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Changing First the Mind                                                         Philip Gulley 

 

 I was thinking this week how sneaky God is.  We don’t often think of 

sneakiness as a virtue.  When I was growing up on Martin Drive, there was a 

kid who lived down the street and my mother would say, “That kid is sneaky.  I 

don’t trust him.” And even though I wasn’t that old, I knew exactly what she 

meant.  He always looked like he was waiting for you to turn your back so he 

could slip something in his pocket.  But he moved away and we didn’t hear 

from him for years, then one day we saw on television that he’d been elected to 

Congress. 

 

   But when I say God is sneaky, I don’t mean Congress-sneaky.  I mean 

sneaky like baseball players, who, when you’re expecting them to swing for the 

fences, bunt instead.  God is sneaky like that.  Like when the Hebrews were 

enslaved in Egypt, so God sent Moses, whom the Pharaoh misjudged because 

Moses stuttered and wasn’t all that sure of himself, and the next thing you 

know there were gnats and frogs and locusts and fire and boils and the 

Pharaoh couldn’t let God’s people go quick enough.  He was packing their bags. 

That’s sneaky. Or when God wanted to send a message to Israel about her 

unfaithfulness, so had Hosea the prophet marry a prostitute.  How’s that for an 

object lesson?  That’s sneaky. 
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I thought about the sneakiness of God this week while reading the 

second chapter of the gospel of Luke, when Caesar Augustus wants to take a 

head count, so orders everyone to return to their ancestral home.  It’s exactly 

the kind of order given by self-absorbed rulers who never stop to consider the 

burdens they place on others. Lives were disrupted, work stopped, 

arrangements made.  Money had to be scraped up for food and lodging.  

Elderly relatives, the disabled, the babies, had to be taken from their beds and 

carried.  All because Caesar Augustus wanted to see how his kingdom had 

grown, and didn’t care who was inconvenienced, just so he could tote up his 

treasure.  If you’ve noticed, numbers are the drug of choice for despots.  As has 

been said, “Tyranny is always better organized than freedom.” 

 

In Israel, when a ruler was being unjust or cruel, God would send a 

prophet to the ruler and tell him to knock it off.  Today, you have to go on 

Facebook and organize people to march on Washington, but back then one 

brave and well-placed prophet could get the job done.  However, Caesar 

Augustus was in no mood to listen to God, plus he had this odd idea that he 

was God.  Imagine the arrogance! 

 

Thankfully, God is sneaky, and isn’t above spiriting someone across the 

lines, so slips a baby into the mix, because what ruler with immense power 

would ever feel threatened by a baby? 
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It was Thomas Merton who wrote, “Into this world, this demented inn in 

which there is absolutely no room for him at all, Christ comes uninvited.”  

 

When you want to attend something, but are uninvited, you have to 

sneak in.  So Jesus sneaks in.  There is insurrection here.  Not pitchfork and 

mob insurrection, not marching on Washington insurrection, but patient, 

determined, quiet insurrection.  The kind that worms its way in, changing first 

the mind, and then the heart.  God is sneaky. 

 

You need to remember that, so you don’t despair.  There will always be a 

Caesar Augustus.  There will always be those who wield power, but wield it 

unkindly and foolishly, looking only to their own interests and never further. It 

has always been so.  Caesars with minds so twisted and hearts so clouded, 

they would smother every spark of love and justice.  But God is sneaky, and 

will slip in uninvited when there is absolutely no room for him at all.  And slips 

in always in pursuit of justice. 

 

There is, of course, a little Caesar in all of us, a part of us, were we to let 

it grow, that would crowd out all that is good and noble in us, a place in all of 

us where the forces of vanity have built the ramparts so high, have so stoutly 

secured the gates, God can only slip in uninvited.  
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This is why I don’t believe for a moment orthodoxy’s claim that God must 

be welcomed in. God has never relied on such a fickle thing as the human 

conscience before involving herself in the cause of transformation.  No more 

than a father or mother would hold off feeding their infant until it could ask.   

 

God is sneaky.  So just because we don’t see God working, just because 

the walls of the castle seem thick and tall and impossible to scale, don’t 

assume God has walked away from the fight, that God is handcuffed, or 

rendered mute. God comes uninvited. God is sneaky. 

 

There’s a man in our town named Kenny who’s a retired mail carrier.  He 

used to deliver the mail on our block and our neighbor had a dog named Annie.  

We loved our neighbor.  She was Debbie Draper’s grandmother.  We called her 

Mauga.  Mauga had a dog named Annie, and they were complete opposites.  

Mauga was sweet and kind and welcomed everyone to her home, the 

quintessential grandma, and Annie looked like she wanted to rip your throat 

out.  We were terrified of her.  When the movie Cujo came out, it didn’t scare 

me one bit, since I had grown up living next door to Annie.   

 

Every day during the summer, my brothers and I would sit on our porch 

at mail time to watch and see if Kenny the mailman would get eaten by Annie.  

This was before cable television when you only four channels and the Kenny 

channel was better than any of them.   
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Kenny would deliver the mail to our house.  We’d say, “You better watch 

out.  Annie’s out on the porch.”  Then we’d watch to see Kenny get ripped to 

shreds.  He would step from our yard into Mauga’s yard, Annie would raise 

herself up from her spot by the front door, Kenny would walk up the stairs onto 

the porch, Annie would move toward him, her hackles raised.  We could see it 

from fifty yards away.  We’d hold our breath.  Kenny would reach down to 

Annie, we’d close our eyes, and when we opened them fifteen seconds later, 

Kenny would be walking down the stairs, intact and whistling cheerfully. 

We’d ask him, “How did you do that?” 

“It’s magic,” he’d say. 

It certainly looked like magic, though we found out later it was Milk 

Bones. 

Isn’t that sneaky! 

 

And though I know it’s not theologically sophisticated, you’ll forgive me 

for thinking of God as a mail carrier, going where others fear to tread, slipping 

past the sentries, changing first the mind, and then the heart. 

 

 


