“Fundamental Attribution Error”

II Kings 5:1-14; Galatians 6:7-16

July 3, 2016

The Rev. Mark W. Jennings

A couple of weeks ago, Erin and I were driving to Boston for our daughter's wedding shower.  As we driving on Interstate 80 through Pennsylvania, it was slow going.  Not because of weather, it was great traveling weather, but as you know, summer is road construction season.  As we were slowly going through some of the hills of Eastern Pennsylvania with a lot of traffic even though it was two lanes each way, we noticed that a car in front of us kept drifting toward the line dividing the lanes and would even straddle it a little bit before jerking back into his own lane.  I said something to Erin about watching out for “that idiot in the black car.”  We didn't have an opportunity to pass him for a while, and his strange behavior just continued.  He would drift from the left lane toward the right lane and then quickly move back.  “What in the world is going on with him?” I thought.  “Is he drunk, or falling asleep, or what?  What a jerk!”  Now, did I know what was going on?  Of course not.  This is what psychologists call a fundamental attribution error.  Even though that sounds like a new statistic in baseball, it is actually when we attribute an internal character flaw to a person that we don't really know and without much information.  We actually do it all the time, not just when we are driving.  And it happens in the passage we read from the Book of the Kings.

In our story we have a rich and powerful general of a powerful nation, Naaman, general of Aram.  Aram is one of the ancient names for Syria, that area to the north and east of Israel and the Jordan river, dominated by the ancient city of Damascus.  Naaman was successful, strong and rich, but he suffered from a skin disease.  All his power and all his wealth and all his military victories had not protected him from this disease that everyone could see.  Then he hears from an Israelite girl, a slave in his house, that there was the possibility of healing through a prophet who was back in Israel.  Naaman passed on the news to his king who passes on the request to the King of Israel.  This is where the fundamental attribution errors begin.  The king of Aram assumes that the King of Israel is the one who has the real power and so he sends him great gifts.  The king of Israel assumes that the king of Aram is devious and is using this as a pretense to pick a fight with him since he is king of a weaker nation.  But Elisha the prophet hears of this and has Naaman come to him that Elisha may heal him.  So Naaman goes to see Elisha, bringing with him all his gold and silver and horses and chariots and Elisha doesn't even come out to greet him.  He just sends out a servant to tell Naaman to go wash in the Jordan seven times.  That's when Naaman gets into the fun of fundamental attribution errors.  He assumes that Elisha is insulting him, that he would come out and do some spectacular magic, but no.  So Naaman walks away.  Each of them assumes that someone else has an ulterior motive going on.  But what they are really doing is focusing on themselves.  It is Naaman's pride that almost gets in the way of his healing.  Just as my driving friend might have had some external factor that was causing his weaving, like a steering problem in his car, but I assumed an internal factor and called him an idiot.  In the story today, although he is not mentioned as one of the actors in the story, it is God who is the external factor, but Naaman doesn't realize that until later Elisha tells him. When Elisha sends only a messenger to Naaman with instructions for how he can be healed, Naaman feels insulted.  Naaman also feels put out that the river in which he should wash is the Jordan, claiming that his home rivers are much better than this puny Israelite stream.  Naaman's pride prevents him from seeing that God is the actor behind all these events.

“Naaman pridefully expects his wealth and power to obtain his cure.  When that fails, he expects a theophany from God in order to heal him.  On both counts, Naaman misconceives God's providential actions.  One way to understand providence is to see it as 'God's preserving creaton, cooperating with all creatures and guiding or governing all things toward the accomplishment of God's purposes.'”

God's providence means that God is involved in our lives, but not just to do what we want him to do.  The Barna Group does research on the religious life of Americans and in one of their recent studies they said that 23% of American adults are skeptics, either atheists or agnostics.  That percentage has increased in the last couple of decades and seems to be increasing with each generation.  Why do you think that is?  Why is it so hard for a significant percentage of Americans to believe in God?  Maybe it is because we are prideful, maybe we like, Naaman, misunderstand God's providence.  William Sloan Coffin talks about why some people do not have faith in God.  He says, “If we misconceive of God as Father Protector, as one, so to speak, in charge of all the uncontrolled contingencies along the way, then each disappointment reduces what may confidently affirmed about God.  And his his how most people lose their faith.”  Is that how we perceive God?  Do we think of God as the one who is in control of everything, so that when something goes wrong, it must be God's fault?  How could God do this to me?  William Sloan Coffin also says, “There is nothing anti-intellectual about the leap of faith, for faith is not believing without proof, but trusting without reservation.”  Naaman was afraid to trust.  Are we?

If we mistakenly think of God as controlling our lives rather than preserving, cooperating, and guiding us, the first hint of difficulty in our lives shatters our ability to “trust without reservation.”

It is our pride that makes these things all about us.  We assume others to have ulterior motives because we think it is about us, we don't try to view situations from another's point of view or try to tell a story in a different way in which we are not the center of the story.  We do that with one another, with family members, co-workers, people around us all the time.  Even when someone is angry with us, or blames us for something, we don't stop and think about it from their point of view.  Maybe it's not about us at all.  Maybe there's something going on in their lives that they are deflecting toward us.  How often do we make everything about me?  And we do it with God too.  And we assume God is watching over us making events turn out the best for us.  We need a broader view.  Providence believes that God is in control, and he is, but for his purposes, not ours.  God does not make us immune to tragedy, we in the Kalamazoo area should know that by now.  But God also does not leave us alone when tragedy does strike, that's when ordinary people are employed by God to act in extraordinary ways.

Like Naaman, it is our pride that keeps us from trust.  We don't completely trust God that as he accomplishes his purposes for creation, that is what is best for us too.  If we take our eyes off ourselves and just what we want, maybe we can learn to trust—God and maybe even each other. And as Galatians says, “Bear one another's burdens . . .Let us not grow weary in doing what is right, for we will reap at harevest-tim if we do not give up.  So then, whenever we have an opportunity, let us work for the good of all, and especially for those of the family of faith.”
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