22nd June 2008
It’s Urgent
Readings:  Jeremiah20.7-13,  Matthew 10.24-39

 

A man came home with a new dog one day and set out for his first walk with the new animal.  He decided to take his favourite route around the local lake, and as he went along, he threw sticks for the dog to retrieve.  Getting a bit carried away, he threw one into the water, as far across the lake as he could.  The dog didn't flinch but ran straight onto the lake, running across the surface of the water, he fetched the stick and brought it back.  Utterly amazed, the man tried this again and again, and each time the dog ran on the water.

 

The next day, this chap asked his neighbour to come with him - he thought this miracle ought to be witnessed by someone.  When he got to the lake, he threw a stick and the dog bounded over, running on the water, and brought it back.  He did this a couple of time, but the neighbour didn't say a word as they walked on.  Feeling a bit miffed, the owner eventually asked his neighbour what he was thinking.  The man replied, 'Well, I didn't like to say anything, but I noticed that your dog can't swim.'

 

It's just a completely inappropriate (though very British) response to what this man had just witnessed.

 

It's a bit like when Peter said to Jesus, when Jesus was talking about his crucifixion, 'No, Lord.'  You can stand in someone's way and try to stop them, but not if you then address them as Lord.  If Peter really believed that Jesus is Lord, then, 'Yes, Lord; certainly, Lord; anything you say, Lord,' is the more appropriate response.  How can you say, 'No,' to the King of kings and Lord of lords, the creator of heaven and earth?

 

In the reading we've just heard, Jesus said some pretty tough things:


"Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather, be afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell."

"Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth.  I did not come to bring peace, but a sword."

"Anyone who does not take his cross and follow me is not worthy of me.  Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it."

Not to mention the really hard bits about families and mothers-in-law.

 

Contrast that picture of power and authority with some of the images that were on the Christmas cards you sent and received last year, and the lovely flowers, fluffy chicks and sweet little bunnies that appear on Easter cards - because Jesus believed this to be a matter of life and death.  Shouldn't Easter cards have envelopes with health warnings the size of those on cigarette packs, and shouldn't the Post Office deliver your Christmas post with blue flashing lights blazing away as the van skids to a halt outside your front door?  Jesus said, 'This is urgent, your life depends on it.'

 

Perhaps the New Testament reading, and even a large chunk of the entire New Testament, could be reduced to just the first verse we heard, "A student is not above his teacher, nor a servant above his master."  If only I could grasp that, if only I could live as though that were true for me - I'm sure things would then go so much better.  Wouldn't it be great if I could really show in what I say and think and do that I truly believed that Jesus is Lord?

 

A common observation of the culture that we live in today is that nobody wants to lead and nobody wants to follow.  It's impolite or intolerant to tell people what to do, people have the right to do what they want and so most policy decisions we make, in the church, in government, in raising our children, are not driven by those who are meant to be responsible but rather by those for whom we are meant to be responsible.  So children tell their parents what to do, and parents behave like children, and so on.

 

And I'm part of the problem.  I know I'm meant to follow Jesus, but I find it just too tempting to lead him instead - 'Jesus, could you do this for me please? And when you've done that, what about all these things too? Oh, and don't forget...  And if I were you, this is the way I'd do it...'  It's mad, isn't it.  Jesus can walk on water, but instead of shouting about it, we're a bit embarrassed or suspicious or slightly cynical about the whole thing.

 

I don't know how many of you have watched 'The Apprentice' on television, but one of the things that struck me about these young would-be multimillionaires is their arrogance.  And a mistake that Alan Sugar really jumps on is when one of the aspiring tycoons thinks they're like him - and they get a very firm put-down, 'Nobody's like me. I'm unique.'  "A student is not above his teacher, nor a servant above his master."  Alan Sugar might not be very politically correct, but his comments are often spot-on.  We might not like some of the things Jesus said, but he is Jesus, he is Lord, he is king - and he is unique.

 

Jesus said, "So do not be afraid. There is nothing concealed that will not be disclosed, or hidden that will not be made known."  In other words, 'Whatever worries you now needn't because in the end all injustice will be righted, and truth will out.'  God can see everything and he will judge correctly - in the end, everything will happen as it should.  One of the reasons why we go our own way is that we think we know best - but it's only God who can see the whole picture and so only God who can lead in the right way, in the right direction, at the right speed.  We should follow that lead.

 

Jesus said, "Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul."  Again, a lot of our unwillingness to follow stems from our fear of the unknown.  'If I follow, where will it lead and what will happen on the way?'  I don't know where Jesus wants to lead you, but I do know that it won't kill you, and that going any other way might.

 

Jesus said, "Even the very hairs of your head are all numbered. So don't be afraid."  Another reason for going our own way is our concern for the detail.  I'm quite good at ignoring this sort of stuff, but Katharine is very careful with detail - it matters to her.  If you're a 'details' person then hearing Jesus come up to you and say, 'Follow me,' just isn't good enough - because your reply will be, 'That's all very well, but what about...?'  But God cares about the detail too, even the very hairs of your head are all numbered - how pernickety is that?  So when you say, 'Yes, but...' God already knows what you're thinking and already has a plan to take care of your worries.

 

Jesus said, "Whoever acknowledges me before men, I will also acknowledge him before my Father in heaven."   Jesus is the key, there is no relationship more important than the one we have with Christ - he is the central figure of all history, all truth and all meaning.  First and last, we need to get it right with him, we need to follow him.

 

Coming back to the man who witnessed his neighbour's dog walking on water and didn't like to say anything, there's that wonderful bit in Jeremiah, "The word of the Lord has brought me insult and reproach. But if I say, 'I will not mention him or speak any more in his name,' his word is in my heart like a fire in my heart. I am weary of holding it in; indeed, I cannot."  Jeremiah encountered all sorts of hassles because of his faith, but he couldn't help himself.  Such was his vision and his experience of God that he had to tell everyone, he had to submit to God's word, he had to be an obedient servant.

 

I came across this quote the other day, and I think it sums up Jeremiah's experiences and also something of what Jesus' leadership was about, 'If you want to build a boat, don't summon people to buy wood, prepare tools, distribute jobs and organise the work.  Rather, inspire in them a yearning for the wide boundless ocean.'  Jesus didn't come to organise, threaten and cajole - he came to inspire.  That leaves us free to respond in our own way - and free not to respond.  It is hard to follow Jesus - but, seriously, how can we not?  How can we see his beauty, his majesty, his love and his truth and turn the other way?  Come on - let's step out in faith today and follow him into tomorrow, and together we can enjoy the wonders he will show.

