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“A Mother Hen?”

In last week’s sermon I said that Lent (which means spring) is a great time to do some spring-cleaning of your soul.  I said you might hear some things or learn some things that challenge you and require you to do some deep cleaning.  

I think you’ll hear things today that challenge you, unless you’re one of those rare people who love it when the church and politics collide.  But most people do not like it when the church and politics collide and get understandably nervous when the two do.  Most people want the church to stay out of politics and politics to stay out of the church because there is a poor track record when the two mix.  

Most people, I think, want to go to church to hear and learn about God and Jesus.  People want to hear words of comfort, and reminders about how we can lead better lives, and maybe some ideas about how we can do that.  We don’t want church to be a source of conflict, which bringing politics into the mix can do.

But I think one of the reasons we don’t like it when the church and politics collides is because we think it’s wrong and contrary to the teachings of Jesus to get mixed up in the messy affairs of politics.   I think there are an awful lot of people who assume Jesus was innocent or ignorant of the realities of the politics his day and just went around welcoming children, healing sick people, and feeding poor people.  In other words, Jesus was “nice” and did “nice” things; he didn’t get involved politics.  But that assumption isn’t true; Jesus was heavily involved in the politics of his day, and many scholars now admit that his involvement led his to his crucifixion.

Last week I said the goal of Lent is to prepare us for Easter.  After all, Jesus’ resurrection doesn’t happen in a bubble.  It comes after skirmishes, run-ins, and arguments with some high and mighty political leaders.  Jesus doesn’t suddenly show up in Jerusalem and get killed.  There are many incidents that led him to Jerusalem, and contributed to his trial and execution.  Jesus does some very revolutionary things to try to change the world, and the world, especially the political leaders, resists them.  

The world didn’t think Jesus was nice, and Jesus’ mission-contrary to popular opinion- wasn’t to be nice.  (This isn’t to say that Jesus’ wasn’t nice, but that was not his primary mission.)  Jesus’ mission was to proclaim the coming kingdom of God which was an affront to the powers that be.  I’ve said it before but I think it’s worth saying again in case you didn’t hear it the first time, that there can only be 1 kingdom at a time.  So if you have some troublemaker on the loose like Jesus proclaiming that another kingdom is at hand, well something needs to be done about that troublemaker.  If you’re Herod or the Pharisees or just a regular Joe the Plumber who benefits from the current status quo, you don’t want someone running around saying everything’s going to change, especially when the changes he preaches are going to affect you negatively.  Jesus tells it like it is: “the first will be last and the last will be first.”

Well, the Pharisees and Herod who occupy a favorable, first place position in the kingdom, don’t want to hear that.  So the alarm bells go off-something has got to be done.

“Jesus,” the Pharisees say, “You better get out of town because Herod wants to kill you.”  Now, do not be deceived by the niceties of the Pharisees, because their warning was a self-serving move.  The Pharisees are in cahoots with Herod and hope to drive Jesus out of Herod’s jurisdiction and make him Pilate’s responsibility.  Herod was a trivial leader who liked power but not responsibility; the last thing he wanted was to be blamed for Jesus’ actions.  So the sooner he can pass the buck to someone else, the better.  It’s sort of like the state passing the buck to the feds or vice-verse because neither one wants to take any heat for a difficult decision, especially in an election year.

Jesus responds to their thinly veiled attempt at friendliness with a response that makes it quite clear he knows exactly what type of political move they’re making: “Go and tell that fox for me, ‘Listen, I am casting out demons and performing cures today and tomorrow, and on the third day I finish my work.  Yet today, tomorrow, and the next day I must be on my way . . .”  He’s fully aware that the mission he proclaims and enacts by casting out demons and performing cures today and tomorrow, especially among the poor and neglected, is an affront to the powers that be.

But then Jesus pushes the envelope just a bit farther, and informs the powers that be that his challenge will go all the way to the top.  He will not stop in the provinces, but will proceed, on his own time, to the capital city of Jerusalem.  So Pilate will be confronted soon enough.  It’s as though Jesus makes it clear that the discomforting politics of God’s kingdom will not stop at the doors of the statehouses in Jefferson City, or Montgomery, AL, Springfield, IL or any other state capital, but will go to the ultimate stop: to Washington, DC and the steps of Congress, the Supreme Court and the White House.  And not for a second does he hold any illusion that those entities will welcome him with open arms.  Jesus knows that all too often dreams of change die at the doors of power.  As he says today: Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it!”

Some of you may recall the story of Cindy Sheehan, whose son was killed in Iraq in 2004 which led her to protest the Iraq War.  Three months after her son was killed Sheehan and other military families met with President Bush to express their unhappiness at how the war had been handled.  Then, During the presidential inauguration in January 2005, Sheehan traveled to Washington, DC to speak at the opening of "Eyes Wide Open: the Human Cost of War", a traveling exhibition created by the American Friends Service Committee that displays pairs of combat boots to represent US military casualties. She also traveled with the exhibition to other locations and donated her son Casey's boots, stating "Behind these boots is one broken-hearted family.”  

Up until that time she was still basically a grieving Mom with 3 other children who at one time served as a youth minister at a Catholic Church.  It wasn’t until she camped outside President Bush’s Texas ranch while he was on vacation for 5 weeks that she gained national attention and folks started taking aim at her because she pushed the envelope too far.  The message was clear from the powers that be: it’s fine to be a grieving mother, but don’t start messing around and causing trouble.

But in the case of Sheehan it wasn’t only the powers that be that that took aim at her.  Regular folks did, too.  People that look like us started taking aim at her.  Her politically charged words and intense focus and determination were discomforting.  People didn’t want to see it.  It was time for her to go home and grieve in private.  It seemed people didn’t want Sheehan bringing the war front and center where we might actually have to think about the young men and women who are dying over there.  Or maybe people took aim at her because they feared that perhaps Sheehan was right: the war had been handled poorly, which made the tragic deaths of our servicemen and women even more tragic.  Fear can cause people to do reckless things, like take aim at the wrong people.  Fear was the driver behind Herod and Pilate’s leadership.  Fear is what drove the final nail into Jesus’ cross.  

And yet what does the Bible tell us again and again?  Fear not.  It’s what the angel told Mary when she found out she was expecting: fear not.  “I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior who is the Messiah, the Lord.”  

Yet eleven chapters and 32 odd years later, that good news doesn’t sound so good anymore.  It sounds hard.  It’s challenging.  It pushes the envelope.  It’s more than we can or want to handle.  Jesus calling us out of our complacency; calling us to care deeply, to live passionately, to show love to everyone, to share our resources, and to work for causes that matter-well, that requires more time, work or money than many people want to give.  So we tuck Jesus back into our “nice” box, and hang pictures of him surrounded by children, and tell the church to stick to spiritual matters and leave the politics up to Washington.  That doesn’t make a lot of sense, but then again we’re pretty good at making Jesus into who we want him to be-and a political, in your face, I’m going to push the envelope Jesus is not at the top of the list.

Several years ago, Don McCullough, then President of San Francisco Theological Seminary, wrote a fine little book called The Trivialization of God. The book argues that all of us are forever trivializing God into the god we want; we shrink Jesus down to our personal size. Conservatives make Jesus into a nice clean-cut personal Savior with "traditional American values". Liberals make him into an ancient Near-Eastern progressive Democrat. McCullough frames the book with section headings that name these trivial gods, the little "g" gods we want: "the god of my cause," "the god of my understanding," "the god of my experience," "the god of my comfort," "the god of my success," "the god of my nation."  The book succeeded in offending all sorts of people, both liberals and conservatives, because it touched a nerve.

We make Jesus into who we want him to be, because facing up to who he is and what he calls us to do is difficult to accept.  Stepping into the messy world of politics with the goal of ushering in God’s kingdom, as opposed to the kingdom that we want and that benefits us, is a risk most of us don’t want to take.  There’s too much lose, too many roadblocks in our way, and too many conflicts to face.  So we tuck Jesus away into our nice box.

But friends, this isn’t the Jesus we meet today.  If Jesus’ goal had been to be nice, he would have followed the Pharisees warning and gotten out of dodge.  If Jesus’ goal had been to be nice, he would have stayed out of trouble . . .but he would have been utterly forgotten.  You and I would not be in this church.  There would not even be a church.  The cross lies in front of Jesus because he speaks the truth and has the integrity and courage to take that truth all the way to Jerusalem.

But here’s the good news: at the end of the day, Jesus wanted nothing more than to gather all of God’s children into God’s embrace; like a mother hen gathers her chicks he said.  This is the good news.  The bad news is that doing this ruffles people’s feathers.  It doesn’t seem like it should.  After all, wanting to gather all of God’s children into God’s embrace seems like the nice thing to do.  But as we see in Jesus’ political system, just like we do in our own, not everyone wants everyone included in the fold.  

God calls us to build a kingdom built on justice, inclusiveness and righteousness.  God calls us to build this kingdom even when the way is difficult and the obstacles seem insurmountable.

John Calvin once said: "For whomever the Lord has adopted and deemed worthy of his fellowship ought to prepare themselves for a hard, toilsome and unquiet life."  It’s not the message we want to hear, but it’s the message we need to hear and it’s the message we’re reminded of as we make our way to Jerusalem.

Amen.
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