3rd Sunday after Epiphany

Sermon 1.23.11

Scripture:
Matthew 4



John 1:29-42

As the heat of World Wars I and II cooled and the chill of the Cold War fell over the northern hemisphere, the fields of game theory, computer programming and evolutionary biology cross-fertilized, growing up a harvest that is to the good of society at large.  Interesting, but long, is the story of how there came to be a computer game tournament that illustrates, in the words of one writer, “how nice guys came into existence and, though fraught with near misses and harrowing escapes, survived.”  
I’ll try to keep it short.
The fact of nice guys is a thorn in the side of strict Darwinian Theory, that is, the theory of the survival of the fittest.  Nice, after all, isn’t fit; indeed, unless everyone decides to be nice, being nice seems a liability.  And yet nice does exist—a fact that haunted Darwin: not only did he dread to think of living in the world he seemed to have discovered, he was aware that creatures do actually help one another even at the cost of themselves.  Baboons do it.  Bats do it.  Bacteria do it.  There’s an amoeba that will group together with others of its kind to become one larger organism, 20% of which will then die while allowing for the others in their group literally to find better pastures.  Darwin was fully aware of this as a great mystery.  Indeed, he was aware of it as the greatest mystery.  And if he couldn’t answer it, then his theory in his own estimation wasn’t worth anything.  The fact of this doesn’t haunt Steven Dawkins enough.  Though a strict Darwinian, he isn’t strict enough to be similarly haunted.  He propagates the idea that nature is brutal, so brutal as to be fully dependant on the fit taking life from the unfit. And so it has become a common assumption that we live in an irredeemably brutal world—irredeemably so because this brutality in fact serves the purpose of life.  Nature forces us to consider the suffering of the weak as good, right.

Cue the Nazis.  Cue the Stalinists.  We’re ready for their close-up.
Well, after they had their day, and Berlin was left a burning pile of rubble, and eastern Europe was left a mass grave, and the Soviet Union was left by those who could get out, gamers and theorists began to play; and, like us on certain Sunday mornings, they played with a story, this called the Prisoner’s Dilemma.  Here’s how it goes.  Two prisoners face incarceration for a crime they committed together and for which the police have arrested them and are now questioning them—separately, of course.  They each face a choice: if neither rats out the other, their alibi will hold and they’ll both be released after a few months in jail; if both rat out the other, they’ll each get a longer sentence than a few months, but not as long as if they hadn’t turned state’s witness; if only one rats out the other, that one will get off while the other serves the full sentence alone. With an aim of getting the most points, the gamers assigned a name and point value to each of these.  The cooperators (neither ratting the other out) get three points.  The retaliators (both ratting the other out) get one point each.  The defector (the rat) gets five points while the one defected gets zero.  So, I wonder, what would you do?  If you weren’t in church, and it wasn’t your pastor who was asking, what would you do?  
It’s hardly a dilemma, in spite of the game’s name: you’d defect.  Think about it.  If you defected, the least you’d get is one point, which your opponent would also get, and the most you’d get is five, while your opponent gets stuck with nothing.  In other words, the worst you’d do is come in a tie with your opponent and the best you’d do is beat the sucker.  Duh.

But this story is too simple to shed much light; and as a model of life, it fails to take into account the possibility that you know your opponent and that you’ll come against this same opponent again.  Remember, in the world of politics, especially cold war politics, you wouldn’t face the prisoner’s dilemma once, you’d face it over and over again; and cold war politics, remember too, was the context of this developing game. 
So, it was made more complicated, as to reflect life.  And here, believe it or not, is where good news begins to dawn.  In an article entitled “Forgiveness Math,” in Discover Magazine, whose subtitle is “Science. Technology. The Future.” Thomas Bass writes, “When you play repeated rounds of the prisoner’s dilemma, the game is completely different. The most surprising fact is that the competition no longer has a single strategy that is better than all the others. The game becomes contingent, chancy. Everything depends on whom you are playing at any particular moment. … [In repeated rounds of] prisoner’s dilemma, there is no best strategy, and it is impossible that a single one could ever be found. You can always encounter situations where it’s better to switch strategies. It all depends on what kind of player you’re partnered with.”
He continues, “Consider the following example. If you meet a relentless defector, you should always defect. If you meet an all-out cooperator, you should also always defect. But if you meet a retaliator—someone who cooperates until the opponent defects and from that moment on never cooperates again—you should cooperate. Two defectors hammering each other without surcease will pick up only one point per round, while two cooperators…will earn a steady three points per round. We begin to see how cooperation can pay off, and in the long run, with the arbitrary values we have assigned to the game, three points is the highest average payoff anyone can expect to earn per round.” 

And so it was for decades that mathematicians, game theorists, biologists, and now arms negotiators debated which strategy was best for playing repeated rounds, until Robert Axelrod, a political scientist at the University of Michigan, decided to settle the matter once and for all with a computer tournament.  Researchers around the world mailed Axelrod fourteen different computer programs, to which he added one of his own and played all of them against each other in a round-robin tournament in 1978, the winner of which was the simplest program, Tit for Tat.  This featured players that cooperated in the first round and then imitated whatever the other player did.  Going up against a hard-line defector, Tit for Tat would defect.  Going up against a cooperator, Tit for Tat would cooperate.  And so, Tit for Tat—pragmatic, reflexive—would win.  

But not one to leave well-enough alone, a couple years later, Mr. Axelrod introduced another factor—that the winner of each round would be rewarded with offspring, two or three made in the likeness of that one.  Unsurprisingly, once again Tit for Tat was the winner.  Indeed, in answer to the question, “Can cooperation thrive in this horribly hostile world?” Mr. Axelrod observed that “if you have enough of cooperators and they have enough chance of meeting each other, they can actually invade and take over the world, even if the world starts out horribly mean.”  
Yet now Tit for Tat won only for a time.  For now a flaw in the program became apparent, a fatal flaw as it were—the fact that it has no tolerance for error.  Tit for Tat has no room for misinterpretation, for miscommunication.  In Tit for Tat, there may be echoes of cooperation, but there are likewise echoes of retaliation.  Peace-making can reverberate in Tit for Tat, but so can violence.  And if the act that provoked a violent response was an act misunderstood—was taken as aggressive when it was meant as conciliatory—the reverberations are tragic.  Of course, this is all of little concern in a computer-simulated game, in which actions are straight-forward and reactions are too.  It’s of tremendous concern, however, when dealing with human beings—powerful as we are, prone to error in judgment as we are.  
I love this scene from John’s gospel because it’s so strange.  No one imagined here is behaving in a way that makes much sense.  John is standing somewhere amidst some crowd of people and catches sight of Jesus who is apparently just walking by.  From where, to where, why?  Who knows?  John takes this as a chance to declare, to no one in particular and apparently to no one’s hearing: “Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!”  Not even Jesus seems to have heard him, or, if he did, he seems to have ignored him—which is the one thing in this scene I can understand.  Really, if I’d been Jesus faced with such an awkward introduction to the world, I’d have ignored it.  Or, at most, I’d have raised a hand in casual “hello” to an ignoring crowd in response to an overeager fan.  Really, this is such a far cry from the way the other gospel narratives introduce Jesus as the Christ to the world—these recalling Jesus at his baptism when the Holy Spirit descends on him and, like a dove, alights on him, while a voice from heaven speaks, “This is my son, the beloved, with whom I am well pleased.”  By sorry contrast, here is John yelling out, “Hey everybody.  Here’s the Lamb of God…”  This seems a series of failed communications.
Nonetheless, the next day, John would try again.  As before, Jesus is walking by.  From where, to where, why?  Who knows?  As before, John exclaims, “Look, here is the Lamb of God!”  But this time, someone hears him—two of his own disciples who turn now to follow Jesus.  Jesus notices them and asks, “What are you looking for?”  And they answer, oddly, “Where are you staying?”  Jesus says, “Come and see.”  And they do.  And they stay where he was staying for the day.  And then they go out and tell their friends, “We have found the Messiah.”
One wonders what they saw in Jesus’ hotel room to lead them to this conclusion.  Or was it his dorm room?  Or his apartment?  Where was Jesus staying, anyway?  And what was there to lead these two men to such sudden conviction?  Because, come to think of it, no one had suggested to them that Jesus was the Messiah.  All they’d been told is that he’s the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.  And, speaking of which, what does that mean?

Well, as it turns out, not what we think.  This is one of those phrases from scripture whose meaning we think we know and about which we’re wrong.  Jesus spoken of as a lamb is to call to mind the practice of blood sacrifice as a means of atoning for sin and being made right before God.  Lambs were often used as such a sacrifice, were indeed mandated for such a purpose in the Law; and Jesus is seen to step into this system as the ultimate such lamb.  It’s an interpretation of Jesus’ sacrifice that assumes as true God’s wrath in response to our sin, God’s need for us to be punished, and God’s accepting Jesus’ blood as a substitute—which incidentally is taken to be a gracious and forgiving act on God’s part.  Forget that this isn’t actually forgiveness.  Never mind that it’s only about as gracious as a mobster agreeing not to break your kneecaps because you got someone else to pay off your debt.  This is substitutionary atonement, and it has been a barnacle on the back of the church for a millennium now, or better to say a worm in its heart—which is quite long enough, thank you.  Notice, please, that it hasn’t been there since the beginning; this isn’t an idea that is itself the heart of the Church’s confession.  It wasn’t Peter who preached substitutionary atonement; it wasn’t Paul who gave it legs.  It was Anslem of Canterbury in the 11th century, and it has had its day, and now it’s done.  I mean, it’d be one thing if Jesus were declared to be the Lamb of humankind who takes away the sin of the world—which would be to say that Jesus is the lamb that humans offer to God.  But he’s not.  He’s declared to be the Lamb of God—which is to say Jesus is the Lamb that God offers to us.  This should be a shock to our hearing.  This should subvert our assumption that it’s God who demands blood sacrifice.  This should topple our zealous conviction that it’s God who spills innocent blood in order to restore order, in order to establish justice and ensure tranquility and generate unity.  That’s not God; that’s us.  Yet we do it so unconsciously that it seems spirit-led.  We do it so collectively that it comes to us as a gift while the unity it generates is so sweet we take it to be a gift from God.  Most of all, we do it so fundamentally that it is the very sin that God offered Godself in Christ to take away—that we might no longer live in the kingdoms of this world whose currency is blood spilled under the auspices of social cohesion but that we might live (truly live the life that truly is life) in the Kingdom of God whose currency is love.
This, of course, is where Jesus was staying.  His hotel room that so convinced the disciples was the Kingdom of God in which he dwelt and which dwelt in him.  His dorm room that convicted the disciples that they’d found the Messiah was this—the Kingdom of God which was his abode.  No mere apartment that he kept in the city, this where Jesus was staying is the Greek word, meno, which appears so often in the Johannine tradition—the gospel and letters of John.  Translated abide, dwell, endure, remain, stay, meno signifies God’s dwelling in Jesus, Jesus’ dwelling in God, and the dwelling place that Christ himself prepares amidst the Father for each of us.  Wonderful it sounds, doesn’t it?  But we should make no mistake: the Johannine testimony doesn’t amount to merely castles in the air.  This is happening, even now.   
Mr. Axolrod, a year later, developed what he called Generous Tit for Tat in order to address the tragic echoes that were the fatal flaw of Tit for Tat.  This new player, Generous Tit for Tat, always met cooperation with cooperation; but, when facing defection, rather than mimicking the move of the defecting opponent, the player would forgive on average one out of every three times.  The result was surprising.  For 100 generations, the Always Defect strategy dominated the population with what looked like inescapable ferocity, while a beleaguered minority of Tit for Tat survived on the edge of extinction.  But then the defectors had no one left to defect on, and so the game reversed.  Tit for Tat sprung to life while the Always Defectors weakened and died out.  And yet, Tit for Tat was not the strategy that ultimately won the game.  Eventually its fatal flaw of mimicking the opponent’s behavior had it losing out to its more forgiving cousins.  And it was these who were the ultimate winners.  In sum, after 100 generations the game swings from defecting and death-dealing to tit-for-tat, taking an eye-for-an-eye as it were.  But after 300 generations it swings again as Generous Tit for Tat has so firmly established itself that no aggression can invade the game.  To put it another way, for after 100 generations, the winning strategy is “an eye for an eye.”  After 300 generations, the ultimately victorious strategy is turning the other cheek at least one out of three times—not then repaying evil for evil but overcoming evil with good.  Mr. Bass writes this conclusion, “Tit for Tat is not the aim of evolution, but it makes it possible.  It is a kind of pivot.”  And through it all, though much “policing” is necessary—that is, the doling out of justice tit-for-tat, an eye-for-an-eye, punishment fitting the crime—in the end, claims Mr. Bass, our science writer mind you, there is a “final apocalyptic outbreak of good feeling.”
You hear me say from this pulpit a lot that mimetic behavior is our basic creaturely building block.  Unlike other animals, we’ve lost our instincts, evolved past them.  Instead now, we imitate.  We imitate behavior, from the first moment after we’re born.  We imitate desire, learning what’s desirable by seeing what another finds desirable.  We imitate values, establishing our own based on what we’ve caught from our culture.  This can have some positive effect—as we’d see in watching Tit for Tat play against itself, conciliation met with conciliation.  This can also have disastrous effect—as we’d see in watching Tit for Tat misunderstand the opponent’s response and so spiral downward into a mimetic crisis.  “You did it to me, so I’ll do it to you.”  “Well, you did it to me, so I’ll do it to you.”  
A mimetic crisis: when you enter war preemptively in order to disarm an enemy who could well mean, though unprovoked, to attack you, you’ve fallen into a mimetic crisis.  When we’ve seen the enemy and it is us, we’ve fallen into a mimetic crisis.  When no amount of battling back can reestablish social order, no amount of shared sacrifice can bring about a sense of sacred unity, no amount of casting out others can tranquilize those safe inside, the grappling hooks of mimetic crisis have got us.  And the only way out is this: “Peace be with you.”  A radical break from what’s come before: “Peace be with you.”  To turn a downward spiral into a still-point and then a rising up, to introduce a note of peace into an echo-chamber of violence: “Peace be with you.  As the Father sent me, so I send you.”  
These, of course, are the words Jesus offered the disciples following his crucifixion, amidst now his resurrection: “Peace be with you.  As the Father sent me, so I send you.”  These he said to those who defected on him—to those who betrayed him, denied him, abandoned him, “Peace be with you.”  And thus he gives us something life-giving to imitate; thus he puts our mimetic nature to the purpose of good.  The aim of evolution is the aim of Christ: an apocalyptic outbreak of conciliation.  To whose benefit comes such conciliation is a question evolutionary gamers and the Church will answer differently.  The former will claim this as good news for those lucky enough to be alive when peace is won.  The latter, the Church, in faithful anticipation of a universal resurrection, proclaims this as good news for all that will have lived.  (How I do love the future perfect tense!) 
But that is then.  This is now.  And to live as if it were then could well cost now.  We should understand this.  Generous Tit for Tat sometimes gets played for a sucker, sometimes gets defeated and even killed off: Christ, we know well, gets crucified.  Likewise, and for this very reason, we should know that not everyone will join us—maybe not even any number of us at any given moment.  There will be people who defect, even at every given chance.  There will be those who work for justice, policing wrong-doing and doling out punishment so to fit the causal crime.  There will be people who forgive just one out of three times instead of seventy times seven, as Jesus tells us to do.  Let it be so for now.  For God is working God’s purpose out, such that the only question for us is, where are we staying?
Thanks be to God.
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