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	 Last	week	I	introduced	you	to	what	Brian	McLaren	and	Garreth	

Higgins	are	calling	“The	7-Story	Framework.”	It’s	a	way	of	

understanding	our	very	troubled	world	and	the	various	responses	

people	like	us	have	to	it.	In	our	first	week,	we	explored	the	stories	of	

domination	and	revolution,	two	of	the	most	common	responses	humans	

have	had	to	the	fallen	world	we	live	in.	

	 Today,	we’ll	turn	our	attention	to	a	couple	of	other	ways	men	and	

women	have	responded	to	and	made	sense	of	the	world.	Like	the	stories	

we	examined	last	week,	these	stories	are	alive	and	well,	representing	

common	paths	for	making	sense	of	this	world	and	how	to	live	in	it.	

	 We’ll	begin	with	the	narrative	of	isolation.	From	almost	the	

beginning	of	time,	some	humans	have	responded	to	the	world	by	

running	away	from	it,	by	seeking	to	isolate	themselves	and	their	families	

from	the	negative	influences	of	the	world.	In	some	ways,	the	monastic	

movements	within	Christianity	and	other	faiths	are	examples	of	this	

strong	human	tendency	to	want	to	escape	from	the	world’s	corruption.	

The	passage	we	read	from	the	very	opening	of	Mark’s	Gospel	introduces	

us	to	a	very	strange	man,	clothed	in	camel’s	hair	and	a	leather	belt,	

eating	nothing	but	locusts	and	wild	honey.	John	the	Baptist,	was	part	of	

the	Essene	community,	an	acetic	lot	that	sought	to	completely	withdraw	

from	society.	They	made	their	home	in	the	Judean	desert,	where	they	

sought	to	be	free	from	the	corrupting	influences	of	the	world.	

	 We	can’t	help	but	notice	that	the	crowds	in	Mark	1	are	“coming	

out”	to	John	the	Baptist.	Verse	4	says	that	“the	whole	Judean	countryside	

and	all	the	people	of	Jerusalem	went	out	to	him.”	They	“went	out	to”	

John	because	John	and	his	fellow	Essenes	had	left;	they’d	checked	out	of	

civilization	in	favor	of	desert	life.	They’d	withdrawn,	isolated	

themselves,	and	as	McLaren	and	Higgins	point	out,	this	isolation	

narrative	is	a	strong	and	pervasive	one	in	human	history.		

	 The	tendency	to	withdraw,	to	pull	away,	to	isolate	one’s	self	in	the	

face	of	trouble	is	easy	to	understand,	isn’t	it?	Many	people	I	know	have	

stopped	watching	or	listening	to	the	news	in	the	last	year	and	a	half	–	a	

small	step	in	the	direction	of	isolation.	Others	I	know	are	talking	about	



moving	to	Canada	or	relocating	to	a	remote	island	in	response	to	the	

crazy	times	in	which	we	find	ourselves.	

	 Christians,	historically,	have	had	strong	isolationist	tendencies,	

which	I	find	both	fascinating	and	ironic,	given	Jesus’s	path	of	total	

engagement	with	the	world.	I’ve	told	you	before	about	some	of	the	

mega-churches	in	this	country	whose	goal	seems	to	be	creating	such	a	

comprehensive	alternative	community,	that	their	participants	literally	

never	have	to	engage	the	world	at	any	level.	These	are	the	churches	that	

have	their	own	coffee	shops,	their	own	video	stores,	their	own	libraries,	

their	own	Christian	schools,	their	own	Christian	dances,	all	in	an	

attempt	to	pull	their	flock	out	of	the	very	world	that	Jesus	came	to	save.	

	 Whenever	I	think	of	this	isolation	narrative,	this	seductive	human	

tendency	to	check	out	and	get	away	from	it	all	when	times	get	tough,	I	

think	of	Thomas	Merton.	Merton	was	a	trappist	monk,	one	of	the	leading	

voices	of	the	20th	century	monastic	movement	in	America.	He	took	

refuge	in	an	isolated	monastery	in	the	hills	of	Kentucky.	For	years,	he	

lived	and	interacted	only	with	other	monks,	other	Christians	engaged	in	

the	same	schedule	and	practices	that	he	was	committed	to.	But	then	

came	a	moment	that	would	change	his	life	and	his	central	framing	story	

forever.	He	had	to	go	see	a	doctor	in	Louisville,	Kentucky	about	a	health	

problem	he	was	having.	As	he	was	walking	down	a	busy	city	street	in	

this	bustling	town,	he	had	a	revelation,	an	awakening.	This	is	how	he	

describes	it	in	his	famous	book,	“Confessions	of	a	Guilty	Bystander,”		
	 “In Louisville, at the corner of Fourth and Walnut, in the center of 

the shopping district, I was suddenly overwhelmed with the realization 

that I loved all those people, that they were mine and I theirs, that we 

could not be alien to one another even though we were total strangers. 

It was like waking from a dream of separateness, of spurious self-

isolation in a special world, the world of renunciation and supposed 

holiness… This sense of liberation from an illusory difference was such 

a relief and such a joy to me that I almost laughed out loud… I have the 

immense joy of being man, a member of a race in which God Himself 

became incarnate. As if the sorrows and stupidities of the human 

condition could overwhelm me, now I realize what we all are. And if only 

everybody could realize this.” 

	 Wow!	What	a	moment!	What	a	revelation	to	one	who	had	bought	

the	isolation	narrative	hook,	line,	and	sinker.	His	awakening	on	the	

streets	of	Louisville	was	a	profound	experience	of	connection	–	not	of	

withdrawal,	not	of	isolation	–	but	of	universal	connection	with	every	



other	person	on	the	planet.	Merton’s	is	a	revelation	we	all	need	to	have,	

so	that	we	can,	once	and	for	all,	let	go	of	all	our	attempts	to	separate,	

isolate,	and	alienate	ourselves	from	our	brothers	and	sisters	in	the	

family	of	God.	Despite	what	some	Christian	groups	both	practice	and	

preach,	Jesus	never	advocated	an	isolationist	approach	to	living	in	this	

world,	so	we	mustn’t	live	according	to	that	framing	story	either.	

	 The	next	story	in	our	7-story	framework	that	we	need	to	examine	

is	the	victimization	narrative.	So	many	of	us,	myself	included,	have	

responded	to	the	woes	and	wiles	of	this	world	by	claiming	victim	status.	

Playing	the	victim	has	been	around	since	Adam	and	Eve.	Remember	

how	Adam	tried	to	play	the	victim	when	God	confronted	him.	“Eve	made	

me	do	it!	Eve	tricked	me	into	eating	that	apple.”	Then	Eve	followed	suit,	

crying,	“It	was	the	snake!	The	snake	made	me	do	what	I	did.”	

	 I’m	not	sure	there	has	ever	been	a	time	in	human	history	where	

being	a	victim	is	celebrated	the	way	it	is	in	2018.	Sometimes	it	seems	

that	everyone	is	a	victim	of	something.	We	now	seem	to	be	in	the	

business	of	comparing	our	wounds	with	one	another	as	we	lick	them.	

While	we	never	ever	want	to	blame	or	shame	victims,	I’m	not	sure	that	

means	we	ought	to	celebrate	or	broadcast	our	victim	status	whenever	

and	however	we	can.	

	 I	have	to	be	particularly	careful	about	pointing	fingers	when	it	

comes	to	the	victimization	narrative,	as	I	have	played	the	victim	card	far	

too	often	in	my	56	years	of	life.	At	first,	it	was	all	the	“suffering”	I	

endured	as	a	middle	child	–	always	forgotten,	always	overlooked,	never	

getting	the	attention	my	siblings	got.	Then	it	was	my	father’s	alcoholism	

that	I	was	the	innocent	victim	of.	I	was	forced	to	grow	up	and	take	care	

of	myself	far	too	early	in	life.	The	rest	of	my	family	enabled	him	and	

tried	to	cover	it	up	rather	than	really	deal	with	it.	Next,	I	came	to	see	

myself	as	a	victim	in	the	game	of	love.	I	used	to	say,	with	some	accuracy	

that	I’ve	been	dumped	more	times	than	plastic	in	the	ocean.	Yes,	I’ve	

found	more	than	my	share	of	things	to	be	the	victim	of.	

	 I	asked	a	wise	friend	what	he	thought	it	was	that	led	people	to	

hang	so	much	of	their	identity	on	the	victim	hook	these	days.	What	he	

said	was	very	interesting.	“Being	a	victim	is	something	easy	to	win	at.	

When	you	can’t	win	by	more	traditional	standards,	you	can	play	up	your	

victim	status.”	Nobody	can	really	question	it	without	seeming	indelicate	

or	insensitive,	and	you	can	garner	a	lot	attention	by	being	a	victim.	

	 As	has	been	the	case	with	all	of	the	other	3	stories	we’ve	

examined	so	far	–	domination,	revolution,	and	isolation	–	we	Christians	



have	managed	to	merge	Jesus’s	Gospel	with	the	victimization	narrative	

as	well.	We’ve	elevated	Jesus’s	status	as	an	innocent	victim,	the	lamb	of	

God,	the	paschal	sacrifice.	We	talk	more	about	his	blood	than	we	do	of	

his	love	and	his	teaching.	We	have	films	like	the	Passion	of	the	Christ	

that	glamorize	the	magnitude	of	his	beating,	the	volume	of	blood	he	

shed,	and	the	dimension	of	the	nails	that	were	pounded	into	his	flesh	

and	bones.	

	 Jesus	was	no	victim.	He	may	have	suffered	plenty,	but	he	never	

understood	himself	as	a	victim,	and	he	certainly	didn’t	glamorize	it.	I	

think	we	gain	some	real	insight	into	how	Jesus	viewed	the	victimization	

narrative	from	the	passage	I	read	from	John	5.	When	Jesus	encounters	a	

lame	man	who	has	been	laid	at	the	Bethsaida	pool	for	38	years,	he	asks	

the	man	what	seems	to	be	a	ridiculous	question:	“Do	you	want	to	be	

healed?”	It’s	neither	a	rhetorical	nor	an	insensitive	question.	Jesus	is	

asking	this	lame	man	something	that	gets	to	the	core	of	the	man’s	

identity.	Are	you	willing	to	let	go	of	all	that	has	grown	up	around	your	

identity	as	a	victim?	Are	you	willing	to	no	longer	have	the	excuse	of	not	

being	able	to	walk,	of	not	being	able	to	have	a	job?	Can	you	let	go	of	

living	off	of	the	generosity	and	sympathy	of	others?	Are	you	ready	to	do	

all	the	work	that	will	be	entailed	in	giving	up	your	identity	as	a	victim?	

	 I	feel	as	though	Jesus	has	had	to	ask	me	those	very	questions	too,	

having	seen	just	how	much	of	my	identity	has	gotten	wrapped	up	in	

being	a	victim	over	the	years.		

	 Yes,	both	the	isolation	story	and	the	victimization	story	have	

tempting	dimensions	for	all	of	us.	When	confronted	with	the	frightening,	

crazy,	constantly	changing	nature	of	this	world,	of	course	there	are	

times	when	we’ll	be	tempted	either	to	withdraw	and	isolate	or	to	whine	

about	how	cruel	the	world	has	been	to	us.	But	friends,	know	this:	the	7th	

Story,	the	Gospel	of	Jesus,	does	not	endorse	fleeing	for	the	desert	or	

heading	for	the	hills.	The	gospel	neither	celebrates	nor	elevates	victims.	

Jesus’s	entire	ministry	was	about	positively	engaging	with	the	world	

just	as	it	is.	Jesus’s	ministry	took	him	into	Jerusalem,	into	the	heart	of	the	

crazy,	dangerous	world	of	1st	century	Palestine.		

	 If	we’re	looking	to	live	a	story	that	can	change	the	world,	we	must	

look	beyond	the	stories	of	isolation	and	victimization.	We	must	look	

beyond	the	stories	of	domination	and	revolution.	We	won’t	find	Jesus	in	

any	of	those	stories.	But	keep	coming	back…we’ll	find	Jesus	and	his	

story	soon.	Amen.		

	


