Cognition and Re-cognition
What is the theme? 

The common thread? 

There usually is one? 

Sometimes easy to see. 

Not so today.


We begin with a journey. The trusted Servant of Abraham, one who has, among other things, control of the household finances and the wealth, has been sent on an errand. It is an errand of immense importance. He has to find a wife for his Master’s son. He identifies himself as “Abraham’s servant” to the household of Laban, giving an indication of his own relationship within Abraham’s tents. He is a slave who has been elevated to a responsible position, but he is still a slave who owes his allegiance to his Master. I have to ask, is any of us truly free? To whom do we owe our allegiance? To whom do we report? Those of us in positions of trust, do we still carry the burden of not being our own “boss”, being able to make decision for and by ourselves? And those who do feel independent, is there not a higher authority? A moral overseer who can see and judge all of our actions? Suffice it to say, trust is earned, it cannot be bought or stolen.


This unnamed Servant goes on to say that God has richly blessed Abraham with wealth, cattle, beasts of burden, slaves, and sons. What does he not have? He does not have a wife for his son so that the line can be perpetuated, so that promises and covenants can be fulfilled, which brings to the present situation in the lesson. First, this is an age of arranged marriages (which still happen in some parts of the world), but this is also a time before the occupation of Canaan. Still there is a sense of “keeping separate” and not assimilating with “outside peoples”. The laws and statutes later adopted by the Hebrew peoples were in effect a barrier to assimilation and intermarriage, but Abraham needed to be sure that his descendants could claim that singular ancestry even before that time. Hence the Servant’s errand.


Have you ever been given a job, a task, with no training with which to perform it? Where does one begin? Can you imagine driving a car without some instruction as to even how to turn it on, let alone how to control the thing? I sense this is the Servant’s situation. He was told: “Go find a wife.” He goes and then says to himself: “Right, where do I start?” He knows that it has to be someone from his Master’s family, but who? He does the only logical thing, he asks for a sign from God to make the choice for him, it seems that God readily responds and gives him the exact sign that he requested! Go figure! What has been your experience, does God answer us directly? I’m also sure that some might say, “Does God answer us any more?”  How long has it been since you heard of prayer being answered in as concrete a way as is shown here? I feel that it has been quite some time, possibly because we tend to feel that we should make our own decisions and mistakes. Notice how this parallel’s Rebekah’s situation. In this account she is given the unprecedented choice of either going to marry someone whom she has never met or staying with the family she has lived with all her life. Will they love each other? Will they be happy? Will they reflect and capture the sentiment that is shown to us in the selection from the Song of Songs? Yes, they were selected for each other by God, but what if they didn’t like each other? The later history tells us how Rebekah connived with her younger son to cheat her older son out of the birthright that was his. What does that tell us of the relationship? But that is fodder for another homily at a later time.


So this slave, this trusted Servant, had only one thing to guide him, that being the sense of God’s will and direction by which he became cognizant of which one to choose. God can make us cognizant of many things. In his Letter to the Romans, St. Paul is also struggling with a dilemma. He is trying to come to terms with humanity’s baser nature while at the same time trying to embrace the lofty, more Spiritual existence that call to all Christians. He knows from experience that, potentially, we all have these two elements warring within us. What is important for St. Paul is that he is able to see these two elements for what they are: the product of sin and the product of righteousness. In a way he seems to be laying the foundation for Robert Louis Stevenson to write The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. In that work the protagonist, Dr. Jekyll, was able to separate the two personalities so that they had separate existences. It’s time for a geek moment. This theme was taken up in the Classic Star Trek episode The Enemy Within. There Captain Kirk is split into two individuals, one kind and caring, the other cruel and brutal. We find that the “Good” Captain is unable to make the necessary command decisions in that state alone, and the conclusion is reached that he needs the balance of the “ruthless” elements within him to make the hard decisions. St. Paul knows that the profane and the sublime natures exist in all of us, he would have us eliminate the profane and exist in the Spiritual only. But is it not true that we still need the baser elements, if only to use then in helping to identify those aspects and therefore to rise above them? Suppress them, yes, but elimination I would deem to be too radical, if not impossible. We sense that St. Paul must have always known about the duality of the human personality, but it has occurred to him anew, he has re-cognized it by being made aware of it through his (and our) close relationship with Jesus Christ.


Understanding underlies the Gospel passage also. Jesus asks what is the nature of understanding (cognition)? And who is blessed with that understanding?  He tells us that sometimes it is not the well instructed and well learned and well versed. Sometimes God acts through the less cluttered minds who will be able to see the truth without trying to rationalize it. In our Spiritual journey, where do we look for cognition and re-cognition. Do we ask for signs and allow ourselves to be inspired and led by God? Do we rely on past experiences to point out the mistakes that we have made and, hopefully, to learn from them? And/or, do we let ourselves  have the mind of a child, an innocent, unencumbered by too much erudition?  Blessed be the one who can follow all paths to the Kingdom. Amen.
