
 1 

The Upward Path, part 1 
June 9, 2016 

Luke 24:36-49 
 
Spiritual formation is the ongoing journey of becoming like Christ. You’re probably getting 
tired of me repeating that, but if spiritual formation is going to be at the center of all we do… as 
I think we desire it to be, then we really need to know what it is.  
 
So, I’ll say it again. Spiritual formation is the ongoing journey of becoming like Christ:   
 awakening to our oneness with God,  
 enlivened by the Spirit of God (like the disciples were on Pentecost), 
 and enacting the Shalom of God.  
This is what Jesus was like…  
 
And our journey of becoming like him, like Christ, will happen the more we come to know and 
love God with all our heart,  
 with all our mind, 
 and with all our body.  
 
Because our body, heart, and mind are the connection points of our soul.  
 They are the means that God has created in us to experience, and know, and love God. 
The body, heart, and mind are the ways through which the soul reaches out and touches the 
mysterious reality of God.   
 And simultaneously, they are the means that the grace of God reaches into our being 
and shapes who we are becoming. 
 
So… we’ve spent two weeks looking at how this happens through the body…in the outward 
journey…  
 And we talked about how the life of God is all around us in the body of the earth. So, we 
can experience and know God through our 5 senses and through our body’s instincts…  
 Which means the experiences of our fleshy bodies have a holy dimension to them. The 
grace, and love, and passion of God is coming to us through our bodies… and our soul is often 
speaking to us through our bodies if we’ll learn to listen. 
 And we are called to use the energy of our body to serve the life of God in the world 
and serve the life of humanity in the world… and the more we do that… it also shapes who 
we are becoming. That was the first two weeks in this series.  
 
 And then we spent two weeks on the inner journey of the heart. And we talked about 
the way our heart is the home of connection, and relationship, and personal identity…  
 But the heart is easily closed off for some and over reactive for others. For all of us, it 
gets enslaved to things we do not recognize… cutting us off from one another, cutting us off 
from our true-self, and cutting us off from God. 
 Which is why the practices of honest confession and courageous vulnerability, as well as 
beauty and art are so essential. Because they open the heart back up…  
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 and free the heart 
 and engage the heart… 
And in the process, we can discover that not only is the life of God all around us in creation… 
but that same holy life of God has already been planted deep with each of us.  
  
 Which means:  
 You are holy. And you are deeply beloved, more than you know.  
  And those who are very different from you… are also holy, 
   and they are deeply beloved, more than you know.  
  Because the divine spark is in us all. 
 
That’s the inward journey of the heart. 
 
 And today, we’re getting to that third critical path of spiritual formation… by exploring 
what it means to love God with all our minds… because, as Jesus is showing us this morning, 
what we believe and think matter.  
 And so, in our gospel reading today, in this last resurrection appearance of Jesus in the 
gospel of Luke, verse 45 says, Jesus “opened their minds to understand the scriptures.” In other 
words, he sits the disciples down for a good old fashion Bible study. 
   

 ***** 
 Now, I know that some of you are glad we’re talking about the mind… and learning… 
and study… Because, let’s be honest, as far as you are concerned, that’s all that really matters. 
All this talk about “body knowing” and “heart knowing” is just a little to fuzzy for you… isn’t it?  
 And maybe it feels a little far-fetched or even new age. 
 [And on a side note, if you think this is far-fetched or new age, I’m happy to sit down with you 
and talk to you about both the modern neuro-biology that this is rooted in, as well as talk to you 
about the countless ways those themes have shown up throughout Christian history. We’ve just 
forgotten this wisdom in our time.]  
 
 But regardless, you’re just kind of glad to be talking about ideas and the life of the mind 
because Bible study… or discussing theology… or studying ethics are really more your speed. 
They are what we’re used to associating with growth in the Christian life, aren’t they? 
 
 If you grew up in the church like me, that’s probably the main path you were given. So, 
before I go too far down this path… I just want to invite you to realize that the other two paths 
are just as scriptural… but we’ve overlooked them… because we weren’t taught to look for 
them… and when it comes to studying the Bible and theology, we almost always miss what we 
don’t already know is there. 
 
[story] 
 Last Sunday morning, I got up to make an egg and toast for my breakfast… which is a 
pretty standard Sunday morning breakfast for me. Only I couldn’t find our butter dish. We 
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have one of those dishes where the butter gets smashed into a small cup, and then sits 
upside down in a cup of water on the counter to keep it fresh… but soft.  
 Well, it was nowhere to be found,  
 and I’m typically the only one up early on Sunday.  
 So, I went to the refrigerator to get a new stick…  
 
 And you know how a stick of butter is right out of the fridge? It creates a holy massacre 
of your toast. So, being the thoughtful dad and husband that I am… I put it on a small plate and 
left it out on the counter, so it could soften up for the family when they got up. Isn’t my family 
lucky that I’m so thoughtful? 
 
 Well, about an hour later I’m in my office getting ready for worship and I got an 
anonymous text message. I won’t say who it’s from, but it went something like this:  
 “Are you blind? You couldn’t possibly miss the tub of spreadable butter in the fridge 
right there with the sticks of butter. We’re switching to spreadable butter for the summer. 
Please don’t leave a stick of butter out on the counter!” 
  
 Now, to be fair, I am pretty good at missing something right in front of my face.  
 But whether you’re a detailed person… like my anonymous texter, 
  or not so detailed… like me… 
 you will almost always miss… what we are not looking for.  
 
 Let me say that again, because it’s so key to the mind’s way of knowing – and biblical 
study, and theology, and the study of ethics:  We will almost always miss what we are not 
already looking for.  
 
 It’s why we have to read other people’s thoughts, 
  and learn other people’s perspectives… 
 It’s why if you are white Christian, you really should be reading something from an 
African American about the African American experience. You will not see what you haven’t 
been taught to look for. 
 And it’s why we need to read feminist theologians and Latino theologians.  
 
 And that is why some of us never quite realize how essential the heart, 
  and especially the body is in our spiritual formation.  
 
 The body way of knowing and the heart way of knowing are all over scripture… including 
this encounter in Luke 24. Before Jesus opens their minds in verse 45 … he engaged their body 
and inquired about their hearts.  
 Did you notice?  
 It’s right there next to the stick of butter.   
 
 Verse 38: One of the first things he says is, “Why do doubts arise in your…” where? in 
your minds? Nope. “In your hearts.” Jesus asks them about their hearts.  



 4 

 
 And then Jesus moves to the body. “Look at my hands and feet. Touch me,” he says. And 
just in case that wasn’t embodied enough, he asks them for some food and the smell of fish is 
in the air… All five senses are engaged with Jesus’ body right here.  
 It’s such a profoundly embodied encounter…  
 
 And it’s only then… after addressing their hearts and engaging their bodies with his 
body… only then… does he begin to explain… and to teach… and to open their minds.  
  
 Only, we didn’t notice, because we had no idea that there was a tub of spreadable 
butter to look for, did we?  
 You will almost always miss… what you do not know to look for.  

***** 
 The disciples weren’t looking for a resurrection. And so, even with the resurrected Jesus 
right there in the flesh… they almost miss it.   
 Luke puts it this way, “In their joy, they were disbelieving and still wondering….”  In 
other words, their minds cannot embrace what is right in front of them. It makes no sense to 
any of them.  
 
 And so… Jesus knows that their ideas about reality 
   actually needed to change, 
 their ideas about what God was doing in the world needed to change.  
 
 You see, here’s the thing: ideas matter. Beliefs do make a difference.  
And it’s important for us to remember that, especially in a church like ours that practices a very 
generous orthodoxy… where we leave room for doubt, and questions, and different opinions. 
And I think that is really healthy and important. All of that is good.  
 But at the same time, we do need to remember… that what we decide to believe… and 
what we invite our children and youth to believe, what we teach them… does matter. Because 
whether you recognize it or not, your beliefs… about God, about others, about the world, about 
economics, about social policy, about what kind of life is the good life… your beliefs profoundly 
shape who you are becoming.  
 
 Ideas shape our reality.  
 
History is full of examples. Think about it for a moment. 
 The idea of justification, not just through the church, but by grace and faith alone  
  sparked the Protestant Reformation,  
  and changed the history of Christianity.  
 
 The idea of a self-governing people with certain inalienable rights  
  sparked the Revolutionary War,  
  and reshaped the world’s imagination of how groups of people could be 
governed. You mean you don’t have to have one central powerful ruler?   
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 And on the other side of the coin,   
the idea that African Americans were 3/5’s human was embedded in our constitution and 
sustained slavery for generations, 
  and then Jim Crow laws after it, 
  and inequitable prosecution and systemic racism today.   
 
And the idea, drawn from a few key verses in the Bible, that Jews were forever responsible and 
guilty for killing Jesus and an infection in a pure Christian world, created the Holocaust. 
 
 Ideas shape reality… and they will shape our soul.   Richard Rohr will often say, “What 
you believe about God shapes who you are becoming.”  
 
Our ideas matter. 
The disciples’ ideas were  
 either going to close them off from the presence of the resurrected Christ,  
 or allow them to start living in the power of the resurrected Christ. 
They had to be taught to look for the tub of spreadable butter,  
 or they were going to keep missing it.   
 
 And so, in verse 45 Luke writes, “Then Jesus opened their minds to understand the 
scriptures and said, ‘This is what was written…’” And he goes through and explains the very 
same scriptures they’ve all studied and read their whole lives, but he explains them from a 
whole different view point… so they can see that this is what God was actually up to.  
 
 Did you know the same thing happened after the Holocaust?   
Ideas about Jewish people… about the evilness of Jews, and their responsibility for murdering 
Jesus… ideas taken directly from a handful of verses in the Bible, were prevalent throughout 
Christian history. 
 And in light of the holocaust experience, the Church had to repent,  
  and to go back,  
  and allow the Spirit of Christ to “open our minds to understand those scriptures” 
differently, because our experience told us, “Clearly something was wrong about how we’ve 
been reading the Bible.” 
 
 And the same thing is happening now in our generation. We are living through it. Ideas 
about LGBTQ people have been rooted in just a handful of scriptures and prevalent throughout 
Christion history…  
 have cut people off from a relationship with God,  
  rather than opening them up to a relationship with God.  
 And our ideas have driven up suicide rates among teens and young adults.  Our 
ideas have destroyed life,  
  rather than created life… 
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 And so now, in light of our experiences with the consequences of our ideas… the Church 
is beginning to recognize that  
 we have to repent,  
 and to go back,  
 and allow the Spirit of Christ to “open our minds to understand those scriptures” 
differently, because our experience told us, “Clearly something was wrong about how we’ve 
been reading the Bible.” 
 
 It’s the same thing that was happening to the disciples here at the end of the Gospel of 
Luke. The resurrected Jesus is standing right there in front of them, but it makes no sense. And 
so, they are disbelieving their experience and wondering, “What the Sheol” is going on? 
 And so, Jesus opens their minds… to understand the scriptures differently.  
 Because our thinking… matters.  
  

***** 
 
But here’s the thing, we need to do some thinking about our thinking.   
 
 You see, for about the last 500 years since the Scientific Revolution and the 
Enlightenment… our thoughts on thinking have often been bit skewed in the Christian 
household. Rather than keeping the intellect in a healthy relationship 
  with the body and heart way of knowing,  
  all integrated and in balance, 
 we’ve put the intellect in charge of our Christian faith… and at times, told ourselves 
that it’s all that matters. And in response, both conservatives and liberals developed different 
kinds of intellectual rigidity.  
 
 In more conservative streams of the church, there has been a counter-reaction to the 
rise of rationalism… one that’s fed an unhealthy skepticism around academic and scientific 
learning. For them, any study outside their particular theological stream should be avoided at 
all cost… they might just lead to the fires of hell.  
 There’s a great fear around outside ideas. 
  
 On the other end of the spectrum, liberal churches have their own hang ups. Often for 
them a total buy-in to rationalism and an insistent skepticism reduce the beauty of the 
scriptures and completely miss the life-giving power of orthodox Christian doctrine…. Because 
they’ve sucked away any mystery, and awe, and wonder, and reduce God to what we can and 
can’t know.  
 
 Both fall prey to different kinds of intellectual rigidity. They are both locked in particular 
mental paradigms that are missing any life-giving imagination.  
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 It’s why I love the quote from Albert Einstein, one of the greatest minds of the 20th 
century. He warns us, “We should take care not to make the intellect our god: it has, of course 
powerful muscles, but no personality. It cannot lead; it can only serve.”1 
 
 Our intellect, what we believe, think and reason to be true, (both via scientific 
exploration and theological reflection) are extremely helpful. Both are essential in our life with 
God and both need to be held in tension with one another.  
  But neither one is an end in themselves. When ideas alone, when the intellect alone 
defines our lives, they become another idle to our soul. “Take care not to make the intellect our 
God,” Einstein says.  
 
 Instead, the intellect, with it’s amazing ability is given to us to be a servant of our life 
with God. 
 Yes, it matters greatly, but your thoughts alone are not the goal.    
 Something else must take the lead. [aka spirit] 
 

***** 
 Jesus opens the minds of the disciples. He explains the scriptures to them and then 
stretches their imaginations…  
 
In verses 48 and 49 he says, “You will be my witnesses of these things…” he tells them. “But 
first you have to wait… until you are clothed with the power from on high.”  
 
 I think Jesus is offering us an important paradigm here… one that is essential for the 
upward path of our mind.  
 You see, so often we want the intellect to give us answers right away. And why not, 
right? I mean, if we want to know something… really anything, then we just google it, right? 
And in less than a second you can have your answer.  
 And something in us thinks that’s how ideas can work.  
 
 But the fact is, that information is not the same as knowledge. And knowledge is not 
the same as wisdom. 
 
 So, after Jesus opens the scriptures to them… he tells them to wait… wait for the power 
of God to come on them. Then, and only then, will they become his witnesses. 
 
 That’s how our theology is supposed to work on us, 
  and how Bible study is supposed to shape us. 
 The point isn’t just to learn interesting things…  
  but to ponder them…  

                                                        
1 Quoted in Thomas Lewis, Fari Amini, and Richard Lannon, A General Theory of Love (New York: 

Vintage, 2000), 32. 
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  and reflect on them…  
  and allow the Spirit of God to use them to reshape your imagination… 
  to reshape how you see your life, 
  and the life of those around you,  
  and the life of God coming to you. 
 Only when our imaginations are changed, are we transformed.   
 
 Walter Brueggemann talks about this a lot in his works. In one place he says, “The 
imagination must come before implementation.”2  
 It’s the imagination that allows us to see our world as Christ sees it, and to live in this 
world as Christ would live in it. Without a change in our imaginations, we cannot actually move 
through this life any differently than we are used to.  
 
 And so, Jesus opened their minds to understand… and then he told them to wait… wait 
until the power from on high fills them.  

 
***** 

 This is the beginning of the upward journey of the mind. And to help us with this 
journey, I have two practices for you this week. (You really should expect that by now, right?) 
We’re trying to make this spiritual formation stuff practical. So, here you go. 
 
1. Book 
The first practice is quite simply – read a book that challenges you.   

• Pick a non-fiction book to read and commit to finishing it in the next month. Pick 
something that will stretch you just a bit. I’m not talking about feel-good pop 
spirituality. Pick something that will make you think.  

  Maybe it’s on the Bible, or on theology, or on some ethical question. Maybe it’s 
by an author from a marginalized group of some kind.  But try to challenge yourself a bit. 
Don’t go overboard with this. Don’t pick something too thick and academic that you won’t 
get through. 
  But try to pick something that will exercise your intellect and make you think. 
If you want help with that, send me an email. I’m happy to help you choose something 
appropriate.  That’s the first practice. Pick a book that will make you think… and commit 
to finishing it.  

 
2. Lectio 
 The second practice is to choose a passage of scripture and do Lectio Divina with it, sort 
of like we did in worship. There are lots of good passages to choose from.  Just about any scene 
from the gospel would work well. 
  Or the creation narrative in Genesis 1 or in Genesis 2. 

                                                        
2 Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination, 2d edition (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2001), 

40. 
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  Maybe it’s the Pentecost scene in Acts 2. 
 
 Pick some story, and practice Lectio Divina…. but do the full practice…  
 You see, there’s actually much more to Lectio than how we practice it in worship. 
 
There are actually 4 classic steps.  
 Step 1: Read and study the text. That might mean reading some notes at the bottom of 
your study Bible. It might mean borrowing one of my commentaries, which I’m happy to let you 
do. But don’t just read it. Study it. Dig into it a bit.  Again, classical lectio uses the intellect. So, 
step 1 is read and study.  
 
 Step 2: Reflect: Maybe it’s in the same setting, or maybe the next day, but read it again 
in a more reflective space… now that you have some background information.   
 Read it slowly and allow it to begin to speak to your life.  
 Maybe read it and imagine yourself as part of the scene…  
 Allow it to work on your imagination about your life. 
 So, step 2 is reflect and imagine 
 
 Step 3: Respond in Prayer: Allow the words and images to move you to some place of 
prayer, and communion with God… and speak to God about what is stirring in you. 
 
 And then there is one last step in the classic practice. 
 Step 4: Rest in God: Stay in simple silence before God. As Jesus puts it, “Wait… and allow the 
power and grace of God to come into you.” 
 
Those are the four steps of Lectio Divina. And so, I want to invite you to pick one passage of 
scripture to practices this.   

1. Read and Study. 
2. Reflect and Imagine 
3. Respond in Prayer 
4. Rest in God.  

 
 There are other practices for the mind…but these are two good ones. 
  1.  Pick a book that will stretch you to think.  
  2. Try the full practice of lectio Divina. 
 
 Together they can help us take another step in the upward path… in which your mind 
comes to know and love the God  
 who is around us, 
 within us, 
 and always beyond us.  
  
Amen. 
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Silent Reflection: 
 
 When we learn to love God with all our mind, 
  we discover the need for intellectual rigor, but not rigidity. 
 We discover that logic is simply the ground work  
  for imaginative seeing.  
 We move past formulaic answers  
  into holy wonder.  
 
~ Chris Fillingham, Soul Journey, dissertation.  


