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REJECTING CYNICISM 

At a workshop for consultants who worked to strengthen non-profit organizations, the workshop 

leader asked the participants to finish this sentence: “The thing that is wrong with most organizations 

is...”  There were a variety of answers: loss of vision, poor communication, confusion of roles, 

conflict within the leadership team.  Then the workshop leader said, “The answer that you have just 

given to this sentence is what you will be looking for before you begin to work with a group.  That is 

your perceptual screen.  If you are not careful, you will simply spend your time looking for evidence 

to justify the conclusion that you have already reached about most organizations.”  Some people are 

constantly looking for evidence to justify their conclusions, their perceptual screens about certain 

kind of people based on their race, their economic status, their age, the clothes they wear, whether 

they have tattoos, or other appearance issues.  “That‟s how those people are,” seems to be their 

organizing mantra.     

 

One of the things that characterized the ministry of Jesus was His ability to see beyond the 

appearance to the possibility.  He viewed others, not so much in terms of what they were, but in 

terms of what they would become as a result of the liberating power of God‟s love.  An ordinary 

fisherman would become the rock on which the church would be built.  A dishonest tax collector 

becomes a trusted friend and disciple.  Those who had been outsiders are invited to be leaders.  

Those who had been labeled „unclean‟ are restored to fellowship.  The hopelessly ill are made well 

again.  An angry Pharisee who is a persecutor of the church becomes the primary proclaimer of the 

gospel to the gentiles. 

 

Jesus‟ ministry took place in a context rife with cynicism, where many expected that those who had 

power in its various forms, government, military, financial, influential, would get more of it, while 

the powerless would lose even the little that they had.  Many saw nothing that would change their 

minds.  Does that sound in anyway familiar?    

 

However, people who came to believe the good news of the gospel were being liberated from the 

prison of a negative perspective and given instead a perspective of possibility through the 

transforming power and liberating love of God.  The redemptive power of God was actively bringing 

about a certain kind of growth and change.  Jesus pointed out that there was evidence right in front of 

their faces that could break the mold of the cynical belief that nothing was going to change the 

direction things were already heading in their world.  

  

Look at these small seeds that seem to be next to nothing, he told them, that when they get planted 

grow into something with a tremendous harvest.  He told them of a mustard seed.  Mustard is an herb 

with medicinal properties and one that is useful for flavoring and preserving food.  The mustard 

bush, though, is a garden pest that no one would sow it on purpose.  It grows all too readily on its 

own, and once it appears, it takes over the field.  Using that imagery to shape one‟s perceptions of the 

world would have been good news to people aware of the small beginnings of Jesus‟ ministry or of 

their own struggling community. 1 The almost predatory ability of the mustard plant could crowd out 



the planned crops of those who controlled where everything was placed and planted.  The subversive 

shrub would even shelter birds that could be trusted to spread even more of the mustard seeds.  With 

a sense of humor and a gleam in his eye, Jesus told how the reign of God has all kinds of surprising 

ways to carry the day over dominating powers bent on their own profit and gain.   

 

This was not a Pollyanna way of looking at the world, with an irrepressible  optimism that is based 

on just one‟s outlook.  Jesus knew he had a struggle on his hands.  He would eventually hang on a 

cross.  But his confidence was in the life-giving, life-altering power of God‟s love, which could start 

with something small, which powerful people might consider to be insignificant, a little something 

that would grow and spread in ways that changed the world.   

  

Agnes Gonxha Bojaxhiu felt called to ministry as a young girl and went through ministerial training 

in Ireland and India.  When she graduated from her training her heart was on fire with a burning 

passion to serve God and love people.  One day she approached her superiors and announced, “I have 

three pennies and a dream from God to build an orphanage.”  Her superiors could not believe what 

they were hearing!  After laughing at her, they said, “You can‟t build an orphanage with three 

pennies.  With three pennies you can‟t do anything.”  Agnes just smiled and replied, “I know.  But 

with God and three pennies I can do anything!” 

 

There were many along the way who viewed this woman as naïve.  And yet, for fifty years she 

worked among the poorest of the poor in Calcutta, India.  We know Agnes Gonxha Bojaxhiu as 

Mother Teresa who endeared herself to people the world over and eventually won a Nobel peace 

prize.  She literally gave her life away in sacrificial love to others. 2 She had vision and a passionate 

compassion that became a force for those in Calcutta who had nothing, that became a witness for 

how the reign of God can take a small seed that many would say couldn‟t make a difference, but 

would grow and spread its impact broadly.    

 

We don‟t have to give in to the cynicism that is all around us.  There are those who say the church 

has lost its power.  They may actually be right.  But the gospel and the reign of God have not lost 

their power to take something small, something others view as insignificant, and cause it to spread 

and grow.  If we have a perceptual openness instead of a perceptual screen, we will see that there are 

tremendous possibilities that are already in process.  That‟s because the love God inspires is stronger 

than indifference.  The grace God provides overcomes bitterness.  The peace God brings breaks 

down all kinds of walls.  The hope God plants grows into something greater than cynicism and 

despair.  If we believe it, we will begin to see God‟s reign taking hold within us and through us and 

beyond us, and we too will have a gleam in our eyes that reflects the splendor of the very reign of 

God.    

  

1 From commentary by Sharon Ringe, 

https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=275 

2 https://davelloyd.wordpress.com/2009/02/27/3-pennies-and-a-dream/ 
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