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 I spent a day in hospital recently as some of you know, and my nurse told terrible 

jokes.  Of course, you’re a hostage there in your hospital room, sort of the way you’re 

hostage in your pew as the Rector retells a couple of those jokes! 

 A man stubbed his toe so badly he decided to seek medical care.  When he arrived 

at the office the nurse instructed him to remove his clothes and wait behind the curtain.  

“I just stubbed my toe.  Why do I need to take off my clothes?” asked the man. 

 “Everyone who sees the doctor has to undress,” answered the nurse politely.  

“It’s our policy.” 

 “Well I think it’s a stupid policy…making me undress though I’m only here for a 

stubbed toe!” 

From the other side of the curtain another fellow piped up, “That’s nothing, I just 

came by to fix the telephone!”                                               

And then, my nurse swore these are a few genuine medical chart entries she had 

run across: 

 “Discharge status: Alive, but without my permission.” 

“Patient has no previous history of suicides.” 

 “Rectal exam revealed normal-sized thyroid.” 

“Patient has two teenage children, but no other abnormalities.” 

Harvard Medical School’s Dr. Jerome Groopman discussed his book “How 

Doctors Think” on the Lehrer News Hour this past week.  Dr. Groopman wrote the book 

because he believes 15 percent of all people are medically misdiagnosed…some experts 

think the percentage runs as high as 25 percent, with many of those misdiagnosis leading 

to serious harm or the death of the patient.  The most common form of medical error is 

misdiagnosis, rather than technical mix-ups or mishaps, and mis-diagnosis occurs, says 

Jerome Groopman, because, from the first moment physicians see a patient, they begin to 

develop an idea about that patient and they use a shortcut, which Groopman terms 

“anchoring.”  “We sort of throw an anchor down and latch on to our initial impression.  

Often, we’re right, but, in my opinion, too often we can be wrong.  And we don’t pick 

the anchor up; we stick with it, and we stick with the diagnosis,” says Groopman. 

This sort of human error applies not only to medicine, but across the spectrum of 

human analysis and assessment.  It is a most critical issue in the realm of religion, which 

is of a considerably less objective nature than medical science, and particularly prone to 

those who become anchored to an ideology or a prejudice and confuse their conviction 

with the very revelation of God.  It is one of the peculiar tasks of the Episcopal Church in 

the first part of the twenty-first century, and of this parish, to make clear the ambiguity 

inherent in religious belief, and the dangers of ideological calcification in religious 

thought. 

Because religion can be a comfort, a moral compass, an access into an experience 

of the divine, and a tremendous force for shaping individuals and politics and cultures, 

and a source for truth, we often want to grant it an absolutist authority, or impute a 

literalism, which subverts its true strength and the genuine faith for which we seek. 
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Nicodemus speaks for many of us.  He goes to Jesus under cover of darkness and 

he has pressing questions.  He is an affluent fellow, part of the establishment…so much 

so that he doesn’t want to be seen with this controversial rabbi in daylight hours.  Yet he 

is dissatisfied by the very certitude that has characterized his heretofore conformist 

existence.  He knows this much: Jesus comes from God, and what Jesus teaches and 

embodies doesn’t square with much that he has been taught, and has in turn taught others. 

The conversation between Jesus and Nicodemus is a frustrating one.  Jesus speaks 

of a spiritual re-birth, but Nicodemus can’t seem to think past a literalist interpretation 

and the physical impossibility of being born a second time.  In his literalism, Nicodemus 

misses the point. 

Literalists often do.  In their desire for more clarity than is generally permitted 

humankind, they anchor themselves to ways of thinking that prevent an accurate 

diagnosis of the situation.  Dr. Jerome Groopman should be comforted in knowing 

physicians are not unique in their capacity for mis-diagnosis. 

I read a fascinating book during my convalescence called “The Great Upheaval” 

by Yale historian Jay Wink.  He argues that globalization isn’t nearly the novel 

phenomenon we imagine, and writes of how intertwined America, France and Russia 

were during the last quarter of the 18
th

 Century.  It is a fascinating treatise.  Wink writes 

in some depth about the Founding Fathers of our nation, and about just how precarious 

the American experiment was in those first decades.  One particularly dangerous crisis 

occurred because Thomas Jefferson, the brilliant radical so wedded to Enlightenment 

principles and the cause of liberty, entirely identified himself with the cause of the French 

Revolution.  As the French Revolution descended into a murderous orgy of execution, 

mob violence and brutality, Jefferson could not detach himself from the French cause, 

advocating the conspiracies of the French ambassador to the United States (Genet), and, 

perhaps traitorously, undermining John Adams, the president he served as vice-president.  

Wink makes clear how Jefferson nearly brought the fledgling United States to Civil War 

because of his inability to see the French Terror for what it was.  He was anchored to a 

particular perspective that blinded him to all other points of view.   

It can happen to any of us.  It has happened in the newly minted African Bible-

belt of the Anglican Communion, and to those former Episcopalians who cannot see 

anything but evil in gay people and their accommodation by the Episcopal Church.  It has 

happened to our culture when large swaths of it feel the Bible must be preferred to 

science, as though they are mutually exclusive categories, and that science must therefore 

be considered invalid.  It has happened when religious people so identify with a particular 

politics that they invest political parties with a religious aura. 

It may be against this tendency that we so often see God in Scripture making use 

of those who don’t color within the lines or anchor themselves intractably to a particular 

ideology.  Openness and fluidity seem a Divine value. 

In a time when tribe and family determined all, Abram left Ur of the Chaldeans 

and traveled north to Haran near Carchimesh, one of the earliest sites of human 

settlement.  But Abram and Sarai would not be satisfied in Haran either, and with little 

respect for the claims of kin and kith, pushed down into Canaan where they began a 

revolution in religious thinking. 

It is always the restless soul thinking in briskly fresh ways that God seems to use 

for His message, the unconventional prophets, the ones who challenge and rebuke the 
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powerful, and finally this Jesus, who says to Nicodemus, who has such a very difficult 

time thinking out of the box: “The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound 

of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes.  So it is with everyone 

who is born of the Spirit.” 
Nicodemus is emblematic of all who believe they have nailed life down through 

an attachment to a particular ideology or overly literalist perspective, but who begin to 

doubt, and grow increasingly open to new reflections.  After this exchange with Jesus, 

Nicodemus is found advocating for Jesus before the Sanhedrin at the time of His 

attempted arrest during the Feast of Tabernacles, and later, after the crucifixion, 

Nicodemus assists Joseph of Arimathea in preparing Jesus’ corpse for burial.  The great 

personal risk taken by Nicodemus in so identifying himself with the radical Jesus surely 

placed him in peril.  It may be a sign that Nicodemus was himself finally born from 

above, not in a literal sense, but in that he loosed his anchors and opened in a fresh way 

to the swift and uncontrollable wind of God’s Spirit. 

This is Lent, a time of reflection and personal renovation in preparation for the 

celebration of that most unlikely of events, the resurrection of Jesus from the dead.  If 

anything required new ways of thinking it is an assertion that such a thing has transpired, 

and the world is less sure than imagined.  “We are human,” Dr. Jerome Groopman said 

at the conclusion of his interview on the Lehrer News Hour, “We’re human and trying to 

do the best we can, but I believe we can do better.  And we can de better by knowing 

how we think, so that we reduce this rate of misdiagnosis.” 

Just as this is good counsel for medical practitioners, it is good counsel for those 

of us who venture to think about the realm of ethics, morality, religion and spirituality.  

We can do better.  We will begin to do better by examining how we think about things, 

and how we become too much anchored to particular ideologies and prejudices.  We 

should quit imagining that religion settles all the questions, crosses all the “t”s, dots all 

the “i”s, and remember that Biblical religion is always a journey of discovery, a venturing 

of new terrain, an opening to the wind of the Spirit, who blows where He wills.  Amen.  
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