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David Brook’s Bobos in Paradise just may be the best book ever written about Boulder.  

Admittedly, I don’t know if Boulder is ever actually mentioned, but the book is 100% about 

Boulder.  Bobos stands for Bourgeois Bohemians, or, as Brooks puts it, those “highly educated 

folk who have one foot in the bohemian world of creativity and another foot in the bourgeois 

realm of ambition and worldly success.”  Brooks tells of one encounter with a critical mass of 

Bobos when he visited the 80,000 square foot REI superstore in Seattle.  Entering the store, 

Brooks says, “it wasn’t the salespeople that made my brain spin.  I knew they’d be products of 

Seattle’s culture of hiking sports macho.  They bounce around the store displaying their 

enormous calves, looking like escapees from the Norwegian Olympic Team…. The thing that 

got me was the load of requirements…. [Take the clothing section of REI.]  It is a treacherous 

field of artificial-fiber parkas, paddle jackets, zip pants, stretch vests, and ponchos.  And each of 

them had an ominous-sized booklet hanging down, stuffed with dissertation-level technical detail 

highlighting the state-of-the-artness of each item.  I confess [standing there in the clothing 

section] I lost the will to live.  I was content just to sit down and let someone find my lifeless 

body there amidst the Gore-Tex mountain bibs. 

“[The load of technical requirements – even for something as simple as a t-shirt – show 

that] if you are going to spend any leisure time with members of the educated class, you have to 

prove you are serious about whatever it is you are doing.  ‘Serious’ is the highest compliment 

Bobos use to describe their leisure activities.  You want to be a serious skier or a serious tennis 

player or a serious walker or a serious cross-country skier or even a serious skateboarder.  People 

engaged in any of these pastimes are constantly evaluating each other to see who is serious and 

who is not.  The most accomplished are so serious they never have any fun at all, whereas if you 

went out onto some field or trail or court and acted happy and goofy, you’d be regarded as 

someone who is insulting the whole discipline.” 

Tell me this isn’t an anthropology textbook about Boulder.  Brooks’ entire chapter about 

“pleasure” is terrific because it is at once hilariously absurd and completely true.  In addition to 

“serious play,” he talks about “useful vacations” and utilitarian pleasures.  He dissects how, for 

Bobos, any “pleasure that can be edifying is celebrated but any pleasure that is dangerous is 

judged harshly.”  For instance, “sports that are aerobic, like cross-country skiing, thrive, while 

sports that do little to improve cardiovascular health, like pool, bowling and Ping-Pong, are low 

class.”  Or, he says, “contemplative pleasures like taking a long bath are admired, but dangerous 

pleasures like speeding on a motorcycle are disdained.”  Serious play, useful vacations, edifying 

pleasure.   

He’s not wrong.  That’s totally who we are as people.  But, we can take comfort in 

coming from a long and distinguished line of such people.  “Um, excuse me,” a professional 

religious person says to Jesus.  “I don’t mean to overstep, but have you ever noticed how 

frivolous your disciples are.  I mean look at John’s disciples: they’re always fasting and praying, 

engaged in rigorous spirituality.  You can tell they’re serious about their faith.  But your 

people….  Your people spend most of their time eating and drinking.  If you want this little 



movement of yours to be taken seriously, you need to get them under control.”  I love that 

someone walked up to Jesus and said, “You’re not doing it right.  You’re having too much fun.”  

As if real faith is supposed to be an enriching misery.  (P.S. “Enriching misery” is another 

Brooks’ phrase.)   

I think we like to imagine this little exchange taking place in a relatively sterile 

environment – in a synagogue or the town square – somewhere respectable.  But, remember: 

Jesus was more likely to frequent a bowling alley, than a Crossfit gym.  And when his disciples 

were over-indulging, it wasn’t on tapas or avocado toast.  We get the impression it was on fried 

mushrooms and Keystone Light.  This particular scene takes place in the house of a rather shady 

character who invited Jesus over for dinner.  Early this week, a friend was telling me how she 

deeply dislikes being invited to other people’s houses for dinner.  In addition to her food 

preferences and dietary restrictions which complicate dinner dates, she said, “People’s houses all 

have a unique smell.  It’s hard to sit there eating and pretend I don’t smell it – especially when 

they’ve gone nose blind to it.  And then, in the middle of dinner, their white cat is sure to jump 

on the chair and start rubbing against my black pants.”  Eating dinner with someone – especially 

at their house – is such an intimate experience.  Not only do you have their food, but you have 

their smells, their animals, their stuff.  As my friend talked, rather disgustedly, she reminded me 

how very incarnate the whole thing is.  No wonder Jesus puts eating at the very center of his 

ministry.   

Sitting in a cringe-worthy home, likely eating low-brow food, Jesus looks up at the 

person who has just accused him of not being serious enough about his faith and says, “Do you 

skip the buffet line at parties?  Do you fast at a wedding?  Of course not.  Well, then, look around 

you.  Why would you be fasting now?  Grab a beer and some potato skins.  We’ve got stuff to 

celebrate.”  It’s a radical change.  What Jesus is proposing is a complete shift in perspective.  It’s 

horse-and-buggy to Henry Ford.  Fasting, for John’s disciples, was public and routine (every 

Monday and Thursday).  It was a way bemoaning that God’s kingdom still hadn’t arrived, that 

the world wasn’t what it should be.  A way of looking back on the disasters of life and praying 

for God’s mercy in the future.  If the movement had a bumper sticker, it could well be: “If you 

aren’t outraged, you aren’t paying attention.”  “But, look at the Kingdom of God that is around 

you,” Jesus says.  “Look at everything that’s alive and active and healing and how God’s inviting 

you to enjoy it.  The kingdom of God is a celebration of life itself.  It’s a party.”  This bumper 

sticker could well be, “How lucky we are to be alive right now.”   

Of course, we live in the time after the groom has left the reception, just like Jesus said 

would happen.  We live in the in-between.  We live in a world where God’s kingdom has already 

started to break in, but it’s not yet fully here.  Already, but not yet.  Eating and drinking, fasting 

and prayer.  An honest faith will hold them both.  An honest faith will have room for both, “if 

you aren’t outraged, you aren’t paying attention,” and “how lucky we are to be alive right now.”   

Perhaps you can spend some time talking to God this week about which needs more attention in 

your faith life.   

I want to tell this next story very carefully, mostly because I know very, very little about 

this faith community, and I don’t want to seem to be endorsing them as a movement.  I am not 

endorsing them or their beliefs.  I am telling their origin story.  A few years ago, when Nick and 

I were looking to buy a house in Boulder, we looked at a home in Marshall, the endearingly 

quirky community just south of Boulder.  The home we were looking at was next door the 

Twelve Tribes commune, so it seemed wise to learn a little more about them before signing on as 

their neighbors.  The 12 Tribes has gone by different names at different times, but they began in 



the ‘70s as a youth ministry in Tennessee.  Collectively, they shopped for a church home, 

eventually settling on First Presbyterian.  That changed, though, when they showed up to 

worship one Sunday in January, 1975 to find worship services cancelled.  It was Super Bowl 

Sunday, and the church thought it best just to cancel services and let everyone go watch the 

game.  Understandably appalled, the 12 Tribes left First Pres and started their own worshipping 

community.   

Alongside each of their churches – and there are multiple now – they run a Yellow Deli 

in the same community.  Many of you probably know the Yellow Deli on Pearl Street and may 

have even seen on their menu, “Our specialty is fruit of the spirit.”  The rationale I’ve seen for 

the delis springs from the 12 Tribes’ beginnings in the South.  In Tennessee, they say, “religion 

was rigidly proclaimed but scarcely seen other than mandatory Sunday morning [attendance.  We 

wanted] the Yellow Deli to be something new.  [A place] to encounter faith in a pretty café, with 

people whose beliefs made them happy and full of life as they served wholesome food.”1   

Again, I am not endorsing the 12 Tribes or their beliefs, but I do welcome their critique, 

knowing that we more often resemble the disciples of John with their public rituals and dutiful 

seriousness than the disciples of Jesus who were better known for being at the front of the buffet 

line, having already parked their car in the parking lot, bumper pointing out, reminding everyone, 

“how lucky we are to be alive right now.”  Amen.      
 

 

                                                           
1 Yellowdeli.com 


