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My garage is filled with boxes from when I moved into my house. (My dad visited me this 
weekend and they were the first thing he noticed at my house. He asked me what in the world 
they were still doing in my garage). A few of them are in the sanctuary today, but there are 
plenty more leftover. There are small boxes. Large boxes. And lots of awkward-sized boxes that 
I don’t know what to do with anymore.  
 
At one point, these boxes served a useful purpose. They helped move all of my belongings from 
one place to another. And they kept me relatively organized in the process too. I had boxes 
labeled for just about everything, from books to kitchen supplies, bedding, and Christmas 
decorations. Almost everything I owned had a specific box to go in. 
 
From a very young age, you and I are taught to put things in their proper boxes. The blocks go in 
one box, the crayons in another, and the toy cars go in another. If you visit Calvary’s resource 
room, you will see that Gayle Lintz has masterfully organized all of our children’s ministry 
supplies into more than 100 carefully labeled boxes of all shapes and sizes. And if you don’t 
know where something goes, there’s even a box for that, too!  
 
Boxes are helpful to us. They contain the chaos of our lives and keep things neat and organized. 
They help us move things from one place to another. They help us work quickly and effectively. 
I don’t know what we would do without them. But are they always helpful? 
 
In 1945, German psychologist Karl Duncker conducted an experiment. In it, he presented 
participants with the following task: to see if they could attach a candle to a cork board and 
light it, but the candle wax couldn’t drip on the table below it. The challenge was that they 
could only use a book of matches and a box of thumbtacks, in addition to the candle, to 
complete the assignment. 
 
Participants came up with lots of different creative ideas to try to complete the task. Some tried 
to attach the candle to the wall using the thumb tacks, but the tacks wouldn’t go all the way 
through the candle. Others tried to melt some of the candle’s wax and use it as an adhesive to 
stick the candle against the wall, but that didn’t work either.  
 
However, the actual solution to the puzzle required them to use the box containing the 
thumbtacks as well. They simply had to empty the thumbtacks out of the box and imagine it 
being used in another way. The answer to the puzzle was to put the candle inside the box, and 
attach the box to the wall with the thumbtacks. That way, the candle was attached to the wall, 
and the box was there to catch the wax. It seems simple when you think about it, and for some 



participants it was. If they were presented with thumbtacks, an empty box, and a book of 
matches, almost all of the participants completed the tax pretty easily.  
 
However, if they were presented with a box that was already filled with thumbtacks, 
participants were over 50 percent less likely to solve the puzzle. 
 
The experiment was designed to measure what Dunker called “functional fixedness.” He 
hypothesized that the original function of the box to hold the tacks limited people’s ability to 
imagine any other alternative for it. Even when the box was sitting right there on the table in 
front of them, if it were already holding the thumbtacks, very few people could imagine the box 
being used in a different way. 
 
You see, I wonder if we have become so comfortable with putting everything things in boxes, 
that it’s becoming more and more difficult to see anything outside the boxes we put them in. 
And the reality is that we do this with far more than thumbtacks and household objects. We do 
it with ideas. We do it with people, too, don’t we?  
 
Just take a look at any school cafeteria and you’ll see the boxes we have put each other in 
based on our different social groups, but the reality is that adults are no better than students. 
We put people in boxes based on what they wear. What teams they cheer for. The color of 
their skin. Where they live. What they believe. Who they voted for. And you fill in the other 
blanks. Over time, it starts to become difficult to imagine anyone or anything being “outside the 
box” we have put them in. 
 
And I can’t help but wonder if you and I approach God in the same way – with a functional 
fixedness based on our ideas of who God is and how God works in the world. When we put God 
in a box, so to say, then we can’t imagine that God might work in any other way beyond what 
you and I can grasp or imagine or conceptualize on our own.  
 
But Scripture teaches us, over and over again, I’m finding, that God can’t be kept in a box. That 
our God is so much bigger than the boxes we put God in. (Scripture can’t be kept in a box 
either, by the way. It’s why we can return to the same text or the same story over and over 
again, and yet God has a fresh new word for us each and every time). 
 
One of the most obvious places in Scripture that we see people putting God in a box is when 
the people of Israel literally construct a box to put God in when they build the tabernacle in 
today’s text in the book Exodus. Within the tabernacle, the people construct the ark of the 
covenant – which is, for all intents and purposes, a very fancy box. We read in Exodus 25 that it 
is 2 and a half cubits long, a cubit and a half wide, and a cubit and a half high, and it is overlaid 
with pure gold, on the inside and outside.  
 
There are lots more specific instructions, but listen carefully to what we read in verse 21, “You 
shall put the mercy seat (or the cover) on top of the ark, and in the ark you shall put the 
covenant that I shall give you. There I will meet you, from above the mercy seat, from between 



the two cherubim that are on the ark of the covenant, I will deliver to you all my commands for 
the Israelites.” 
 
I don’t know about you, but I’ve always thought that these texts in the Bible with very specific 
instructions (like the construction of the temple or the instructions for building the ark) were 
pretty boring, and I tend to gloss over them in my own Bible reading. But this week, my studies 
for today forced me to slow down. To pay attention, like we talked about this summer. And 
when I did, I became pretty fascinated by two things in today’s text that I would have 
completely overlooked otherwise. 
 
One is that God actually instructs the people to make a box! God knows that we as humans 
sometimes need boxes to make sense of life. We need a particular place to put things. We need 
a tangible experience of a completely intangible God. And this is especially true for the 
Israelites who have no tangible place to call home. They need an experience of God that they 
can literally “hang on to,” when they have lost so much else, and so God helps them build a box 
to remind him that his presence is traveling with them from place to place. God is always with 
them wherever they go. Terence Fretheim says that the Ark of the Covenant is like a mobile 
home for God, and wherever they go on their roundabout road trip through the wilderness, 
their “mobile God home” goes with them.  
 
God sees their need. God knows their need. And God responds to their need in a tangible, 
tactile way. It’s a beautiful reminder of God’s faithfulness. 

 
But the second thing I noticed is much more subtle than the first. Did you catch where God said 
he would be? It seems like a relatively minor detail, but I don’t think it is. God did not say that 
God would be in the box. God would be outside the box. God would be just slightly above it – 
“above the mercy seat, between the cheribum. There I will meet you,” God says. Because God 
can not be kept in a box. Our God is so much bigger than the boxes we put God in.  
 
Did you know that, on average, boa constrictors can grow up to about 13 feet when they are in 
the wild? The largest boa constrictor recorded was actually 18 feet long. But in North America, 
many people have boa constrictors as pet snakes. (I have no idea why people would ever do 
this, but evidently they do). And when these large snakes are kept in cages – or in boxes - on 
average they will only grow between 6 and 8 feet long. 
 
So why are they so much larger in the wild than in captivity? Because they grow in proportion 
to their container. A boa constrictor in the wild has no limitations – it has no reason to be kept 
small. But when this wild animal becomes a household pet, its growth is stunted based on the 
size of the box it lives in. So it never grows to its full potential. 
 
Friends, can you imagine what might happen if we were to take God out of the boxes we put 
God in? If we, like the Israelites, could begin to see God right above the mercy seat, right above 
the boxes we have constructed for God? Imagine how God might grow beyond our 
expectations – beyond all that we could ever dare to ask or imagine, as we read in Ephesians.  



Can you think about a time when this has happened in your life? In other words – a time when 
you realized that God is so much bigger than you realized? A time when your view, experience, 
or relationship with God changed, grew, or transformed from what it had been before? 
 
I asked this question in staff meeting this week – and we’ll be asking it together in our small 
groups this week, too. And I loved hearing the variety of answers. One person shared about 
encountering God through the kindness of a complete stranger at a particularly difficult time in 
his life. Another at a Bruce Springsteen concert – where everyone sang together in complete 
unity. Another shared about experiencing the presence of God with her in such a profound way 
on the back porch of Common Grounds, and she’s never been the same since. How have you 
experienced God in a completely outside the box kind of way? 
 
I heard the best story this week on a podcast in a conversation between Christian writers Beth 
Moore and Jonathan Merritt1. Beth shared with Jonathan that in the weeks after 9/11, she had 
been asked to travel to New York to help minister to some of the first-responders who had 
experienced such trauma and devastation in the days after the World Trade Center fell. 
 
She said, “I was at the airport in Houston, and when I tell you that the crowd was scarce at the 
gate for the New York City flight, I’m not kidding. It was like a ghost-town. There were maybe 
twenty people who were getting on that flight.” 
 
She said, “I like to think that I’m hard to scare, I’m pretty hearty. But after 9/11, they were 
constantly repeating the same message over the PA system, that “If you see any suspicious item 
or person, please report them immediately.” “So there I was with about 20 people, and we 
were all looking each other up one side and down the other. 
 
But I have to tell you something awful about myself in order to tell this story, she says. “I saw 
two-gentlemen with dark-brown skin. I didn’t understand what language they were speaking. I 
didn’t know where they were from. And I immediately became suspicious.  
 
We got on the plane, there are only 20 of us remember, and would you know that I was seated 
right next to these two guys. We were seated up near where the pilot was, and my mind just 
went nuts. So I thought to myself, I’m just going to get out my Bible. And if I die on this plane 
today, at least I will die with my Bible.  
 
And so I got out my Bible, and when I did, the guy beside me literally jumped out of his seat and 
started screaming at me. She said it scared me so bad that, I jumped up and my head nearly hit 
the top of the plane. My heart was pounding through my chest. But then, she said, I began to 
understand what he was shouting to me. He was screaming, “You and me – we are brothers!” 
 

                                                
1 Jonathan Merritt, “Seekers and Speakers,” with guest Beth Moore, 9/4/2018, 
https://itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/seekers-speakers/id1423339325?mt=2 



I almost can’t tell the story without crying, she said. This man was my brother in Christ. And I 
was so afraid of this man. I was asking myself, “Who was he? What religion is he? Where is he 
from?” This happened years ago and the hairs are still standing straight up on my arms. I have 
never forgotten that moment. It was one of the most precious moments of my life, because I 
experienced God in such a profound way in that moment. I grabbed his wrist and he grabbed 
my hand. We couldn’t even speak much to each other, but we would just nod and smile at each 
other throughout the entire flight. He was my brother.” 
 
Friends, God is so much bigger than our fears. 
God is bigger than our stereotypes. 
God is bigger than our failures. 
God is bigger than any box you and I can think to put God in. 
 
Which means that a life of following God is so much bigger than we imagine it to be, too. And 
so, for the next five weeks, that’s what we’ll be exploring together in worship, so that together, 
we can discover more of what it looks like to be a church who lives out our faith outside the 
box. 
 
But I want to note that I don’t think this will be easy. It can be quite scary to take things out of 
boxes, sometimes. Imagine if I were to hand you a box and you could hear something moving 
around inside. Maybe you could hear something rattling or hissing. Would you want to open 
that up? Or what if it were a suspicious looking box outside the door of your house. Would you 
open it then? What if it were a box filled with memories that you’d much rather be sealed shut 
in a box and never opened again – I would imagine we all have a couple boxes like that, too. It 
can be so much easier to keep things in boxes sometimes, can’t it? The risks of opening up 
Pandora’s box can seem far too great.  
 
And yet, we follow a God who is always breaking down boundaries, barriers and boxes.  

• From the very beginning, God broke out of the box at creation, breathing life into the 
dirt to create a human being. 

•  God delivered the Israelites by breaking them out of the box of slavery, breaking 
through the waters of the Red Sea, and even breaking open rocks to form water in the 
wilderness.  

• When the angel Gabriel visited Mary and told her that she would give birth to a baby, 
she said, “How can this be since I am a virgin?” and God broke out of that box, too.  

• Almost everything about Jesus’ life was outside the box. The company he kept. The 
boundaries he crossed. The radical love he shared. “You have heard it said one way,” he 
would say, “but I’m breaking that box, too.” I’m coming to bring a completely new, 
outside the box way that leads to life everlasting. 

• And even when Jesus was crucified and buried in a tomb, Jesus couldn’t be contained 
for very long. He broke out of that box just three days later.  

And so, maybe this fall we can begin to break down some of the boxes that are just taking up 
space in the garage. Maybe we can be brave enough to open them up and take a look at what’s 
inside. And together, we can begin to imagine what it looks like to live our faith outside the box. 


