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 My friend and colleague, Rev. Kate Rhode, once pointed out 

to me a very interesting passage in a book called Friedman’s 

Fables.  It goes like this: 

“Have you ever noticed that while you can make your horse 

prance and perhaps even your dog dance, you cannot play with 

your pet alligator, salamander, turtle or snake?  They are deadly 

serious creatures.  It is out of the question to expect them to 

behave mischievously, let alone irreverently.  It is also rare to see 

them develop a relationship that is nurturing.  Playfulness and 

nurturing appear to have evolved simultaneously, perhaps even 

as a part of one another, and are part of our mammalian heritage.  

Is it so far-fetched to say, therefore, that in all human 

communication when we have forgotten ‘the importance of not 

being earnest,’ at such moments we have committed a reptilian 

regression?” 
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 Friedman is referring of course to the theory of brain 

evolution. The idea is that there are layers or levels to the brain 

that have specific purposes and match up to various stages of our 

evolutionary development.  The deepest, most primitive portion of 

the brain is called the “reptilian” brain.  This is the part of the brain 

that is in charge of the most basic aspect of physical life: 

breathing, circulation, the nervous system.  It is the innermost and 

oldest part of our brains. 

 The behaviors associated with the reptilian brain are likewise 

very primitive and basic.  The reptilian brain is in charge of social 

dominance in groups; figuring out which member is the alpha and 

which the beta.  It is very territorial; if you have ever taken a dog 

for a walk you know about the innate need animals seem to have 

to mark territory.  This reptilian brain is the home to our most 

basic instincts to survive.  When threatened, this part of the brain 

engages in “fight or flight” – run or engage in battle.  These 

instincts are automatic and reflexive.  They are also very 

ritualistic, habitual, and resistant to change.  This is where reptiles 

get their seriousness. 

 Fortunately this reptilian core of our brain is rather small.  

Much bigger is the mammalian part of the brain.  There are 

actually two layers here: the limbic level which is where emotions 

such as love and attachment reside, and the neo-cortex which is 
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the vast majority of our brain.  It’s the part of our mammalian brain 

that is the home of language and reason.  It is where we find 

thought, and dreams, and jokes.  It allows us to anticipate the 

future and be flexible and creative in our responses to stress.  

The mammalian brain is what makes us who we are. 

 What scientists have found is that when faced with 

threatening situations, the neo-cortex can override the fight or 

flight instincts of the reptilian brain.  Through playfulness, humor, 

and creativity we can find a third way to solve the problems before 

us.  I suppose in his very limited way, the “dead man” in 

Friedman’s story came up with his own third way to solve the 

conundrum of how a dead man can bleed.  But for the most part, 

the so-called dead man in the story is acting out of his reptilian 

brain.  He refuses to see any other way.  He will not listen to 

reason; a function of the mammalian neo-cortex.  He refuses to 

change his mind even when presented with the most obvious 

evidence to the contrary. 

 I think one of the keys to understanding the dead man’s 

behavior is mentioned early on in the story.  Friedman tells us that 

he always puts the burden of proof onto other people.  Rather 

than being forced into proving to them that he is dead, somehow 

this man is able to twist the conversation around so that they have 

to prove to him that he is alive.  Even the physician at the end of 
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the story falls into this trap.  The dead man is never able to reflect 

on himself, but is always focused on disproving the fallacies of the 

people who confront him.  Never does he take responsibility for 

his own assertion, but rather turns the argument on the other.  

Self reflection is a sign of maturity.  It is what mammals do.  

Reptiles just react based on desire and instinct; they don’t think 

about themselves or why they do what they do, or how their 

actions are affecting others. 

 This is the tragedy of the story of dead man.  He is oddly at 

peace while everyone around him is going manic.  He looks at 

them and can’t understand their erratic behavior and has no idea 

that he is at the eye of the hurricane.  Some of his friends simply 

withdraw and abandon him.  They don’t need to have any part of 

this insanity.  But those closest to him don’t seem to have that 

option. While the so-called dead man is at peace, his wife is 

muttering to herself, trying to make some sense out of her life.  

There is no peace to be found around him. 

 Peace is our theme for the month of April.  So far this month 

we have looked at peace through a global lens.  We talked about 

geo-political forces at work between the United States and 

Russia.  Then last week I talked about peace from the perspective 

of the individual; how peace can be found within the human heart.  

Today, like Goldilocks, we are looking at something in the middle 
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of these two extremes.  Peace in our interpersonal relationships is 

perhaps the hardest to attain and yet also the most sought after.   

 Peace in our interpersonal relationships is almost always a 

challenge.  That is because we are only in control of 50% of our 

relationships.  We only have control of our half of whatever 

relationship we happen to be in.  We cannot control what another 

person does or says.  Or sure, we like to think we can.  At times 

we may even be able to know our spouse or our children so well 

that we can pull various levers and pullies and get them to do our 

bidding.  But even if you did know someone that well to push their 

buttons that effectively, you would be a puppet master not a 

spouse or parent.  That is manipulation not true relationship.  

Being in a relationship requires the free will of the other to be 

involved in it.  And thus do we get caught in an emotional bind.  

We are only in control of 50% of our relationships, and yet we 

worry about 100% of our relationship!  If we cannot control the 

other person and get them to do what we want them to do, what is 

left to us? 

 Wanting to dictate another person’s behavior, to bend them 

to our will, is a reptilian response.  It sees only one way of acting 

and judges that person if they do not conform to it.  This is like the 

alligator in the children’s story I told earlier.  He was very serious 

about getting that MacGuffin sandwich.  He went after it the same 
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way he would go after a small animal standing at the edge of the 

Louisiana swamp: directly and with teeth bared. 

 But the monkey had another approach.  He of course had 

the advantage of a little neo-cortex in his brain.  The monkey was 

more playful, less serious. He was creative and innovative in his 

approach.  As a result he produced far less tension and anxiety in 

the man with the sandwich.  The monkey considered new 

possibilities and perspectives, and ultimately accomplished his 

goal.  This is precisely what the dead man in Friedman’s story 

could not do. 

 I don’t know if I would have done much better in convincing 

the dead man in the story that he was alive.  It sounds like that 

was a near impossible task – no one can control another person.  

But I don’t think the moral of the story is to invent better ways to 

convince people they are deluding themselves.  Rather I think the 

story is asking us to consider not what we would have said to the 

supposed dead man, but to get us to reflect on how not to 

become like him ourselves. 

 You see the dead man was attached to a single narrative 

about himself: that he was dead.  Even though it was patently 

absurd, he could not let it go, because that would have meant he 

would have to reflect on himself and his assertion.  He was 
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serious about it; as serious as an alligator.  There is real danger 

seeing ourselves and others through only one perspective; one 

narrative we live by.  We need to be more like the monkey, 

considering alternative perspectives and creative possibilities. 

 For example: what kind of music should we listen to in 

worship?  I love the organ.   Some of my favorite hymns are on 

the organ.  Scott sometimes groans when I pick “For All the 

Saints” because even though it is my favorite hymn, it is one of 

the hardest to play on the organ.  I could imagine listening to the 

organ almost exclusively every Sunday.  But you know, as much 

as I would want to do that, what I need is to listen to the Grateful 

Dead and sing out of the teal hymnal.  At least some of the time.  

New music brings new energy and new points of view.  It enriches 

our imagination and keeps us both flexible and creative.  It makes 

us less serious. 

 Peace in our interpersonal relationships comes when we 

cultivate these virtues of creativity, flexibility, and seeing another 

point of view.  If we can do that then we will find that we are less 

anxious, more loving, and able to accept people in our lives as 

they are and not how we demand them to be.  And that would be 

true peace indeed.  Amen Blessed Be. 


