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Questions, Questions
Matthew 22: 34-46
CWZepp, BWCOB, October 23, 2011
Perhaps you have noticed that there is a theme for our worship today.  As I was considering the lectionary texts for this week, this passage from Matthew jumped out at me because of the way it features questions.  But before we look more deeply at those questions, I want to have a little bit of fun with the questions theme.  Like many of you, I often receive humorous e-mail forwards, and like any good preacher, I archive many of them because you never know when they might make some good sermon filler.  Thus, I share a compilation of my top ten favorites from a recurring theme – questions that kids have for God:

#10 Dear God, instead of letting people die and having to make new ones, why don’t you just keep the ones you got now?

#9 Dear God, I went to this wedding and they kissed right in church!  Is that ok? 

#8 Dear God, did you ever think that maybe Cain and Able wouldn’t kill each other so much if they had their own rooms?  It works with my brother.

#7 Dear God, how did they write the Old Testament if there weren’t any paper or pencils?

#6 Dear God, I read that Thomas Edison made light, but in Sunday School they said you did it.  Did you know he stole your idea?

# 5 Dear God, I am American.  What are you? 

#4 Dear God, could you let me live 900 years like that guy in the Bible?

#3 Dear God, could you please put another holiday between Christmas and Easter?  There is nothing good in there now.

#2 Dear God, thank you for the baby brother.  But what I prayed for was a puppy.  Where is it?

#1 Dear God, what do you think is your greatest invention?  I think it is the stapler.

I love these questions. I love them of course because they are cute and because they are funny.  But I also love them because they are indeed the kind of honest questions that kids ask – the innocent wonderings from people that are trying to figure out how the world works and what life is all about.  In truth, such questions are just a child’s perspective on the same questions and wonderings that continue in our adult lives.  Questions about our mortality and identity, love and conflict, Biblical origins and authority, and how God answers prayer.

I LOVE these kinds of questions – whether asked by kids or by adults.  They are one of my greatest joys and passions in life and a primary reason that I am in ministry.  One of my favorite parts of my job is to teach youth inquirers classes, in which we create intentional space for naming, asking, and seeking answers to some of our youths’ questions about God, Jesus, the Bible, and the Church.  I count it is one of my most important responsibilities in ministry, as well as one of my greatest privileges, to affirm the deep questions that our children, youth, young adults, and anyone ask about faith, and to journey with people as they seek answers.

I say all that because I believe that questions are a good thing – and that asking questions is one of the best things we can do to grow in understanding and to deepen our faith.  I have been deeply moved by the example of Socrates, who when put on trial for the heresy of teaching his youthful students to challenge the accepted beliefs of his time and think for themselves, affirmed that “the unexamined life is not worth living,” a position that led to his conviction and execution.  I value the Socratic method of asking challenging questions to stimulate critical thinking, and have brought this posture to my practice of ministry.  I firmly believe that an unexamined faith is not worth having, nor will it stand the trials that come with life.  

And so it is with these ideals and beliefs that I approach scripture.  And as I said earlier, when I was looking at the lectionary texts for this week, I was drawn to it because of the questions.  A few weeks ago, I was similarly drawn to the lectionary text from Matthew 21, where the chief priests and elders of the people question Jesus’ authority and he responds by asking a question about the baptism of John which they couldn’t answer.  There, as in today’s text, Jesus responded to a challenging question with another challenging question.  I wanted to applaud.  You show ‘em Jesus!

But as I spent more with the text, I began to feel unsettled about my reaction.  One of the early lessons in interpreting scripture that I learned was that one should always be suspicious when we hear Jesus affirming our point of view.  It has proven to be an invaluable insight to keep me always growing in faith.  And it was no great comfort to me when I realized that my reading of Jesus in these passages was sounding an awful lot like me.  

Now perhaps I could reassure myself that the reason for this congruence is because I have been internalizing the life and teachings of Jesus for most of my life – from the Bible story books my mother shared with me as a child and years of Sunday School and youth group to an undergrad degree in philosophy and religion, a masters degree in divinity, and now a vocational calling to pastoral ministry.  Perhaps I am just growing into the likeness of Christ.  

But I know better than that.  Jesus has never left me unchallenged.  His life, example, and teachings always cause me to question myself – my motivations, my commitments, my beliefs, my lifestyle, and my loyalties – and always prompt me to change and to grow.  So when I consider a story, a teaching, or an incident in the life of Jesus and that doesn’t happen, I know something is amiss.   

And so I returned to the text, with some new questions: What am I missing?  Why am I wanting to applaud Jesus instead of learning something from him or being convicted by him?  

As I wrestled with these questions in my return to the text, it struck me – it was actually not the questions that was resonating with me in these texts.  Rather, it was their end.  It came as I was reading the last verse of Matthew 22 – “No one was able to give him an answer, nor from that day did anyone dare to ask him any questions.”  What I was actually being drawn to in this story was the victory of Jesus in the struggle – the silencing of his critics and the end of the inquisition.  I realized that in this, I was looking at Jesus as a sort of twisted Socratic hero – the one who could ask the question that no one could answer.  

I had to admit to myself that something within me was celebrating that in this story, Jesus achieved a victory of sorts over his questioners.  But coming to this realization bothered me a great deal, because it conflicted with so much of what I believe and hold dear.  Growing up in the church, I naturally perceive the scribes and Pharisees as some of the “bad guys” of the New Testament.  But if I really believe that questions are good – agents of growth and deepening of faith, should that really be the case?  Should they not be celebrated for bringing hard questions to Jesus, challenging him to defend his teaching and action and prove his point of view?  Were these representatives of the accepted faith of his day so wrong in wanting to test one who was acting and teaching in very unorthodox ways?  Is that not a good thing?

As I contemplated these questions, I was forced to take a long look inside myself.  Why was my spirit rejoicing, even subconsciously, when no one could answer Jesus?  Could it be that there was something within me that longed for such a victory, that needed Jesus to end the debate?  

My mind went back to 2006, to a dark time in my life.  To a time when I sat down with a group of people whom I felt were out to get me, who asked me question after question after question about my beliefs and my faith.  In another setting, such questions would have been exciting and life-giving.  But in this particular setting, at my first interview for ordination, they were adversarial, and I perceived that they were meant to bury me.  It was an inquisition in my mind, and though I had the composure and strength to answer honestly and in good faith, my spirit took a beating that day, and I still have not recovered fully.  I lost something in that process, and just thinking about it today brings anger and pain to my heart.  

And so in this text, in the midst of one of the most important exchanges in the gospel, when Jesus affirms the two greatest commandments of loving God and neighbor, I was finding a Jesus who could do what I could not – besting his inquisitors and ending the debate in victory.  Alas, I was reading myself into the story, and of course, I was on the winning side.  

Or was I?  Did anyone really win in this exchange?  The Pharisees may have been out to get Jesus with their “gotcha” brand of religious inquisition, and they certainly failed in accomplishing their purpose in this exchange.  But what was Jesus’ purpose in this exchange?  Was it merely to get the Pharisees off his back?  To silence them and put them in their place?  I can’t believe that was it.  That would have been my desire – my purpose – had I been in Jesus’ sandals in such circumstances.  But I have to believe that Jesus had a higher and better purpose than I would have.  

Could it be that Jesus, instead of seeking to silence the Pharisees who were questioning him, was actually trying to engage them?  Could it be that instead of trying to one-up those who came to him with challenging questions, Jesus was actually inviting them into a genuine dialogue, challenging them to think outside the boxes of their crystallized belief system and consider unimagined possibilities?  Could it be that instead of seeking to defeat his opponents in debate, Jesus was offering them an opportunity to reconsider their conception of the Messiah, and maybe their view of himself?  

If that is the case, then Jesus certainly achieved no victory in this exchange, and there is no cause for celebration.  Such a reading makes sense in context, with Jesus going on in chapter 23 to advise his followers, perhaps with regret, to abide by the teachings of the Pharisees, but not to follow their example.  Maybe the “heavy burdens” Jesus says the Pharisees lay on others without being willing to “lift a finger to move them” in Matthew 23:4 are the kinds of heavy questions they put to Jesus and which they themselves were unwilling to engage.

It is interesting also to hold this story as it appears in Matthew alongside its parallel (and by most accounts earlier) version in Mark 12.  There, after Jesus answers in like manner the question about the greatest commandment put to him by one of the scribes, the scribe considers Jesus’ response and responds affirmatively, saying that these love commandments are indeed “much more important than all whole burnt offerings and sacrifices.”  And in this version, Jesus then responds to the scribe in kind saying, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.”  Perhaps a few more good questions like that would bring this scribe even closer to the kingdom.  

Going back to Matthew, if we follow the narrative just a little bit farther, after criticizing the scribes and Pharisees for the heavy burdens they lay on others, Jesus advises his followers against allowing themselves to be called rabbi, or father, or teacher, reminding them that they have only one teacher, and one instructor, and one Father in heaven.  Could it be that these words can help shed some light on what was going on in the preceding exchanges between the scribes and the Pharisees?  

For are there not different kinds of questions?  There are questions that we ask because we don’t understand something and we want to understand.  There are questions that arise from pain, that we ask in an effort to cope and find meaning in our suffering.  There are questions we ask when faced with divergent choices, in an effort to find direction for our living.  There are questions that challenge the status quo, inviting us to consider new possibilities and realities.  And there are questions that we ask when faced with injustice, calling us to practice what we preach and stand with the oppressed.  Such questions serve a noble and high purpose.

But there are also questions that serve more malevolent purposes.  There are questions meant to trap an opponent.  Questions that bring shame upon another.  Questions in the service of power and prestige.  Questions meant to limit our understanding rather than broaden and deepen it.  Questions meant to inhibit discussion rather than encouraging it.  

I made the mistake in my first readings of this text in ascribing such a line of questioning to Jesus.  While such may have been the intent of the scribes and Pharisees in bringing their questions to Jesus, I cannot believe that Jesus had such a motivation in his follow-up question.  

As is so often the case with Jesus, it boils down to a matter of the heart.  I love good questions.  But perhaps what is more important than the questions we ask is why we are asking.  Are we like the Pharisees, seeking only answers that confirm what we think we already know, or asking questions with an ulterior motive?  Or are we like those children with whom we began, putting our honest questions to God without pretext or pride?  

If we do that, perhaps we will find ourselves in the position the Pharisees did, and as I did as I was contemplating this story and my reaction to it, with a satisfactory answer to our own questions, but a question coming our way as well from the divine.  How will we respond?  Will we accept the invitation to dialogue with the Spirit?  Or will we walk away from engaging with the divine, as did the Pharisees?  

How shall we respond?

Prayers of the People
God of all truth, we come to you as a people filled with questions.  

Some of us are asking “Who?”


Who needs me?


Who can help? 

Who am I becoming? 

Some of us are asking “What?”


What’s the point?


What should I do with my life?


What have I done?


Some of us are asking “Where?”


Where is this world headed?


Where will I be in 10 years?

Where can I find someone to love me? 

Some of us are asking “When?”


When will I find a job?


When will I finally get pregnant?


When will she die?

Some of us today are asking why:

Why me?

Why now?

Why should I care?

Some of us are asking “How?”


How can we make this work?


How can I ever lose the weight?


How can we make ends meet?

Even as we voice these questions, still others are in the background – always there, but seldom asked:


Are you really listening?  

Do you really care?  

Are you even really there?

God, we might not need answers to any of these questions as much as we need the assurance that it is OK to have them.  That it doesn’t mean we have any less faith or are any worse Christians.  In fact, might it not mean that we have more faith? – that we have enough faith to ask the hard questions?  faith that you are bigger than any question we might dare to ask? Is that not the essence of faith – to live with conviction in the absence of answers?  

We ask for nothing so much Lord, but to have such faith. 

~Amen.

