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The race for the US presidency is now heating up again with the presidential 
election a mere nineteen months away.  Of course, elected officials have always 
performed their roles with an eye towards the next election.  But at some point in 
our history, running for reelection completely replaced governing of any kind, good 
or bad, as the primary task of government.  This means that anyone in an elected 
position must never do anything to anger their voter base.  That’s the term we give 
to the most ideologically rigid of their supporters.  This, in turn, means that there’s 
never any real discussion or debate, just sound-bites endlessly repeating the 
same position over and over, in the same focus-group-tested words, as if 
somehow saying something again and again will make it true.   

Someone once referred to politics as “the art of repetition.”  That was a very 
perceptive person.  Political strategists call it “staying on message,” which I guess 
means being consistent in what you say, saying it at every opportunity, and 
refusing to acknowledge any conflicting facts.  Nobody seems to want to be 
educated, or to consider new ways of looking at things.  We’ve come to a place 
where any issue has two sides: “mine, and the idiot’s.” 

This phenomenon isn’t limited to our political dealings.  We can see it in our 
personal relationships at times.  We can even see it in our churches. 

On the occasions where I am called on to meet with people who are working on 
conflict, I often do an exercise with them.  Whenever one of the participants has 
spoken, the other may respond only when he or she has restated what their 
partner has just said, to their partner’s satisfaction.  You would be amazed at how 
difficult this is for people.  The problem is that we are so anxious to have our say 
that as someone else is talking we are mentally crafting how we are going to 
respond, instead of listening to what the other person is actually saying. 

I was thinking about this a few weeks ago at an unlikely time.  Gillian and I were 
watching the running of the Preakness Stakes on television.  The announcer was 
talking about one horse that would be running “without blinders.”  You probably 
know what those are.  They’re just flaps of leather that attach to the bridle of a 
horse and prevent the horse from seeing in any direction except straight ahead.  
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Blinders improve a horse’s concentration by preventing them from seeing things 
that are going on around them that might startle or upset them. 

It occurred to me that we live in a country now where “blinders” in a figurative 
sense are pretty standard equipment for people.  Most people have them.  I’m 
sure that about some things, I do.  We wear them to prevent us from seeing things 
that clash with our own particular views of ourselves and our worlds.  There are, of 
course, differences between our blinders and a horse’s.  One of them is that, 
although I have never asked a horse, I’m reasonably sure that when a horse has 
blinders on, he knows it.  We usually don’t have any idea that we do.  Also, unlike 
the horse, we put them on ourselves.  But we wear them for the same reason – 
because without them we might encounter things that startle or unsettle us. 

Our personal theologies are a place where blinders can be popular.  I recall a time 
almost 30 years ago when I was in a Bible study that was discussing the parables 
of Jesus.  One week, someone brought up the story of the workers in the vineyard 
in Matthew 20.  You know the one, where the workers who showed up at the end 
of the day and worked an hour got the same wage as those who had been in the 
vineyard toiling all day.  This story bothers lots of people, but one woman in the 
group was positively scandalized by the message. 

“Jesus didn’t say that.” she told the group.  Several people asked at the same 
time, “What do you mean?”  “Jesus wouldn’t say something like that.” she 
responded.  Someone pointed out again that he did, in fact, say that – it was in 
Matthew chapter 20.  She actually refused to open her Bible to look.  She fell silent 
and didn’t participate again for the remainder of the meeting.  She didn’t come 
back to that study, nor do I recall ever seeing her in another Bible study.  Her 
blinders slipped off just for a moment, and it was a tough moment.  I wonder what 
unsettling truth she had put on blinders to protect herself from.   

I don’t happen to have any particular problem with Matthew chapter 20, but I have 
to admit that I do occasionally see myself in that woman.  Maybe you do, too.  
There are so many things in the Bible that are hard for us to hear.  Sometimes the 
easiest thing to do when we see or hear them is simply not to see or hear them. 

A case in point here is something I have spent a great deal of time thinking about.  
I know many of you have as well.  I’m talking about the new church laws that will 
further restrict the participation of LGBTQAI people in the life of the church.  I have 
loved the Methodist Church my whole life, and I am dismayed and disappointed at 
the direction it has chosen. 

Perhaps the thing that is most upsetting for me, and makes me least hopeful for 
the future of our denomination, was how very little real discussion there was at 
February’s conference where the new legislation was enacted.  You see, I think 
most of the people there had long ago strapped on their blinders.  And they had no 
intention of letting them slip off. 
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I love Luke’s account of the Ascension of Jesus that was our gospel lesson today, 
and here’s why.  Listen to what Jesus does for the disciples.  “He said to them, 
‘This is what I told you while I was still with you: Everything must be fulfilled that is 
written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.’  Then he 
opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures.” (Luke 24:44-45) Isn’t 
that wonderful?  Jesus opened their minds.  I guess we could say that he takes 
their blinders off. 

What do you think Jesus did?  It’s possible that all he did was explain things to 
them, but I doubt it.  After years watching and hearing Jesus, they still haven’t 
gotten it, so what good would one more explanation do?  There’s nothing about 
the words that would give us a clue.  The word “open” just means “to open,” the 
way you might open a jar or a box.  But I think it means that Christ gave them a gift 
of divine inspiration.  Jesus enabled them to get beyond their preconceptions, their 
prejudices, and even their fears.  Do you know, God gives the same thing to us if 
we’re really prepared to let Him?  Remember, Jesus said in the gospel of John:  
“The Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach 
you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you.” (John 14:26)   

Today is Ascension Sunday.  We celebrate the day on which, the Scriptures tell 
us, Christ was taken bodily into heaven, while his disciples watched.  The 
Ascension is one of those mysterious things in the Bible that people sometimes 
struggle with.  But whether or not we believe that it really happened like that, with 
Jesus disappearing into the clouds, really isn’t the issue.  The point of this story 
and others like it isn’t to force ourselves to believe in unbelievable things.  But I 
think it’s there to remind and encourage us to leave the door open, even if it’s only 
open a crack, to being interrupted and surprised by God’s action today, in our own 
lives.   

Living in the grace of God means taking the blinders off, as difficult as it may be for 
us.  It means struggling with things that go against our natures; things that 
challenge our way of thinking; things that leave us feeling unsure and unsettled.  
And it means letting the Holy Spirit open our minds both to God and to each other. 

Paul talks about a wonderful prayer for the Ephesians in today’s epistle lesson.  
Listen to it again.  “I keep asking that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the 
glorious Father, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that you may 
know him better.  I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in 
order that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the riches of his 
glorious inheritance in the saints, and his incomparably great power for us who 
believe.” (Ephesians 1:17-19) 
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And that’s got the makings of an excellent “everyday” prayer for us – one that we 
might all pray for ourselves, for each other, and for our nation.  Perhaps, in this 
time and place, we might pray it especially for United Methodists everywhere.   

“… God give us the Spirit of wisdom and revelation.  May the eyes of our hearts be 
enlightened.”  May God open your mind, and mine, even to things that make us 
uncomfortable.   

Especially then. 


