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Lessons for October 18, 2009

Psalm 91:9-16

91:9 Because you have made the LORD your refuge, the Most High your dwelling place,

91:10 no evil shall befall you, no scourge come near your tent.

91:11 For he will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways.

91:12 On their hands they will bear you up, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.

91:13 You will tread on the lion and the adder, the young lion and the serpent you will trample under foot.

91:14 Those who love me, I will deliver; I will protect those who know my name.

91:15 When they call to me, I will answer them; I will be with them in trouble, I will rescue them and honor them.

91:16 With long life I will satisfy them, and show them my salvation.

Matthew 4:1-11

4Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. 2He fasted forty days and forty nights, and afterwards he was famished. 3The tempter came and said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread.” 4But he answered, “It is written, ‘One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.’” 5Then the devil took him to the holy city and placed him on the pinnacle of the temple, 6saying to him, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down; for it is written, ‘He will command his angels concerning you,’ and ‘On their hands they will bear you up, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.’” 7Jesus said to him, “Again it is written, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” 8Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor; 9and he said to him, “All these I will give you, if you will fall down and worship me.” 10Jesus said to him, “Away with you, Satan! for it is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’” 11Then the devil left him, and suddenly angels came and waited on him.

John 21:15-19

15When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son of John, do you love me more than these?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my lambs.” 16A second time he said to him, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Tend my sheep.” 17He said to him the third time, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” Peter felt hurt because he said to him the third time, “Do you love me?” And he said to him, “Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my sheep. 18Very truly, I tell you, when you were younger, you used to fasten your own belt and to go wherever you wished. But when you grow old, you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will fasten a belt around you and take you where you do not wish to go.” 19(He said this to indicate the kind of death by which he would glorify God.) After this he said to him, “Follow me.”

SERMON

On October 15, 1998, Professor Walter Brueggemann of Columbia Theological Seminary began his Old Testament Theology class with this prayer:

[Dear God,]

We arrange our lives as best we can, to keep your holiness at bay:

With our pieties,

Our doctrines,

Our liturgies,

Our moralities,

Our secret ideologies,

Safe, virtuous, settled.

And then you—

You and your dreams,

You and your visions,

You and your purposes,

You and your commands,

You and our neighbors,

We find your holiness not at bay,

But probing, pervading,

Insisting, demanding,

And we yield, sometimes gladly,


Sometimes resentfully,


Sometimes late…or soon.

We yield because you, beyond us, are our God.  

We are your creatures met by your holiness, 

By your holiness made our true selves.
And we yield.  Amen.

I have appreciated this prayer for years, and keep returning to it, in part because I think its movement is so true to life.  It starts where we fallen creatures often start, with ourselves.  WE arrange OUR lives as best WE can.  It is the fundamental human sin that we set ourselves up as our own little gods, keeping [the True God’s] holiness at bay.  And we use any number of props to make the arrangement work:  our opinions, our judgments, our interpretations, our politics, our biases, our ways —yes—and even our pieties, our doctrines, our liturgies, our moralities, and our secret ideologies!  So badly do we want our lives to be safe, virtuous, settled, that we will do nearly anything to make it so.  Martin Luther once said:  “One of the best ways to avoid God is religion!”  and this prayer admits that Luther’s words are true.  And worse, the world takes notice of the fact that we use our religion to serve our own ends, and it damages our witness.  When Gandhi said, "I like your Christ, I do not like your Christians. Your Christians are so unlike your Christ," it was a very painful indictment of the idolatry that we so easily fall into.

Thankfully, as hard as we try to set ourselves up as our own little gods and keep the True God’s holiness at bay, it seems that we can never quite pull it off.  For all our effort at arranging our lives and all the props we put in place to try to make things come out right, “stuff happens,” and our lives are disrupted.  And strange as it may sound, according to Brueggemann’s prayer, one of the chief disruptors of our safe, virtuous, and settled lives is none other than God!

And then You! he prays.  And then You!  You and your dreams, your visions, your purposes, your commands, your creatures we know as neighbors…probing, pervading, insisting, demanding!  You are the one who is behind this, O Lord!  Just when I was getting comfortable and it looked like I was going to be on top, you mess it up!  And then You!  How could you?  Why would you?

This is the experience of Jesus according to the Second Lesson read earlier, of course.  Jesus has just begun his ministry at the Jordan River, where he is baptized by John, which includes the booming voice from heaven, “This is my Beloved Son; listen to him!”  It is a heckuva beginning; Jesus has got to feel that everything about his ministry is nicely arranged and that things are going quite well.  But then, according to the text, immediately Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.  And then You!  You and Your Spirit!  Stirring things up, unsettling what was settled, knocking away all the props!  And then You! You are the one who is behind this, O Lord!  Just when I was feeling safe in my purpose, and confident in my virtue, you show up with your crazy plans and mess things up:  And then You!  How could you?  Why would you?

Oh, dear people, here is why:  because God is at it again, surprising us, turning things upside down.  In God’s upside-down economy, where first is last and full is empty, none of it makes sense to us until we are in the middle of it and have to take it seriously. We will never reason our way to the idea that the only equipment that is adequate to the task is no equipment at all, and that the only stance that is sufficient is that of surrender or yielding.  No, in order to grasp the truth of these things, we have to be thrust into them headlong.  We need to be empty to come to its fullness in the Kingdom of God.  Sometimes we need to be knocked down in order to be lifted up.

In order to take on the strong and clever Devil, Jesus is driven out into desolation where he fasts for 40 days.  He doesn’t muscle up on a high protein diet or bulk up on high-energy carbs; he doesn’t study up in order to educate himself to refute every satanic argument; he doesn’t arm himself with weapons of might or train himself in effective ways to do battle against the author of violence.  He empties himself.  He takes nothing; he consumes nothing; he is completely vulnerable; his only strength is the strength of God.  Thus he yields.  He yields to God, because he knows the heart of God, who has claimed him as Son and called him Beloved.  It is all he has in the face of the wily Tempter.  Thus Brueggemann concludes:

We yield because you, beyond us, are our God.  We are your creatures met by your holiness, By your holiness made our true selves. And we yield.  Amen.

In the end it is all we have:  just God, and the precious love that holds us together.

This, you see, is what Jesus is stirring Peter toward in the Gospel lesson read earlier.  Jesus prods Peter in much the same way that the Spirit prodded Jesus into the wilderness, with a pointed question repeated three times, “Do you love me?”  Peter is unsettled by this treatment; he is hurt and offended.  And he is ashamed, for the three-fold nature of the questioning is certainly Jesus’ way of reminding Peter of his loveless behavior denying Jesus just a few days before.  Peter would just as soon move on from that shameful act; he wants to appear now as faithful and strong.  Here’s the way Peter likely hears the questioning:

“Do you love me, Peter?”  

“Of course I do, Lord.”  

“O Peter, how am I to believe your words, considering what you did?” 

“Um…”

No matter Peter’s disposition, Jesus persists, asking once, twice, three times until Peter is left with no props, no self-justification, no excuses.  He is completely vulnerable.  His only hope for rescue is in the One who is questioning him. It is up to Jesus how this turns out, whether or not Peter will be condemned or forgiven.  For Peter has no legs to stand on.  All he has is Jesus, who is standing there in front of him.  So Peter yields.  And that’s exactly where God wants him to be as one who will carry on in the name of Christ.  Vulnerable, now Peter is ready to go forth in true strength and declare the Kingdom of God, even though it means that he, too, will one day pay the price with his life.

Henri Nouwen (in the book that we are using in the adult study downstairs after worship) uses these two texts to make a similar point about the way that we are called to live as followers of Christ.  Nouwen suggests that our most faithful way of following Christ in today’s world is the complete opposite of what we might expect.  Instead of being attractive and popular and relevant and impressive and influential and powerful and effective in the eyes of others; instead of having all the right skills and tools and facilities and resources and finances and talents and education and people; rather than being dependent on our expertise in planning and strategizing and marketing and persuading and achieving measurable successes that win the world’s attention and praise, Nouwen understands that above all we must first have vulnerable love, which is the gift of God.  The primary question that trumps all other questions with regard to our lives and ministries is Jesus’ question of his disciples, “Do you love me?”  For if it is not about this right relationship, then it is not about the Reign of God in our midst.  For only by being brought to vulnerable love do we know the heart of God, which is vulnerable love as well.

So what does this mean for us gathered here, and for us here at Zion?  I think it means that as we face difficulties, trials, temptations, tribulations and trouble, we must not so quickly assign their origin as that of the devil trying to mess us up.  It may rather be the Spirit driving us out into the wilderness; it may rather be Jesus unsettling us with the question, “Do you love me?” until we yield.  And then You! may begin as our prayer of accusation:

You and your dreams,

You and your visions,

You and your purposes,

You and your commands,

You and your questions, Jesus!

Oh, Jesus, I am hurt, I am offended, I am exhausted, I am frustrated, I am surprised at you, I am confused, I am…

“But, Jeff, do you love me?  Oh Zion, do you love me?”

“Well, yeah, but what about…!”

“Do you love me?”

“Sure, but, well, if …!’

“Do you love me?”

(Sigh.)

Ah, You, we pray, now the prayer of recognition, the prayer that recognizes the heart of God, the prayer gains its understanding and takes its strength in vulnerable love. 
Ah, You, you know I love you.  And then it happens.  Vulnerable, we are strangely safe.  Emptied, we are surprisingly full.  Yielding, we are oddly powerful.  Disrupted by God, we are set on a solid course which promises far more than we might imagine.

“Zion, do you love me?”

Oh Lord, you know that we do.  Amen.

� Walter Brueggemann, Awed to Heaven, Rooted in Earth, 2003.





