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Lent 2 B

March 8, 2009

Genesis 17:1-7, 15-16, Psalm 22, Romans 4:13-25, Mark 8:31-38

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.

Thanks to Jan With for the following story.  An elderly Florida lady did her shopping and, upon returning to her car, found four males in the act of leaving with her vehicle.  She dropped her stopping bags and drew her handgun, proceeding to scream at the top of her lungs, “I have a gun, and I know how to use it!  Get out of the car!”

The four men didn’t wait for a second threat.  They got out and ran like mad.  The lady, somewhat shaken, then proceeded to load her shopping bags into the back of the car and go into the drier’s seat.  She was so shaken that she could not get her key into the ignition. She tried and tried , and then realized why.  It was for the same reason she had wondered why there was a football, a Frisbee and two 12 packs of beer in the front seat.

A few minutes later, she found her own car parked four or five spaces farther down.  She loaded her bags into the car and drove to the police station to report her mistake.  The sergeant to whom she told the story couldn’t stop laughing.  He pointed to the other end of the counter, where four pale mend were reporting a car jacking by a mad, elderly woman described as white, les than five feet tall, glasses, curly white hair and carrying a large handgun.  No charges were filed.

Moral of the story?  If you’re going to have a senior moment…make it memorable.

Whenever we experience a sudden disruption in our expectations,  be it by  a mistake  such as the Florida woman made or not, the event can be a sobering one.  In a similar yet also different way the scriptures in Lent can be very sobering.  The warm and compassionate Jesus, portrayed by many of the scriptures throughout the year seems to be absent or replaced by  solemn passages such as we have  today.   This morning (evening) is the second weekend in Lent.  We have God’s everlasting covenant with Abraham from the book of Genesis.  Our New Testament reading is from Paul in Romans arguing about a seemingly obscure topic of law versus righteousness using Abraham as a model.  And Jesus in the gospel of Mark, warns his disciples that unless they “deny themselves and take up their cross and follow him, they will lose their lives.”  

 At a surface look , these scriptures do not  seem to contain a whole lot of good news.   No parables, no stories, but as I prayed and thought about what might be hiding under the surface in these lessons, keeping in mind that Lent is a season of repentance and self-examination, a question kept popping into my mind.    What does it mean to “lose our life for the gospel?” Another way to ask that question might be what does it mean to have faithful righteousness?  Or what does it mean to serve God or to show our faith?

First of all losing our life for the gospel involves choice.   Jesus implies that in our gospel selection today when he  says to his disciples that they can choose to save their lives by denying themselves, taking up their cross and following him or  they can choose to gain the whole world and give up their soul.   Not much of a choice when put that way.   But still a choice offered not only to the disciples but to each and every one of us.   We are not coerced or forced.   Each and every one of us must decide to choose to live our life for Christ or not.   

The Hebrew Scriptures book of Joshua makes the choice a little plainer.   Joshua is addressing the assembled tribes of Israel who are occupying the promised land but have drifted from worshipping the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  In Joshua 24:15 the prophet says, “Choose this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your forefathers served by the River .   But as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.”   Losing our life for the gospel involves individual choice.   Will we follow the dictates of our time and culture worshipping the gods of money, power, or ??   Or will we make the lifelong choice of serving God?  

The famous preacher Fred Craddock once gave this illustration regarding our serving God and the life-long commitment that is.    A wealthy man went to his priest with a check for fifty thousand dollars made out to the church.  He handed the check to the priest and the priest looked at it.  It was a lot of money!  Then the priest handed it back and said, “Go cash it in.  Receive quarters or dollar bills and spend fifty cents or a dollar at a time doing the Lord’s work.”


The man exclaimed, “But that will take the rest of my life!”

That’s right!” answered the priest.  That is the point!”  

Serving our Lord is not easy, it is a choice and it is a life-long commitment.

Another way of looking at what it means to serve God with faithful righteousness is to explore what it doesn’t mean.   Serving God doesn’t mean that we have to be perfect people.   If  God required perfect people, there would be no choice  for us to make about serving God as none of us are perfect.    

The people who inhabit today’s scriptures are perfect examples of the concept that serving God faithfully doesn’t require that we be perfect first.  Consider Abram or Abraham as he will be renamed.  Abraham is far from perfect.  When he and Sarah arrive in Egypt to escape a famine, Abraham lies to protect himself from Pharaoh proclaiming that Sarah is  his sister not his wife.  For if the Egyptians thought Abraham were Sarah’s wife they could simply kill him making her free to enter the Pharoah’s harem.   If Abraham claimed to be her brother, he stood to gain prestige and money because Pharaoh wanted her in his harem.

Sarah also is far from blameless as she gives her servant Hagar to  Abraham as a surrogate mother for a child.  Abraham and Hagar conceive a child and  jealousy between Hagar and Sarah runs wild. Then when Sarah conceives and bears a child on her own,  she demands that Abraham cast Hagar and her child Ishmael out into the wilderness.     Abraham and Sarah are far from perfect, yet God makes an everlasting covenant with them.

And then in the New Testament  there is the apostle Paul who is also far from perfect.  In fact he is a persecutor of Christians before Jesus comes to him on the road to Damascus.  Paul was present and condoned the stoning of Stephen who was the first Christian martyr.  Even after his conversion Paul remained hard to get along with as witnessed by the constant changing of his companions on his mission trips, because they simply couldn’t agree.   Paul apparently had a very abrasive personality.  He was far from perfect yet God uses him as an apostle to the Gentiles and an author responsible for much of the New Testament. 

So serving God doesn’t require us to be perfect and it also means that we don’t have to follow “the law.”   I am not talking about civil laws here.   For example, just because we have chosen to serve God, it unfortunately doesn’t mean  we can drive down Highway 81 for example at 80 miles per hour, claiming our faith as our excuse when we are pulled over by a state trooper.   No the “law” that Paul is referring to in today’s passage from Romans is the Ten Commandments.   Not the commandments themselves but the many rules and regulations that had evolved in the Jewish culture.   Jesus is constantly reprimanding the Pharisees and Sadducees for robotically following the letter of the “law” without considering the intent or meaning.   

The Parable of the Good Samaritan contains an example of what I mean.   In that parable a man is beaten and robbed and left for dead on the road between Jericho and Jerusalem.   Both the priest and the Levite pass the man by because it would have meant that they became unclean and could not serve at the temple.  So they leave a man to die rather than break the Jewish code.  Not a very good example of what it means to be a person who has chosen to serve God.

Just as it is impossible for us as humans to be perfect, it is also impossible for us to keep from breaking the law.  I can hear some of you thinking.  “I have never murdered anyone, or committed adultery, or coveted another’s possessions.”  But the scriptures tell us if we have even thought about it,  we have broken the law.    

Another way of looking at  blindly keeping the law might be keeping regulations because we have always done them that way without considering what those customs and regulations were intended to achieve.   There is a story told about a  church in New England that was celebrating it’s 200th anniversary.  The congregation had planned a huge event and issued invitations to every living member whether they were currently attending the church or not.   One 85 year old man came from Georgia to attend the event as he had grown up in that church.   

The service began with the procession.   And as was the custom in this church about half way down the aisle, the crucifer who was carrying the cross stopped, dipped the cross down about 24 inches, lifted it back up and proceeded down the aisle.   The sounds of the old man’s laughter could be heard throughout the church.  It seems that when he was a teenager, there was an arch about half way down the processional aisle.   In order to get the processional cross through the archway, the crucifer had to dip the cross 24 inches.  Even though the archway had been gone for over 70 years, the cross was still being dipped where the archway used to be.   Following customary regulations or the law without considering the intent is not what we have to do to serve our Lord.

In fact it is not what Abraham did.    And because Abraham made the decision to follow God’s lead without being perfect by simply making a faith-filled choice, he achieved  righteousness in God’s eyes.   Abraham was considered a person of faith by God.   Or Abraham became the “Father of Nations”  because he believed by faith that God could and would do what he said he would do.  

The word “righteous” does not necessarily have a positive connotation for many of us.  For when we think about being righteous we  might begin thinking of rigid people who trudge through life following the rules without joy.  But “righteousness” does not mean that at all in this context.   “Righteousness” comes from a word that actually meant “right wiseness,”  or “A gracious gift of God to humans.  All who believe in Jesus are brought into a right relationship with God.”

Righteousness by faith is not received because we deserve it.  We don’t.  It is not received because we have never broken a law.   We can’t help ourselves.  Righteousness is gained as a gift from God after we make the choice to serve our Lord by taking up our cross and following the Holy One.   

So despite the solemn nature of today’s scriptures, when we unpack them, there is more than meets the eye.  For these scriptures invite us to consider making a faith-filled choice to serve God just as Abraham did.  We do not have to be perfect to make the choice.   We do not blindly have to follow the rules without considering the intent.   God does not force us to choose righteousness.  God  invites us to choose a life of  servanthood, of denying ourselves, taking up our cross and following our Lord.  May we listen and hear the words of our Lord as he lovingly invites us,  “For whoever wants to save his life will lose it but whoever loses his life for me and for the gospel will save it.”

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

