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God’s New Pattern: Why I Pick and Choose Bible Verses – and So Should You
One of the things I’ve been struggling with these days is how to live as authentically as a
Christian.
As your pastor, I don’t know if I should admit that to you. But man, it’s tough.
People want authenticity. I want authenticity. But there are times when I struggle to know how
to be authentically Christian.
Part of the problem is that I often hear that our culture is deeply polarized. I’m not sure how
true this is, but I’ve experienced this polarization in my extended family, and I know many of
you have experienced it too.
We live in a time of chaos. It feels almost tribal. Scandals run the 24-hour news media as
different outlets compete for our attention. There’s an “us against them” mentality out there.
But my problem is that this mentality is not just “out there.” I absorb the chaos and scandal,
and so the “us against them” mentality infects me, too.
My struggle is to remain authentically Christian isn’t just about the political chaos of our times.
My struggle is also real because sometimes I wonder what it even means to be “authentically
Christian.” I mean, if you were to ask the pastor down the street, you might get a completely
different response than what I would give. And each of us might have different answers and
different nuances.
I don’t want to impose an answer upon you, but I would like to reflect a bit on our passages
today because I think they provide important spiritual tools as we navigate the chaos of our
times.
The Old Pattern of Uniting Against a Common Enemy
But first, it’s important to note that our chaos and tribalism is nothing new. It’s actually a very
old pattern of being human. Very early in human history, families and tribes were formed.
These tribes had inner conflicts that threatened their survival, but they banded together by
uniting against a common enemy, often another tribe. To make it worse, each tribe had a god
who was on their side, and thus against their enemies.
What we see today is this old ancient pattern of being human playing out. This pattern of
uniting against a common enemy was there in the beginning and you might say that it has
become part of our social DNA.
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But our reading from Isaiah today tells us to not remember the things of old because God is
doing something radically new. God is transforming our social DNA. If our old pattern of
forming our social identity was to find unity by being against others, God’s new pattern of
forming our social identity is to include more and more into the people of God.
Isaiah’s New Pattern of Being Human – Radical Inclusion
You might put it like this: The old human pattern is exclusive. The new divine pattern is
inclusive. What we learn from our passage in Isaiah is that to be authentically Christian is to live
into the new pattern that seeks to include all people.
Here’s how Isaiah reveals this new pattern. Isaiah wrote during a time of political chaos. The
Babylonian Empire just conquered Jerusalem. The Babylonians were brutal. After the violent
conquest, the Babylonians deported many of Isaiah’s people throughout their empire in what’s
known as the Babylonian Exile.
It’s one of the most tragic points of Jewish history. Isaiah wanted to live authentically as a child
of God during this chaotic time and he offered some advice to his people.
Isaiah reminded his people that their ancestors went through tragedy and chaos in the past.
They were enslaved in Egypt and that God delivered them from slavery in the Exodus.
Isaiah reminded them that the Egyptian army pursued their ancestors as they left Egypt. God
made a way through the Red Sea by parting it for the Hebrew people, and then drowning the
Egyptian army, extinguishing them like a wick, allowing the Hebrews some amount of safety
from the Egyptians on their way to the promised land.
But Isaiah immediately told the people to forget the things of old. Don’t remember the part of
the story about the Egyptians being extinguished like a wick because God is doing something
new.
You see, the old thing that Isaiah wants us to forget is the idea that certain people have to be
excluded, defeated, or killed in order for us to live. That’s the old pattern and God is creating a
new pattern.
Isaiah: Even the Jackals and Ostriches are Included
Isaiah described the new thing God is doing in a way that may sound strange to us. Isaiah says
that the wild animals, included jackals and ostriches, are included in God’s family, in God’s
universal tribe.
That’s weird. I mean, why would Isaiah say that wild animals like jackals and ostriches are being
included as worshippers of God?
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First, we need to know that wild animals were understood to be religiously unclean. In fact,
there’s a law in the book of Leviticus that says that the ostrich is “detestable” and an
“abomination.”
But Isaiah says that detesting the ostrich for being an ostrich is the old pattern, so forget about
that law because God is creating a new pattern. For Isaiah and the other prophets, it doesn’t
matter what particular religious law says. Because any law that divides us from them, any law
that tells us to detest the ostrich and treat them as abominations, should not be remembered.
Isaiah, Jesus, and Why We Need to Pick and Choose Bible Verses
Sometimes, especially in my online ministry, people will accuse me of picking and choosing
passages in the Bible. And do you know what? They are exactly right! I do pick and choose.
Why? Because Isaiah picked and chose. Isaiah essentially says, “Hey, you know those passages
and even laws that tell us to detest certain people and label them unclean? Forget about those
passages. Don’t remember those laws because God is doing something new by including those
that we once detested and those we once thought were unclean abominations.”
Because Isaiah wasn’t merely talking about wild animals. He was talking about people. The new
thing that God is doing is expanding our tribalistic view of who is included and who is excluded.
Who were the wild animals, the jackals and ostriches, of Isaiah’s day? The Babylonians. They
were like opportunistic jackals. And I’m sure Isaiah’s people would have loved for God to
extinguish the Babylonians like a wick, but for Isaiah, that’s the old way. According to Isaiah, we
can no longer use God or religious laws as a justification to be against anyone, not even those
you call your enemies because God is doing something new.
And so for me, to be authentically Christian is to pick and choose which Bible passages I will live
by. Because, in reality, when it comes to the Bible, everyone picks and chooses. Isaiah picked
and chose, Jesus picked and chose. They picked and they chose love over hate. They chose
service to the poor over indifference to the poor. Why? Because God is doing a new thing. In
fact, no matter what the law says, Jesus says that those people labeled by the religious elite as
sinners will enter the Kingdom of God before the religious elite who were caught up in the old
pattern of excluding others.
Mary and Judas: Jesus Says No to Scapegoating
Our Gospel passage points to this. In our passage, Jesus knew he was going to the cross and
would soon be killed. Mary knew this, too. So she anointed his feet with perfume. In the
ancient world, you would anoint someone for burial. By anointing Jesus with expensive
perfume Mary told Jesus he was not alone in his fear and pain. In all of his humanity, Jesus
needed this act of extravagant love from Mary as he journeyed to the cross.
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Judas, on the other hand, shamed Mary for not selling the expensive perfume and giving the
proceeds to the poor.
Judas was caught up in the old pattern of blaming and shaming others. Mary was vulnerable in
this moment. Judas could have united the disciples against Mary. In this sense, Judas acted like
a jackal.
And Jesus confronted Judas by saying, “Leave her alone.”
Jesus did this because shaming, blaming, and scapegoating are not part of an authentic
Christian life. Sometimes, especially in our work to create a more just world, we need to
confront the jackals who shame and blame the vulnerable.
Washing Judas’ Feet
Jesus said “No” to Judas as he accused Mary of being foolish with the perfume. But a few
chapters later, Jesus and the 12 disciples are in an upper room. Like Mary anointed Jesus’ feet,
Jesus washed his disciples feet. Jesus knew that Judas would betray him and hand him over to
be killed. And yet, Jesus washed Judas’ feet. Why? Because Jesus was caught up in the new
thing God is doing in the world - acts of radical love for all people, including people like Judas.
To be authentically Christian means to work for a more just world. But it also means to wash
Judas’ feet.
Who are the Judases in your life, who are the wild jackals and ostriches, the people that might
need a good foot washing? Or here’s a better question - Are you a Judas that needs someone to
wash your feet? I know I’ve been a Judas in my life. Maybe there’s some Judas inside of all of
us. Maybe to be authentically Christian means to admit that there are times when I am not
authentically Christian. We don’t always get it right. And you know what? Jesus loved even
Judas. Jesus washed his feet. Like Jesus, sometimes we need to say “No” to Judas, even the
Judas within us, but we also need to remember to wash Judas’ feet.
And so may we continue to work for a more just and inclusive world.
May we use the law, not to divide us from them, but to love more and more.
And may we trust that God is doing a new thing by leading us from acts of exclusion to acts of
embrace. Amen.

