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February 21, 2010

Homily

     Come Holy Spirit fill the hearts of the faithful and kindle in us the fire of your love.

     I wonder what would happen to Christianity, as we know it. If Jesus had succumbed to the temptation in the wilderness? If you think about it Hollywood and some authors have made a lot of money by taking liberties and portraying the person of Jesus in many different ways. Consider for example the movie The Last Temptation of Christ. Consider also the best selling novel The Da Vinci Code. Some authors have suggested that Jesus had a relationship with Mary Magdalene than was different from what the Gospels tell us. 
     The historical Jesus does not fit any of these descriptions. What we do know about the historical Jesus is what is portrayed in the Gospels. That he was crucified, that he did die, and that he rose from the dead. That he was without sin and that he died for our salvation.
     The familiar story of the temptation of Jesus by the devil in today’ Gospel has some deep theological roots. The gospel writer puts a face on the devil and has him engage in personal dialogue with Jesus- a one on one conversation. For those of you familiar with the Old Testament Book of Job God also has a conversation with the devil or Satan as he calls him. Both of these names mean the same thing and that is that evil is not a biblical concept alone but rather it is concept which engulfs all of humanity. In this case Jesus is using himself as the model to resist the forces of evil. This model of course is intended for you and for me to emulate—to have enough resolve in the face of temptation to do the right thing.
     So what are we talking about as we begin this season of Lent? I would suggest to you that the scripture reading for the first Sunday in Lent is to prod us to reflect deeply upon our relationship with God. Repentance is the theological term the church uses which means a turning of the whole person in spirit, mind and will, to consent and be subject to the will of God.
     Lent is just one of the seasons in the church year in which the faithful witness to Christ. Lent hopefully is a period of change – hopefully a change in which we experience regeneration and growth in the faith.  

     There is no way to avoid the fact that we are constantly reminded in scripture that our relationship with God is not what it should be. What form this relationship takes with God whether it is subtle or drastic is a determination made by God –God is the only one to answer that question. This alienated relationship is just part of our sinful nature; however, if we look to the commandments we can certainly know what God expects from us.

     God is one-we all know that. There is no other God. Jesus as we know exemplifies a ministry of love and forgiveness. We always have the opportunity to make ourselves right with God. His ministry of healing, miracles, and forgiveness give us comfort in times of trouble. 

    Having said that consider how the mind of Christ can be conveyed to civilization in a convoluted and distorted manner by preachers and others who occupy ‘A bully pulpit” to set forth their own theology. In the Apostle Paul’s Letter to the Romans (11:33-36) the question presented is “...who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been his counselor?”  
     In Newsweek magazine January 25, 2010, one article was entitled “Why God Hates Haiti”. The bi-line is entitled “The frustrating theology of suffering”. The article is built around the comments of the fundamentalist televangelist preacher Pat Robertson. Robertson is no stranger to outrageous inflammatory pronouncement in which he would have his listeners believes that he, Robertson. Has a pipeline to God and that his comments would have us believe that he can discern the mind of God.
     Robertson stated on his TV program that the tragedy in Haiti was the Haitian’s own fault. He based his comments on the fact that since some Haitians practice Voodoo rather than worshipping the Christian God and that they brought this tragedy upon themselves. Haiti is predominately a Christian Nation. It is also true that within that environment some natives practice a cult which dates back to the year 1791. In that year a successful slave revolt occurred. The natives revolted against the tyranny of slavery. On the eve of the revolt some of the insurgents gathered in an isolated area to swear a blood oath in a wailing wind accompanied by voodoo drum beats. This ritual has become part of their liberation theology—for some it is foundational to their culture. It is one way of expressing their gratitude for release from oppression. There are many indigenous cultures that combine their native ceremonies with Christian worship—it is a practice not unheard of.

     Robertson, along with other extremists, portrays a God who specializes in reward and punishment. This portrayal is 180 degrees from the God of the New Testament. The God we worship is compassion and love and open to reconciliation and forgiveness. 
     We know that Jesus resisted the temptation of the devil. We also know that Jesus did acknowledge that evil persists in this world when he engaged in dialogue with the devil. So in effect Jesus is putting us on notice that we too have our own temptations to deal with, to confront, and to put into proper context in our worship and prayer life. 
     I would posit the question whether or not we have any “safeguard” if you will to help us discern the proper path to follow in our journey with Christ. In Paul’s letter to the churches in Galatia (3:15) he states “Brothers and sisters I give an example from daily life: once a person’s will have been ratified no one adds to it or annuls it”. So what does this mean: “a person’s will has been ratified?” From a theological perspective it means we all have been instilled with that inner moral sense of right or wrong; the  mind of God within us; the mind of human beings endowed with the ability to make moral judgments==we call this CONSCIENCE.  We might also equate this with the doctrine of freewill which is our ability to make free choices.
    This “safeguard” guides and directs our actions. You’ve undoubtedly heard the expression “my conscience is clear”. From a theological perspective you express a good relationship with God. The danger in this perspective is that we assume we have an informed conscience which is in accord with God’s wishes. I would refer you in the New Testament to the letter to the Hebrews (5:14; 9:9, 14; 10:22) in which there are multiple passages addressing the need to educate and develop our conscience. One of the major problems with conscience is guilt. I am sure we all know what that is about.
     For many years I practiced as a Certified Public Accountant. During income tax preparation time I would usually get some new clients. Frequently I would be asked to state my philosophy in interpreting the income tax code—was I aggressive enough in scouring all the deductions and so forth. I can honestly say that I never encountered anyone who was happy to pay income taxes. I would then explain what I considered the “Doctrine of Relative Risk”. 
My concept of the Doctrine of Relative risk was that based upon certain criteria if you were aggressive (I did not use the word cheat) in a certain area based upon your information (income, etc) your chance of getting examined by the Internal Revenue Service could be somewhat quantified. The Internal Revenue Code is quite complicated and subject to a fact pattern of interpretation. And so I would put the burden of how to apply this doctrine of relative risk squarely on the taxpayer-his conscience would dictate what we would do –not mine! Let him stay awake at night! Human nature being what it is I don’t need to tell you what usually happened in the tax preparation. 
     Some of you may remember the phrase; “Love means never having to say you’re sorry”. This was from the book “Love Story” which was made into a movie of the same name—it was a real tear jerker-a real chick flick in the true sense of the word. The book sold millions of copies-guaranteed to make readers cry and critics scream. The author, Erich Segal. Recently died—his obituary was in the Arizona Republic of January 20, 2010.
     It occurred to me that that phrase could be a guide   in our daily lives in this forty- day period of Lent. In Mark’s Gospel (12:28-31) Jesus is asked which commandment is the first of all? Jesus replies: “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God is one, you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with your entire mind, and with all your strength. The second is this; you shall love your neighbor as yourself. There is no other commandment greater than these.”  

     As the apostle Paul writes in his letter to the Romans (12:2) “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God-what is good and acceptable and perfect”.
     The summary commandments of Jesus Christ are based on love for Jesus and our fellow human beings and do not impose an unreasonable burden on anyone. Rather it is a clarion call to practice the basic precepts of our Christian faith. After all “Love means never having to say your sorry”!
Amen
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