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Following Jesus – Faith MC – Jan. 27, 2013 – Mt. 4:19-25 and Luke 17:20-21 

 

They killed him.  Let’s start with that. 

There’s been lots of debate about Jesus over the past 2000 years, 

 but everybody agrees on one thing:  they killed him. 

 

Which leads to another non-debatable fact:  Jesus was a threat. 

 Jesus made powerful folks uncomfortable; he rocked their boat. 

 Powerful religious leaders and powerful political leaders felt equally 

threatened, so they cooperated in his execution. 

They killed him to silence him, to stop him. 

 

Jesus did things and said things that led to his premature death; 

 from baptism to cross was only 3 years. 

 

Jesus broke down barriers; that was the #1 threat. 

 He did not accept the way his society compartmentalized people into 

  groups:  the haves and the have-nots, the insiders and the outsiders, 

       the elite and the untouchables. 

 

Because he did not accept those barriers, because he refused to treat people as 

members of categories, he threatened to break down the power structures of 

society. 

 

He called 12 disciples, a very diverse group that included some fishermen, two  

 revolutionaries committed to the violent overthrow of the Romans, and a  

  tax collector—a Roman collaborator. 

 That motley crew was Jesus’s sign to the world that in his new way of  

  doing things, old barriers melt away, love can transform  

  relationships, and seemingly insurmountable differences between 

  people can be bridged and healed. 

 The lowly and the mighty are brought into one new community. 

  Jesus called it “the kingdom.” 

 

Most threatening of all, Jesus taught his followers to pray that this kingdom would 

come on earth, right here, right now. 
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But of course there were those whose wealth and power depended on  

 maintaining barriers of race and class and wealth. 

The top 20% fed on the work and the exploitation of the bottom 80%. 

That’s why anyone giving hope to the folks at the bottom, 

 anyone saying or demonstrating that people are not bound by the 

  domination patterns of society, 

 anyone threatening the systems that protected those at the top from 

  those at the bottom, anyone like that must be eliminated. 

 

Outcasts, prostitutes, tax collectors, lepers, Samaritans, women, children,  

the mentally ill, the sick—Jesus sought them out, loved them, engaged  

 them in conversation, included them, accepted them,  

ate with them, and helped them find healing. 

And on those rare occasions when somebody from the top of the heap sought  

 him out, as did Nicodemus, he would patiently spend the whole night in  

  conversation. 

 

Jesus let people know that a radical new community was possible, 

  a holy leveling, where ins and outs and highs and lows became one. 

 And he dared to say, “Now is the time for this radical change. 

 This new kingdom is already here—it’s already among you.”  (Lk. 17:21) 

  For those who were “in” and for those that were “high,”  

this message threatened them, so they killed him. 

 

When human rules made this kind of new community impossible, 

 Jesus ignored those rules. 

He was a free man, relating to each and every person with radical openness, 

 responding in each and every situation in order to touch people at the 

  point of their deepest need. 

 

He turned the world upside-down. 

He said, “You’re blessed if you’re poor.  You’re blessed if people despise you.” 

And he also said, “The rich will find it difficult to accept this new reality.” 

He also said, “You can talk to God directly.  You just say, `Our Father in heaven,  

 give us the bread we need today, forgive us when we mess up,  

and may this new kind of community begin on earth--now.’” 
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 By teaching that prayer, Jesus was bypassing the power of the temple. 

 Jesus was saying, “You don’t need to give lots of money or provide a blood 

  sacrifice to have access to God.  God is here—now—available to all.” 

 

Those who ran the temple and its system saw themselves becoming obsolete. 

They saw formerly marginalized people flocking to Jesus, 

 becoming part of this new way of relating to one another and to God, 

  so of course--especially after Jesus came to the temple, called that  

  system corrupt, and declared that ALL should have equal access--  

they HAD to kill him. 

 

Jesus taught—and demonstrated—that security doesn’t depend on money   

and power. 

Toward the end of his 3 years, Jesus walked toward the centers of earthly power 

 without fear, without weapons. 

  His freedom and his joy did not depend on self-protection. 

 

And when he faced that ultimate moment of truth, 

 he practiced what he had preached by saying, “Father, forgive them.” 

 

His followers back then didn’t always get it. 

And his followers ever since also have had a very mixed record when it comes to 

 forming the kind of community, the kind of relationships, the kind of 

 free, loving, boundary-breaking, responsive, non-defensive and  

  compassionate lives that Jesus called his followers to. 

 

It has always been a human temptation to re-erect the barriers, to exclude, to 

keep yourself up and in by accepting the systems that keep others down and out. 

 

The best way, the easiest way to maintain those systems of domination 

  and stratification is to ignore the life and teachings of Jesus. 

 If you love the status quo, if you want to maintain your power,  

you best skip the life and teachings of Jesus. 

 

That’s why, in the early centuries of the church, the wealthy and powerful 

 religious and political leaders who formulated prescribed statements of 

 belief called “creeds” consistently skipped the life and teachings of Jesus. 
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The Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene Creed skip directly from Jesus’ birth to his 

 death.  Both of those creeds state that Jesus was born, then he died;  

  not a single word in those creeds about Jesus’ life and teachings; 

not a single hint in those creeds about why they killed him; 

 not a single word that would threaten those who were writing the creeds; 

 not a single word that would call into question the barriers, the rules, 

  the structures of exclusion by which they benefited. 

 

The creed-writers transformed a radical, earth-shaking, upside-down kingdom 

 into a controlled religion that protected the church’s status and 

  the Empire’s power. 

 

They transformed Jesus from one who offended the powerful by his radical 

 love and inclusion into a safe, distant figure whose main function is to 

 provide correct answers to catechism questions. 

 

They invented a Christianity that centered on believing things ABOUT Jesus  

 in order to distract people from the changes that happen when people  

 actually follow Jesus. 

 

They promoted a Christianity that spoke of believing IN Jesus in order to 

 reach heaven, rather than living like Jesus, defenselessly, to create a new  

 community in which all folks could embrace one another on level ground 

here on earth. 

 

Every Christian tradition, including our own, has been tempted to re-create 

 Jesus into the guardian of our structures, our position, and our comfort. 

 

Yet it is a strength of this congregation and the stream of history of which we are 

 a part that we have tried to keep following Jesus at the center. 

 

When we read the Bible, we start with Jesus, and we read the entire Bible-- 

 from beginning to end--through the lens of Jesus.  

 

We believe that we’re not here primarily to learn stuff ABOUT Jesus or to give  

 mental assent to lists of official words and sentences. 
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We’re here to try to form the kind of community where all kinds of surprising  

 people can find a common home, a common place of healing and hope. 

 

We believe that when we talk about the Spirit with a capital “S”, we’re not talking  

 about some kind of generic “spirit”, but that we’re actually talking about  

 the Spirit of Jesus in our midst. 

 

We dare to believe that just as Jesus touched and healed while he walked 

 here on earth, just as encounters with Jesus back then resulted in  

  transformation and new life, the living Spirit of Jesus operates in the  

  same way, here, today, at Faith Church. 

  

We dare to believe that in this diverse community of ordinary human beings, 

 all—ALL can find healing, hope, transformation, and yes, “salvation” 

 from all that binds them and weighs them down and robs them of joy. 

 

Though we are all-too-familiar with failure, we keep coming back to the person of  

 Jesus, his words, his deeds, his attitudes and actions toward the people of  

  his day and toward the structures of his day, 

 and in response we say to one another in places such as this: 

  “You are my sister.  You are my brother.  As different as you are from 

   me in so many ways, in this place we are one, in this place 

   we know what love is—because of Jesus.” 

 

The surest sign that Jesus lives is that there are groups of people yet today, 

 like the group gathered here this morning, who begin their mission  

  statement with these words:  “As followers of Jesus . . .” 

 

How do you do that?   

Take this principle with you through the next week: 

 Treat everyone you encounter as a precious, God-loved, unique individual, 

  NOT as a member of a category. 

 

That’s the radical thing Jesus did, and that’s what you and Faith Church are  

 called to do.  Whenever you do that, you’re following Jesus and you’re  

  building God’s kingdom, here—and now. 

If that’s what you want to do, please pray with me:  “Our Father . . .” 
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In places such as this, we come together to worship God and to declare 

 our desire to follow Jesus in building this radical new community of love 

 that breaks down the human-constructed barriers that exploit and divide. 

 

Every time you pray the prayer that Jesus taught, 

 you are declaring:  “I’m ready to follow Jesus.  Here.  And now.” 

 

If you dare, please pray with me:    “Our Father . . .” 


