Sunday Sermon June 29 2010 Fifth Sunday of Pentecost


 2 Kings 2:1-2, 6-14; Psalm 77:1-2,11-20, Galatians 5:1,13-25, Luke 9:51-62

               The Rev. Dr. Seamus P. Doyle.

In last Sunday' sermon I read a quotation from Verna Dozier about following Jesus, not worshipping him. Today's gospel drives home this point.




 
            In Luke’s story it is clear that there were those who where willing to follow Jesus but Jesus was also clear with them that following him had consequences. First of all, Jesus had no place to lay his head. This may not be totally accurate in a literal sense since Jesus lived in Capernaum. However in the sense that Jesus had no time for himself, that he was available to other consistently is clear from all the gospel stories. Jesus had great difficulty in getting time for himself or for him and his disciples. Even when he went as far as Tyre on the Phoenician coast, some seventy miles from Jerusalem, there was a woman who came to him to heal her daughter. In other words, following Jesus is not a Sunday morning commitment. It is a way of life that has God as the center, the core of our lives. It is about living a life that reflects God as the sovereign of our lives. This is what is meant by the phrase “kingdom of God.” 




      A second person came to follow Jesus but he wanted time off immediately to go bury his father. Jesus’ response was abrupt, “let the dead bury the dead.” Again, there is no excuse to be had for not responding to God. Nothing is more important than the kingdom of God. Again, the phrase “the kingdom of God” means doing God’s will; having God’s sovereignty in our lives at all times. All too often we want God in our lives but we do not want it at the moment. As St. Augustine prayed, “Lord make me pure but not yet.”  We want to submit to God’s will when it is convenient for our lives. We want to do God’s will while we hold on to our grudges, our resentments, our anger, our petty jealousies, ambitions, etc. All these and more keep us from fully living the kingdom of God. This is not to say we are not good people. It simply says that we are not living to our full spiritual potential.

   






A third person came to Jesus and said “I will follow you but first let me say farewell to those at my home” and Jesus replied, “No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.” 





June 29. 2010. Fifth Sunday of Pentecost.                                                                P 2

Unfortunately this last statement was used as a guilt trip for sending people to seminary and the religious life. Young men and women were told that if they thought they had a vocation they had better respond to it and go to seminary or the religious life. Thank God, most of the professors and religious leaders within the monastery or convent did not preach this message. Instead they helped the individual find their call which may or may not have been in seminary or the religious life.              




 
           What we have to keep in mind is that the apostles did not know Jesus as the Son of God, the savior of the world, the second person of the Trinity, or any title other than Rabbi, Teacher. To them he was flesh and blood, a real human being, a radical revolutionary Rabbi who was challenging the commonly held beliefs about avoiding sinners, don’t touch the lepers, etc. They saw him filled with the spirit of God expressed in his compassion, forgiving sins, healing the sick, touching lepers, associating with those whom the religious leaders accused as being sinners. They experienced his anger at the hypocrisy of the secular/spiritual leaders and they responded to his sending them out to preach the good news and to heal others.







    Jesus was, from his teaching and life example, a radical whose preaching and life style was contrary to what the Pharisees would expect of a Jew; contrary to what would be expected of a rabbi; and certainly not what they were expecting of the Messiah. And yet, in his preaching and lifestyle, he lived what was said by the prophet Micah: do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with your God. He also lived what he taught was the summary of the law: Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your mind and all your strength and love your neighbor as yourself.


          


    What Jesus brought to the world was that which people responded to. They said of him “No man has preached like this before.” “He preaches with authority.” And yet, to the best of our knowledge, Jesus did not attend any of the rabbinical schools in Jerusalem or anywhere else. He was well versed in his Hebrew scriptures as those who confronted him discovered. What Jesus brought to his world was knowledge of the bible as a living document, a way of life, a way of being with people that projected love, forgiveness, compassion, mercy and the presence of God as father. 
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All of us may say that this is what we want in our lives. However, the reality of being human brings with it the limits within which we want to live. Our family background, our experience of life in our formative years, our experience with religion in our formative years all impact how we respond to God as we mature in our spiritual life. 

 
From the foundation of the Institutional Church dogma has been layered on Jesus and we now have difficulty in finding the human Jesus whom the apostles knew and followed. We talk about imitating Jesus, about following him, and yet, because we experience him as “Son of God;’ “Second person of the blessed Trinity;”  “Savior of the World;” “Crucified for our sins;” we keep him at arms length. We tend to believe, and many of us have been told, we are not good enough to follow him; we are not perfect enough; we are not good enough.  It is like growing up in a family where one of the siblings does everything just right. No matter what he or she does it turns to gold. The rest of the family cannot measure up to that person and yet parents tell the rest of them, “Why can’t you be like John? Why can’t you be like Mary?” 




Setting aside the titles that have been placed on Jesus and focusing on his humanity it becomes clear from his teaching and life that, in his formative years, he experience God in a way that made him choose a different path. He had seen enough of hatred and revenge; he had seen enough of the bashing of women, of the maltreatment of lepers and those who could not live up to the expectations of the Pharisees.


 
       We continue to have Pharisees in all religions today. Extremists who consider anyone who does not live according to their particular and peculiar standards are “enemies,” “less than perfect” or, to put it in the words of the Pharisees “sinners” who are to be avoided at all cost. Jesus took a different path, the path of compassion, forgiveness, love, inclusiveness, and mercy. This is the image of God he wanted people to experience and this is the Good News he preached and lived. The person he left as “head of the church” Peter, was the least perfect example of one who followed him. Peter objected too much of what Jesus wanted to do, Jesus confronted him publicly, Peter denied knowing him. And yet despite all this, Jesus knew that in his heart, Peter wanted, more than anything else, to follow him; to be a spiritual leader and he became one.
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With the coming of the Holy Spirit Peter changed slowly. He took his leadership seriously. Paul argued with him and Peter changed his mind. God spoke to Peter in a dream about foods and the inclusion of non-Jews into the Jesus Movement, Peter argued with him and then changed his mind. Eventually, Peter became the leader Jesus saw in him and in the end Peter gave his life for his beliefs.





We don’t often think of Peter as our example of being a follower of Jesus. Peter who argued with Jesus, argued with Paul, argued with God, and yet in his heart he wanted to change and he did. How many of us are like that. We want to be perfect, we want to let go of that which is holding us back, we want to live a spiritual life and be an example to others, and we limit ourselves because we see Jesus on the cross crucified, we see Peter as a saint, as one who gave his life, and we feel inadequate.

                                 
    To live in the kingdom of God is to be alive with the spirit of God. It is to be alive with every fiber of our being. It is to feel the joy of another and rejoice with them. It is to feel the pain of another and share their pain in compassion. It is to see the injustice of the world and do what we can in our lives to change that injustice. It is to hear the cries of those who suffer because of man’s inhumanity to man and to not only pray for them but do what we can to be a voice for those who have no voice, to reach out and do what we can to reduce the suffering in the world around us. To live in the kingdom of God, to have God as the center of our lives, is to live what was said by the prophet Micah, to do justice, love mercy and walk humbly with God; It is to live the summary of the Law that calls us to love the Lord our God with all our heart, all our mind, and all our strength and to love our neighbor as ourselves.







       None of us are perfect in this but, like Peter, we will continue to grow into our calling until we give ourselves completely to God and melt into God’s presence as we let go of our own needs and wants and see life as God wants us to experience it; to see the world and all who live in it through God’s eyes as Paul pointed out, …the fruit of the spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self control…..if we live by the spirit let us also be guided by the Spirit.” Amen.   

