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Both passages turn expectations upside down. Living God's way is not about power or status but love, humility, respect

Sermon for February 2nd
One of the best pieces of advice I ever got was, "If you are faced with a no-win situation, don't try to win." 

This sounds logical. But our natural inclination when we are faced with a situation where neither choice is good is to push back. If it is in a relationship, we press the other to change their position so that we have an option that feels good to us. If it is an organizational situation where neither direction gets us where we hope to go, we push back to re-arrange the dynamics.

When we face this kind of situation, we feel like someone is being unreasonable. They are defining things in a way that boxes us in and prevents us from achieving the outcome we hope for. So we argue with them to try and shift their position and reset the options. 

What we sometimes forget is that they are being what we deem unreasonable for reasons that make sense to them.

If we have hay to bale and the sun never comes out, we don't try to bale hay. We wait it out. We complain about the weather, but we know we can't change it. We find a way to cope.

But with another person, we feel we should be able to change them. They should sympathize with our dilemma and our hopes. We should be able to convince them that our perspective needs to be taken into account.

The problem is that when we think that our version of the options is better than theirs we are in effect asking them to agree that we are right, and they are wrong. When we insist that our perspective is better, we are trying to win.

Sometimes the person framing the issue manages to push until their desired outcome is achieved. That can be distressing when a hoped-for outcome is lost. The fear that the other may achieve a goal we find difficult or wrong may motivate us to fight them.

When we fight, however, when we try to win, the discussion goes sideways quickly. The other person fights back. It becomes a power struggle. It may escalate until someone is hurt. The relationship may be permanently damaged. 

In an organization, entering a power struggle with someone increases their power, gives their position more credibility. If they are beaten--if we "win"--they garner sympathy and allies. A power struggle may in the short term achieve the outcome we want, but winning creates other complications.

Sometimes when we meet a no-win situation, all parties recognize this. In that situation, we negotiate conflicting goals, discuss different perspectives, co-operate to achieve an outcome all can live with.

But what do we do when another person will not negotiate, but holds on to their unreasonable position?

This is the kind of question that Paul addresses throughout his first letter to the church in Corinth. 

Their tendency is to talk about knowledge, about what they know to be right. 

But Paul says that's not what God gives. God chose what is foolish. God chose the cross. 

It is sacrifice, giving up status for the other, that acheives what God dreams.

The best example in the letter is one Bob refered to, the discussion of food offered to idols. 
Just to back up, buying meat in the market place, you could not be sure where it had been butchered. Some would be offered at one of the temples to a Greek god.

Most of the Corinthian church was Greek and had at one time participated in those rituals. They had valued the spiritual gain one got eating in the temple. 

Now that they've turned away from those "idols" some worry that if they eat meat that came from Apollo's temple, they will be contaminated, drawn away from Christ.
They avoid meat based on that worry.

Others now understand that those gods are not real. There is only one God. So the idol has no power. Meat that had been offered at a temple is just fine. These ones cannot understand why anyone would worry. You joined the church. You acknowledged that there is one God who created all, who came in Jesus. Why would you still think that the idol has power to hurt you?

These people dismiss the worries of the others. They argue that they know what is right. 

Paul says it isn't about what is right. It is about what is loving. Sure I know the idol has no power, he writes, but still I will avoid meat so that I do not hurt the other person who is worried. 

The model to follow is the way of Jesus. He did not act with power but with love even when it meant death on the cross.
And this model is expressed in the opening of the sermon on the mount. 

Who is blessed? Who will be happy?

Not the rich. Not the powerful. Not the knowledgeable.

The one who will be happy is the one who is persecuted.

The one who mourns. The one who is poor in spirit.

The one who is merciful will obtain mercy. 

The meek are the ones who inherit the earth.

And this is what Jesus will model throughout his ministry.

He does not seek status in the temple or in society.

He eats with sinners. He welcomes the needy into his community. 

He showed mercy.

Even with the rich young ruler who wants to know what else he needs to do to be right with God, the one who will go away sad because he can't do what Jesus asks, Jesus looks on him with compassion before answering his question. 

He did get angry when legalistic leaders set up rules that the poor could not follow.

He pushed back against their arguments but he also shifted the ground. "I am not going to argue the details of the law," he said, "I am going to show you which action is loving, compassionate, merciful."

To come back to our lives and those situations when someone is being unreasonable.

Things shift if we approach these moments, these days and weeks, with compassion.

First, we begin to see that from where they stand, their position makes sense.

We listen to them. We begin to understand why they are acting the way they are.

We may find that some aspects of their position have merit.

Sometimes we seek understanding of the other so that we can then find a lever to shift them. We are still trying to win. 

Understanding why a person sets up the situation with no good option for us can help us to have compassion for them. Compassion can help us to avoid getting into a power struggle.
Pushing back can escalate the situation. When someone is insisting on their way, pushing them makes them defensive. They push back harder. Someone will get hurt.
Once we stop fighting the way the situation is laid out, we then cope with it like we cope with the weather. We act with the best integrity and wisdom we can manage within the situation. 

By avoiding a power struggle, we de-escalate the situation. 
By not defeating them, we show them respect.

Whether we agree with them in any way or not, respect is the better, more caring stance.

Respect may build capacity so that the next situation is easier to resolve. Respect helps us to listen and hear the truth that is in their stance. Listening with respect doesn't mean we agree, but it means we acknowledge their humanity, their personhood, their place in the community.
Sometimes the no-win situation remains a mess. Corinth remained a fractured community, in part because folks found it hard to follow Paul's advice. They kept trying to gain status in the church by showing off their gifts or their knowledge.

Respect and compassion and mercy are not a quick fix.

They don't get us power. They don't let us win.

Paul acknowledges that the way of Jesus is a stumbling block. It is not easy to follow in his path. He went to the cross after all. 

But the way that Jesus laid out in the beatitudes, that is how blessing and transformation come. It may be counter intuitive, but it is still true. 
The merciful, the meek, these are the ones who are healed and bring healing to the community. 

