurrection every day of our lives. Give us grace to see. Amen.�


+ + + + + + + + + +
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