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I once knew a guy who relished being a non-conformist. He shaved his head as a teenager when long hair was the “in” thing to have. He had a tendency to take an opposite side of an argument, contrary to evidence or even his own position. He was a nonconformist for all the wrong reasons. Not because he was trying to be noble or good, but because it was a way to bring attention to himself. I chalk it up to that fact that he was the youngest of four children and sorely neglected, which isn’t true, but I certainly liked to play that card…I mean he certainly liked to play that card. Yes, I did some pretty stupid things for attention. The only good thing that came out of it was that I was also a nonconformist when it came to peer-pressure. I remember early on in high school there was a bunch of us at someone’s house. Parents were gone. Alcohol was there. And because everyone was drinking, I chose not to. I got the rep for being the tea-totaller, which, believe it or not, gained me some respect among my young peers. Granted, my motive was self-serving, but in that instance, being a non-conformist served me well.

There are better reasons to be non-conformists. In fact I would submit to you, that today we gather in part as a fellowship of non-conformists. Because in a way that is exactly what your presence in this church implies: that you choose to live by a different standard.

It is a radical thing to be in church and to commit yourself to a Christian understanding of living. Some of you may find that hard to believe. You grew up, perhaps, with the idea that America was a Christian country, in which going to church was as American as apple pie. Quite honestly, 50-60 years ago, that may have been true, but I don’t think that’s the case any longer. If you don’t believe me, just go through your neighborhood this afternoon, and do a house-to-house survey of all of the people in your neighborhood who have been to church in the last three months for a service other than a wedding or a funeral. If you have the courage to conduct such a survey, I am sure that soon you will start to feel like a nonconformist, as if your commitment to your faith really does set you off from everyone else. 

Being different isn’t easy, but as Christians we will find that our basic commitments and our basic values will lead us to be different than other people who don’t share those same commitments and those same values. It is increasingly obvious in this 21st century that your Christian faith commitment is going to set you apart from the vast majority of people in our society who do not share such a commitment. I say that not to cast judgment on those who aren’t Christian, but to clarify the reality that our involvement in a Christian community is no longer supported by the culture itself, as perhaps it was not too long ago. We are becoming more like First Century Christians who found themselves against a hostile Roman society, than like Mid-Twentieth Century Christians who found themselves to be a part of the mainstream of American Society. We are becoming less mainstream.

Perhaps that ended when shopping malls, movie theaters, and sports teams decided that they could compete with the churches on Sunday morning for public attention. Once the church’s sacred time was no longer honored, it was a clear signal that the church was no longer considered to be a part of mainstream American society. The reality is quickly becoming that church-going Americans are not a silent majority, but a silent minority. So you see, you are a part of a society of nonconformists. 

So what does this have to do with our scripture lesson from I Samuel? Well, I Samuel 8 is about a group of people who were sick and tired of being nonconformists and who decided that they wanted to be just like everybody else. 

“Give us a king so that we may be like other nations,” they clamored to Samuel. Samuel tries to talk them out of their conformist tendency, but to no avail. 

Unless you are one who clamors for attention, most of us find it uncomfortable being different. We just want to fit in. 

There isn’t one of us who didn’t suffer this as young person, or who didn’t apply it to our own children. You can think of your own incident. Maybe you wanted to go to the movies to see a particular film. Your parents didn’t approve of this film, and they told you that you couldn’t go. “But Jimmy’s parents are letting him go,” you protested, as if Jimmy and his parents were the final authority on such matters. And how did your parents respond to your complaint? I am sure with something like, “And if Jimmy wanted to jump off a cliff, would you want to do that too?” And even though today you might appreciate your parents’ boundaries, at the time you felt as if you were being imprisoned, and you felt very embarrassed that you were the only one who was not allowed to go to that show. 

So it is that Samuel tries unsuccessfully to convince the people of Israel that they shouldn’t go jumping into kingship just because everyone else around them was doing it. After all, they were a people who had pledged to have no king except their God, who, not too many years back, had delivered them from slavery under the King of Egypt. So it was that their God was to be their only king, for the people of Israel were set apart to be different from other nations, which had earthly kings to govern them. Instead Moses had set up a system of wise men who would judge the people, but God remained their king.

It is true that the Judges was not a perfect system, but anointing a king was coming up with a permanent solution to a temporary problem. Judges could more easily be replaced if they failed to live up to their God-given responsibilities; a king, on the other hand, would require a revolution to get out of office, only to be replaced by another king, who might prove to be even worse. But the people insisted, “Give us a king so that we may be governed like other nations.” 

In part, the overwhelming truth of this is that it is hard for people to handle their own God-given freedom. It was easier to find some leader who would force them to come together as the people of Israel; which is something it seems that they couldn’t do of their own free will. For many people, that is the way it is – their freedom is too great of a burden for them. Our prisons are filled with such people, who find the structure of confinement easier to deal with than the personal responsibility of freedom. 

And it is true for many if not for most of us. Freedom can so often leave us feeling so unsettled that we are inclined to conform, even when we know that it is the wrong thing to do. 

You may be familiar with a set a social experiments that Stanley Milgram supervised. In his study, Milgram sought to entice people to give electric shocks to “innocent victims” who were in fact conspirators in the experiment and who did not actually receive the shocks. Nonetheless, most of Milgram’s subjects believed that the victims were receiving the shocks, and many of them, under psychological pressure, gave shocks that, had they been real, might have killed the victims. Milgram drew the conclusion that in the face of what they construe to be legitimate authority, most people will do what they are told. Or to put it another way, the social context in which people find themselves will be a controlling factor in how they behave. Is it any wonder that an incident like at Abu Ghraib prison occurs?

So it is that we have our own kings whom we blindly follow in this day and age. Our kings do not wear a crown and carry a scepter as sign of their ultimate authority, rather they shroud themselves in statistical analysis and they shape our dreams and our desires, by playing upon our lusts and our fears. You will find them, not only pandering to our greed and to our materialism in thirty-second sound bites, but also beckoning to you from signboards and over the Internet. 

They clamor, “You deserve a break today...you are worth it...you need a McMansion and we can give you a loan even though we and you know you can’t afford it...” or whatever other messages you want to hear. But we shouldn’t blame the messenger, for we are the ones who have insisted on having such a king, being so unsure of our own beliefs and so unsure of our own values, we will attach ourselves to just about any old value or belief that happens to come our way. After all, if some new guru comes along and tells us that we are entitled to something, who are we to argue? 

For most of us, the computer has become a king. If the computer says something, it must be true, we say to ourselves, not stopping to question if the information, which the machine received, was really worth processing. 

Dr. Allan Eickelmann, who gave a sermon on this very thing, tells about his best friend dying because the machine told the doctors that he had heart trouble, when in reality he had a ruptured esophagus. The machine failed to diagnose his problem, because it wasn’t told to look for a ruptured esophagus. The cardiologist was convinced that Eickelmann’s friend had heart problems because that is what the machine told him. The fact of the matter is his friend did have heart problems, but that is not what killed him. It was a ruptured esophagus, which the doctors failed to discover, until his friend’s body went into sepsis some five days after he was admitted to the hospital complaining of nausea, and complaining that he was tasting the meal that he had eaten two days before. But the doctors didn’t listen to the patient. Instead they only looked at the test results, which the machine gave to them because, after all, the tests can’t be wrong. And so they abdicated their training and their instincts as doctors and listened to the machines. They played by the rules and they lost, because in this instance, the rules were wrong. 

That’s not to be critical of the doctors. That’s not the point. The doctors were only doing what just about all of the rest of us would do; which is the point. Most of us do not question standard operating procedure; we just go along in order to get along. We don’t ask ourselves if the values and norms upon which our profession, our social groups, our family, or our society are based, are correct, just, or right. We don’t question. We just go along no matter who or what it hurts, as long as it doesn’t hurt us.

Well as part of the Christian community, we don’t just go along. We don’t take the easy way out by looking for some king to rule over us. We question a society in which it is the norm for 25% of the children to live at or below the poverty level. We question a society where more and more people are saying that you should do whatever you can get away with. We question a society which seems convinced that might makes right. We question a society in which there are more people in prison than in our colleges and universities. 

And we do so because we do have a king. That king’s name is Jesus Christ, and he insists that if you are one of his followers that you will not be like everybody else. As Christians we have a different set of standards. We believe that it is important to give our time, to give our money and to give of our life committed to following a Jewish carpenter, whose crown was one of thorns, whose mighty steed was a humble donkey, who was lifted up by the masses, but on a torturous cross. 

God has not called us to be like everyone else. God has called us to be like Christ. There is a different kingdom to serve that carries with it ultimate purpose. To live it means to live in nonconforming ways. God knows that the world needs you to be different.

I pray that it will be true in your life and in mine. Amen.
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