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Abraham Maslow was a psychologist of some note.  Most of us are probably familiar with the name because of his hierarchy of needs.  According to Maslow, human needs can be ranked by importance, from biological/physiological needs all the way up to self-actualization.

But Maslow is also known for another observation.  It is called the Law of Instrument.   Maslow put it this way:  “When all one has is a hammer, everything looks like a nail.”

Maslow’s point was that people tend to view every issue and approach every problem with the one instrument or perspective they know best.

Now if you doubt Maslow’s observation consider what happens on cable television every night.  Bill O’Reilly or Rachel Maddow will invite two politicos—one Republican and one Democratic—to discuss some particular issue, maybe the economy or illegal immigration.  What follows is not a rational discussion of a complex issue.  It is instead an absolutely predictable exercise in hammer usage.  The one on the political right will bang away at the need for tax cuts or border enforcement.  The one on the left will pound away at the need for more government spending and amnesty for illegals.  Each will hammer with the only tool he owns—his political ideology.

But Maslow’s observation doesn’t just apply to the political class.

Steven Levitt is an economist; Stephen Dubner a journalist.  Five years ago their book Freakonomics: A Rogue Economist Explores the Hidden Side of Everything was published.  According to Levitt and Dubner, “incentives” explain everything, including why teachers are tempted to cheat on standardized tests to why real estate agents are anxious to accept below-asking-price offers on client homes but not on their own.  They even argued that the drop in the crime rate in the ’80s was the result of legalized abortion by eliminating what might be called the potential criminal class. 
Whether one agrees with them is irrelevant.  What is important is how they view every issue as a nail to be hammered by their one tool—economics.

Or consider another example.

Recently the EEOC ruled that businesses cannot refuse to hire someone just because she has a criminal record.  The reason?  According to the EEOC, such actions are racist since minority applicants are disproportionately affected.  That ruling fits well into the “everything-is- racism” toolbox.  It was that hammer some used when Hurricane Katrina overwhelmed New Orleans and when an Anglo cop challenged an African-American professor who was caught breaking into his own home.

If race—or, for that matter, gender and class—is the only tool one has, it is used for everything.

Followers of Christ are no different.  We too have a hammer to which we return time and time again.  It is our faith.  When we want to understand the world, we look to the story of creation.  When we struggle to grasp human nature, it is to the fall of Adam and Eve that we turn.  When we long for hope amid the world’s despair, we find it in the Risen Lord.  It is our faith, that which God has done in creation and redemption, that shapes our morality and influences our politics.  It is what challenges our cultural assumptions and overcomes our narrow biases.  For the Christian, the faith is that which nail everything into place.


But the faith-hammer we wield is different from the rest.  

The politico or the academician or the activist most often uses his hammer for gain.  It is what she wields to secure power or gain notice or sell theories or change policies.  It serves his or her needs.  But that is not the case with the faith.  In fact, it is often just the opposite.  Our faith frequently leads us to act against our own desires and interests.

There are obvious examples of that reality.  The disciples immediately come to mind.   They were so convinced that Jesus’ life, death and resurrection had reconciled humanity to God that they literally gave their lives to proclaiming it.  Their work was not self-serving.  Because of their faith they were rejected by their culture, all suffered abuse, and all but one was martyred. Yet they knew the faith was the tool that could mend lives and secure eternity.
More recently Mother Teresa evoked the faith against a host of evils ranging from abandonment to war.  While many admired her, she paid a price for her work.  It cost her many of the comforts and securities you and I cannot imagine living without.

But it is not just great saints that the faith compels to action.  It is all who follow Jesus Christ.  Each of us is called, according to the author of Hebrews, to brandish the faith in even the basic tasks of life.  We see that in our reading today.
Scholars have argued over whether this chapter of Hebrews is original.  The reason is simple:  It seems mundane compared to the rest of Hebrews.  The first 12 chapters soar with rhetoric proclaiming Jesus as the great high priest and perfect sacrifice who sits at right hand of God after mediating the new covenant between us and God.  But chapter 13 reads like a laundry list of do’s and don’ts.  One preacher said that chapters 1 through 12 read like a great sermon, and chapter 13 reads like the announcements.

Yet what unites this chapter and the rest of the letter is that the exhortations urge the reader to act on their faith, doing that which they normally wouldn’t do. 

Take “Let brotherly love continue.”  That is hardly an earth-shaking command.  All of us would probably say we do it.  But note the term “brotherly.” It is a familial term.  I don’t know about your family, but there are people in mine that I would rather not love.  They are annoying or needy or just strange. But they’re family, so I don’t have a choice. I have to love them.
But when the author says, “let brotherly love continue,” he calls us to extend familial-like love to those with whom we don’t share DNA.  He calls Christians to love and care for Jews and Gentiles, slave and free, men and women, rich and poor, weak and powerful, Anglo and Hispanic, the helpful and the needy, friend and foe, and millions of others people.  And we are to do it in the same way we love our parents or siblings.  We may not want to love them, but our faith in Christ demands it.

Or consider the author’s call to “hospitality.” “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers,” he says.  But welcoming strangers is never normal.  We are suspicious of those we don’t know, that is why we keep the chain on the door or stay an arm’s length away from people on the sidewalk.  We are careful about who we welcome into our lives and homes.    

Yet here we are called to offer hospitality, to open ourselves and our lives to others.  We are to be like Abraham and Sarah, who offered hospitality to three strangers, who turned out to be messengers of God.  We are to be like the two disheartened disciples on their way home after Jesus’ death.  They offered hospitality to a fellow traveler, who turned out to be the Risen Lord.

Our faith leads us to an openness to others that is not just unusual but uncomfortable.

And then there are “those in prison…and those mistreated”—human nature tells us to flee from them.  Convicts don’t get a lot of visitors because don’t we want people to look at us with suspicion or to link us with the prisoner’s reputation.

But the author of Hebrews tells us to remember them because through Christ we have been bound to them.  Our faith has brought us into “the same body, the body of Christ.”  And as the Apostle Paul told the Corinthians:  “If one member suffers, all suffer together; if one member is honored, all rejoice together.”  That is what our faith demands.

And when it comes to marriage, the author of Hebrews sounds quite conventional.  “As for marriage,” he says, “it is to be honored by all.”  But rarely has marriage been held in such esteem.  In the Judaism of that day, divorce was often quite simple.  A man could simply write a letter of divorce, give it to his wife, and the marriage was over.  And the Greek culture had even less respect for the institution.  Sexual immorality and adultery were rampant.  It even played a part in some religious observances.  That day has passed, but today divorce is common, prostitution rampant and the hook-up culture on the ascendency.  Fewer and fewer people honor the sacrament of marriage.
And that makes the author’s warning to those who break their vows or “defile the marriage bed” a radical call to an uncommon lifestyle.  Our faith calls us to reject a way of life promoted by much of our culture today.  It calls us to a sexual purity befitting those who have been purified by Christ.
And, of course, Christ changes our perspective on wealth as well.  “Keep your life free from love of money,” the author writes, “and be content with what you have, for he has said, ‘I will never leave you nor forsake you.’”  

For many of us money equals security.  What we possess is our protection from potential trouble.  It is our safety net.  It is our hope for the future.  But treasures rust or are stolen.  They disappear when the stock market tanks or the business closes.  
But the author of Hebrews reminds us that our faith is not in dollars and cents but in God, the father of Jesus Christ.  He is the one who will not forsake us.  He is the one who loves us so much that he even gave his son for us.  Our faith, like the Psalmist before us, declares: “The Lord is my helper; I will not be afraid.”  It is a counterculture declaration; it’s a Christian-culture declaration.
It can seem as if the author of Hebrews only has one hammer and everything he sees is a nail.  Yet he bangs away with the faith because he wants his readers then and now to be clear about our calling.  Yes, our sins have been forgiven.  Yes, we have been reconciled to God.  Yes, we have the hope of eternal life.  But we are also called to a new way of life, one that more often than not runs counter to both our nature and our culture.  Our faith calls us to make what Christ has done for us concrete by loving unlovable brothers and sisters, by opening our lives to the stranger, by tending to the imprisoned and abused, by honoring our marriage vows, and by trusting God for our future.  Our faith calls us to live in such a way that the world can see the difference it makes, even in the humblest areas of life.

