
CALVIN 10

SCATTERED like a CROWD of
FRIGHTENED SHEEP
The sight of the people moved Jesus to pity: they were scattered like sheep without
a shepherd. Matthew 9:36

Wherever Jesus went large crowds would gather. The people before him
reminded him of what he knew from the prophets, such as Jeremiah who
compared Israel with scattered sheep (Jeremiah 50:17) and who also took pity
on flocks without a shepherd.

The crowds, however, had not just gathered to be inspired. Jesus’ fame was also
based on something more mundane and practical. He was known to be a
successful faith healer. Chapter nine of St Matthew’s Gospel mentions many
instances of his curing ‘every kind of illness and disease (Matthew 9:35).’ In
those days medicine as we know it did not exist. By contrast faith healers were
much in demand. People loved miracles and Jesus performed many of them.

Alternative medicine has taken a closer look at these miracles. It is interested in
the body’s inner pharmacy and the release of natural healing chemicals in our
physical make-up. Much modern research has gone, and is going, into the
so-called ‘placebo effect.’ That is the effect not of the drugs as such, but of the
expectation of their effect.

Researchers have found that depression, for instance, has been lessened by a
placebo, a harmless pill without bio-medical value. They compare the
psychosomatic, or mind-body effect of those placebos with the proven healing
ingredients of medicine and think that these placebos have symbolic significance.
Other researchers think that the expectations of the mind release endorphins,
natural chemicals in the brain which reduce pain and provide marathon runners,
for instance, with a sense of elation.

Yet something has to trigger the power of mind over body. And this trigger,
usually the authority of the healer, is vital for the outcome. People felt that Jesus
had the very charismatic authority to produce not only the healing of their ailing
bodies, but even more, to provide the spiritual leadership to unite them and to
be their shepherd, as today’s text has it. It was this ability to change them from
a crowd of scattered sheep into an effective body of believers, which was the
main reason for large crowds gathering wherever Jesus went. People craved
charismatic authority.
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Charismatic authority is in demand particularly in times of rapid social change.
Our Old Testament reading of Genesis 1:1-5 points to God as such a charismatic
authority, creating order out of chaos, or light out of darkness. Genesis 1:2
describes the situation before God took it in hand as ‘formless and void.’ The
Hebrew words mean empty and confused or vain and worthless. Without God’s
intervention and ordering spirit, the earth would return to shapeless chaos.

Calvin comments that the world was an ‘indigested mass’ before God had a
chance to perfect it. And the Spirit (charismatic authority?) was his means for
creating order out of chaos. He rendered the disorderly heap ‘stable’ and
prevented dissolution. In other words, like the author of Genesis, Calvin assumes
that there was something he called ‘shapeless chaos’ before God changed it into
something that had shape. Or to say it with our text, God the shepherd gathered
the scattered sheep and made it into a united, responsive flock.

The value of the first five verses of the Bible lies in the picture of God’s actual,
personal, involvement. God is not an aloof initiator of a self-maintaining universe.
Ceaseless participation rather than cold neutrality is the password, the clue to
an understanding of what the millions of words following are all about. God’s
authority is charismatic, unruffled and serene rather than passive, unfeeling
and insensible.

This has both an advantage and a disadvantage. The advantage is that man’s
emotional, whole-making, commitment/faith/loyalty requiring, and therefore
ordering equipment is not only aroused, but also permitted to take centre-stage.
It is housed usually in the right hemisphere of our brain. It balances the usually
dominant left hemisphere of our mental equipment, the analytic side, which
might otherwise make humans into rational automatons.

The problem is that this capacity for emotional fusion rather than fission, focusing
rather than fragmenting, can be misdirected. Instead of contributing to healing
it contributes to disparity. Or to stay with our text it can scatter rather than
unite, disperse rather than gather. And that’s where the concept of sin comes
in.

All through history men’s intrinsic commitments and loyalties have been directed
not to the centre stage where God dwells, but to countless other causes, desires
and objects. They have become attached to a golden calf (Exodus 32:4), and may
worship material objects, precious metals, readily available, desirable, man-made
symbols of self-enhancing power. They have limited man’s vision away from
God and made humanity into a crowd of frightened sheep without a shepherd.

That is essentially why sin is so central in the Bible. It is best translated as
rebellion against God, or refusal to accept His authority. Sin is having a
preference to go one’s own way. Yet the inclination to make the self occupy
centre stage invariably leads to the chaos of a scattered crowd with no ultimate
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purpose and goal. The advantage of order and discipline for society, culture and
civilization must be crystal clear by now.

Yet there is also a disadvantage and that is that we have to take God’s
omnipotence, or him being almighty with a grain of salt. God’s blueprint for
existence may indeed be ultimately victorious, but of necessity it has to remain
vague and has to forever remain in the ‘becoming’ rather than ‘being’ mode.
God’s blueprint is a continuous, never-ending, creation of order out of chaos,
or salvation out of sin.

But if ‘order’ is something to be accomplished perpetually, it cannot also be
something already there. One cannot logically overlook the difference between
the transient and the enduring, the dynamic and the stable, the temporary and
the eternal, creating and creation, ordering and order. Maybe therefore we
should think about God’s blueprint for existence as vague rather than specific,
as something ultimate rather than concrete. Or to put this differently: maybe
we should be less concerned about logical reconciliation than about the
dramatization of the symbiosis between sin and salvation, chaos and order,
reason and faith.

Actually the value of Genesis 1:1-5 lies not only in reconciliation, but also in
dramatization at the heart of human existence. An exclusive emphasis on
reconciliation may underestimate the function of the right hemisphere of our
brains, even when one has to hasten adding that God’s creating order out of
chaos is indeed a rescuing of logical meaning from shapeless meaninglessness.
Yet by resolving the tension prematurely, rather than leaving room for an
ongoing battle right up to the present day between chaos and order we may
unknowingly squeeze the comprehensive intent out of God’s blueprint for
existence. Dramatization does as much justice, if not more, than logical
reconciliation to that blueprint!

Our second reading for today fits like hand and glove, or key and lock, with
our first reading, even though it was written many, many centuries later. It is
the story of John the Baptist in Mark 1:4-11. He is ‘the voice crying aloud in the
wilderness’ that Isaiah 40:3 is speaking about according to Mark 1:3. The
wilderness represents the chaos of man’s sin, the repentance for which is the
prerequisite, the essential element, the sine qua non, for order and salvation
(Mark 1:4).

Yet the wilderness here is also the simple place to which John (and later Jesus.
Mark 1:12), retired to find his soul and his calling. It is a place, shorn of all
earthly, tempting comforts, where humans can rediscover their real self. It is
nature where people can come to themselves. And so we read (Mark 1:6), about
John being ‘dressed in a rough coat of camel’s hair’ and feeding himself on
nature’s products, ‘locusts and wild honey.’ It was the place where John’s inner
being was strengthened to accomplish his task for which he was later beheaded.
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Nature is also, however, devoid of the structures that humans need to keep the
wolf of chaos from the door.

Still the wilderness in which John the Baptist appeared (Mark 1:4) is here not
pristine nature anymore, but a society in which people resemble scattered sheep
without a shepherd. Calvin in his commentary on Mark 1:4 associates Jerusalem
at the time with ‘a wilderness: for all had been reduced to wild and frightful
confusion’ a term which Calvin also uses when he explains what is meant in
Genesis 1:2 by chaos. It is this ‘state of death’ which ‘stupid and hardened men’
attempt to avoid and makes them flock to hear John the Baptist’s message of
salvation. To Calvin it is also the place where hypocrites, such as the Sadducees
and Pharisees, reign.

Repentance for, and confession of, sins is to John the Baptist the key to salvation
and the key to rescue from the human wilderness to the Kingdom of God and
baptism with the water of the river Jordan (Mark 1:5). And the sins that John
the Baptist is speaking about are not just the trespasses of the Ten
Commandments, or the individual sins of pride, lust, envy, gluttony,
covetousness, anger and sloth but also corporate sin and the corruption of human
nature.

John the Baptist, like Jesus after him, was thoroughly steeped in Israelite piety,
central to which was the story of the fall in Genesis 3. The focus of sin was
therefore man’s physical/sexual mortality as the centre of meaning. Escaping
from the human wilderness into the wideness of God’s spiritual/immortality was
only possible through breaking out of the narrow bond of physical survival.
And in order for this to happen, John the Baptist insisted, repentance for, and
confession of, sin was a prerequisite.

God was at the heart of this wider centre of meaning. To be part of the larger
context was not opposition and self-will but participation and surrender. Calvin
correctly interprets the story of the fall and original sin to be the clash of man’s
physical and God’s spiritual integrity. The ‘desire for knowledge is naturally
inherent’ in man’s essential being. It is in this desire that the source of ‘happiness
is supposed to reside.’ Yet the path to it is not competing with God, but obeying,
Calvin insists. Only then can the curse of original sin (its seizure of ‘the very
seat of reason and the heart’) be suspended.

The reading of Mark 1:4-11 finishes with Jesus being baptized in the Jordan
River ‘and the Spirit like a dove, descending upon him.’ In other words, through
baptism Jesus has become God’s concretization. Concretely, in human form, he
represents God’s blueprint for order. Jesus rescues order from chaos. As a pitying
shepherd he gathers the scattered sheep into a functioning flock.

Both the readings from Genesis (1:1-5) and Mark (1:4-11) fit like a hand in a
glove or a key in a lock, I have said, although they were written many centuries
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apart. Does this also apply to our days? Are the images of rescuing order from
chaos and frightened sheep being gathered by a shepherd applicable to our day
and age? Hasn’t our advanced technology and incredible progress in medicine,
hygiene, genetics, transportation, communication, astronomy, and other research
over the last century made those images irrelevant?

Maybe the answer lies in another question. Has all this technical and scientific
progress improved our personal and social integrity? Has it helped you to put
your mind at ease? Has it promoted a safer and more secure society? Has the
high standard of living in the West provided the cushion of stability, which we
apparently need as much, if not more, than our independence from the vagaries
of nature and the economic wellbeing of our nation? Is our present world actually
so different from the world of Jesus, John the Baptist, Calvin, where individual
selfishness also tended to undermine social responsibility?

The answer to all these questions is likely to be an emphatic ‘No!’ particularly
from the older generation. The original sin the Bible talks about may have a
somewhat different form, but underneath it all is a disconcerting similarity.
Memories may often be selective: we remember the good and pleasant aspects
and forget, and even repress, the more ugly parts. I still remember the stable
village community and family bond surrounding me when I grew up, but the
hardship of no electricity, the poverty of the depression, early death of relatives
from diphtheria tend to be forgotten.

Still the younger generations are not any less aware of a crisis of confidence and
trust or the frustration with a fast changing society in which there is precious
little left to hold onto. Or the loneliness of losers, the non-caring ambitions of
colleagues on a power kick, the hardness and ruthlessness in the business world,
a devil-may-care survival syndrome in peer groups, the abuses of the strong in
both small and large groups, the injustices and tyrannies perpetrated by the
dictatorships still flourishing in many parts of our planet, the deceptive illusions
in the advertising industry. They all contribute to a cynical, yet realistic, view
of the nature of man.

We could add much to this list. I am thinking about the trauma and bitterness
of divorce in so many families here in Australia, or how romantic love changed
into hatred and the children of the union are baffled at the conflict between
their parents, both of whom they love. How divorce often destroys the sense of
the stable belonging in younger children.

I am also thinking about the adversarial culture prevailing in many corners of
the public service here in Canberra and how a façade of amiability sometimes
hides the dagger of cunning, knavery and intrigue. Adversarial culture may
advance desirable efficiency. Yet it can also destroy trust, cooperation and mutual
respect.
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I am also thinking about the lack of balance between permissiveness and
discipline in many homes, leaving children with a truncated, poorly developed,
sense of communal responsibility. Centring the world around the self often
results in treating the outside world as something to be used and manipulated
rather than to fit in and comply with.

Does not all this sound familiar when the Bible speaks about original sin crying
out for salvation, or chaos needing to be subdued by order, or the crowd of
scattered sheep looking for a shepherd to guide it?

To Christians the Bible is the rule of faith and life. Its writing has been
conditioned by the language and setting of its time, but its relevance has not
been in any way affected by our technical and scientific progress. Today’s text
and readings are good examples. If anything, our times cry out even more for
salvation from chaos and mustering a frightened crowd of scattered sheep.

Yet the Bible is not just convicting Christians of original sin and the chaotic
wilderness of existence. It also speaks specifically and triumphantly about the
victory over chaos and sin. It says that God is constantly ordering and bridling
what otherwise would succumb to disintegration, depravity, corruption and
confusion. It also says that the Holy Spirit, God’s love, God’s mercy, God’s
kindness and God’s forgiveness are firmly established extending beyond the
grave and that the crucifixion is followed by the resurrection.

All this has been aptly summed up in Frederick William Faber’s Hymn 72 in the
Australian Hymnbook, particularly verses one, two and four as follows:

Souls of men, why do you scatter
like a crowd of frightened sheep?
foolish hearts, why do you wander
from a love so true and deep?

There is a wideness in God’s mercy
like the wideness of the sea,
and forgiveness in his justice
sealed for us on Calvary.

For the love of God is broader
than the measures of man’s mind;
and the heart of the Eternal
is most wonderfully kind.
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