Hello to you, People of God!

It was so good to worship the Lord with you all this Sunday and to partake in his Table! As Psalm 133 says, “How good and pleasant it is for Brethren to dwell together in unity!”

In addition to praising the Lord together and celebrating communion, we continued the series, The Standards of Christian Excellence with a look at Zeal.

Zeal is a state of profound motivational attachment about an object. In some ways, zeal is a state of compulsion, a strength of commitment that forces a person to act, regardless of circumstantial pressures. In our group discussions at church, we compared it to the idea of being “driven.” When a person is “driven,” he or she has an internal degree of motivation that overcomes any ability to refrain. The individual must act or speak, even though factors in the environment may resist or oppose that expression. Zeal is an extreme state of conviction that brings about an urge to act that exceeds the individual’s capacity for restraint. The prophet Jeremiah describes this state:

I say to myself, I will not mention (the LORD), I will speak in his name no more. But then it becomes like fire burning in my heart, imprisoned in my bones; I grow weary holding it in, I cannot endure it. (Jeremiah 20:1 NAB)
However, our society holds a rather dim view of deeply-motivated religious conviction. In recent years, the West has developed a reactive stance that is suspicious of what it considers to be religious “extremism.” 
There are a number of problems with this recent Western view-point. The first is that the idea of “extremism” is an arbitrary and deceptively subjective criterion. An “extreme” can only be measured relative to a “center.” In order to discern an extreme, one has to choose the frame of reference. This makes determining the “extreme” a process that is highly subject to opinion and social location. For example, to many outside of the West, or from a global perspective, our society’s views on democracy and the rule of law, or our insistences about individual rights may be seen as extremist positions.

Another problem lies in the standard of assessment that is being applied. Judging for extremism uses an assessment that based on the degree of a religious conviction or motivation, alone. It fails to take into account the object of those convictions, and it bypasses the question of whether or not those convictions are just, right, or true.
Strangely enough, our society tolerates, even endorses, many forms of extremism. People may be extreme about responsibility to the rights of children; they may be extreme about human dignity; they may be extreme about the treatment of animals. Milder forms can be found in extreme attachments to causes, such as environmental issues or to social groups, such as ethnic communities. 
We saw an example of this kind of extreme motivation, this zeal, as we viewed a clip from the ABC series What Would You Do?, in which a patron at a diner was internally-driven to stand-up against the harassment of Latino customers by an actor who was posing as a security guard. The patron was compelled to act, to speak out, even in a disruptive manner, because he held deep convictions about the rights of individuals.
In Numbers 25:1-11, Phinehas, the son of Aaron, was compelled in a similar manner. The very foundations of Israelite worship and society were being threatened by rampant sexual immorality that was involving the people in worship of the Baal of Peor; this was jeopardizing their newly-formed national and religious identity as the people of Israel. As Moses and the leaders of the people were gathered at the tabernacle, one man brazenly paraded his newest Midianite partner past them into his tent. Phinehas was compelled to act. He executed the couple in their tent and brought to a halt the crisis that had brought God’s judgment on Israel. Scripture records that God blessed Phinehas and his lineage for showing this kind of “zeal” on behalf of the Lord. 

God’s blessing of Phinehas in this passage can sound odd to many of us, because we have been steeped in cultural traditions that place high values on tolerance and restraint, within a society that often views religious, ethical or moral obsession and compulsion as aberrant or unhealthy. Yet, restraint can be a bad habit to fall into. We saw this in the example of the highly publicized murder in 1964 of Queens (NY) resident Kitty Genovese, who was stabbed to death and sexually assaulted within steps of her home while she cried loudly for help. In an article published shortly after the crime, the NY Times reported that 38 nearby residents heard some part of her cries during her murder, which was committed in two separate attacks that spanned over half an hour. None of those who heard intervened. When questioned later, most reported that they dismissed it as unimportant or that they didn’t want to get involved.
The Kitty Genovese murder has provided social psychology the foundation to discern what has now been termed, Genovese Syndrome or, the Bystander Effect. The Bystander Effect describes the dampening power that groups have on the individual’s motivation or capacity to intervene in critical moments. Genovese Syndrome works hand-in-hand with similar dynamics, such as Diffusion of Responsibility, Social Loafing, and “Groupthink,” to suppress the individual’s urge to stand-up and act in any way that threatens to disturb apparent group placidity or consensus.
These combined effects operate in social situations in ways that resist Christian zeal. They dampen the motivation to object by condemning the disruptive person, and they exert pressure on the believer to stand by and watch passively or to keep silent in a false stance of just trying to “keep the peace.” This kind of restraint has nothing to do with Christian peace-making because it fails to get involved on the side of righteousness and genuine moral concern. Rather, it is a form of passivity that self-servingly dismisses unrighteous situations and behaviors as non-threatening.
In order to understand our standard for Christian involvement, we looked at the account of Jesus’ “cleansing of the Temple,” recorded in John 2. This is not a peaceful scene. Jesus is violent. He makes a whip of cords, throws over money tables, drives out the animals and merchants. He cries out against the merchandizing corruption that has turned the Temple into a commercial endeavor instead of a house of prayer. He is out of control, and his actions seem extreme in the face of a little “peaceful” profit-making.
John records that at this point the disciples understood Jesus in light of the scriptures that declared, “Zeal for your house has consumed me” (Psalm 69:9).

The New Testament instructs us in a number of passages that we are to have zeal and be “zealously affected in good things” (Titus 2:14; Romans 12:11; Galatians 4:18). In the Revelation, Jesus commands the church at Laodicea to “be zealous and repent” from their middle-of-the-road passivity, which he calls being “lukewarm.”
Jesus’ actions and Jesus’ words challenge us today to examine our degrees of religious motivation and our courage to stand against social pressures. We are called to be people of conviction and compelling commitment, who cannot by-stand in this lost world. We are to be people who carry the word of the Lord as a fire in our bones, who cannot control the urge to express righteousness, and who cannot refrain from doing good works. We are to be eaten up with zeal for holy things and to be unwavering in our standards for holy conduct.

The standards of society around us may call for passive religious restraint, but the standard of Christian excellence is zeal, that we may “not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good” (Romans 12:21).
The challenging question for each of us: “Would any one describe you as ‘driven’ about the things of God?”

May the Lord grant us the grace that the answer would be, “Yes.”

Blessings on you! See you Sunday!

-Pastor Adam
