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Holy Subtraction and the Kingdom of God
INTRODUCTION - The Myth of “More Is Better”

Lynne Twist, in her book The Soul of Money, talks about the myth that “more is better.”  It is very much related to another myth that she names, the myth of scarcity.  “More is better” is hardly questioned in our culture.  Clearly we all should have higher salaries, newer cars, bigger houses or multiple houses, more powerful guns, and the latest smart phone.  A 1440 off the half-pipe on a snowboard is clearly better than a 1080.  A marathon is nothing.  You aren’t really a stud unless you have done a full triathlon or run the Leadville 100 or run seven marathons on seven continents in seven days.  For most Americans, maybe the only area where the “more is better” mantra does not resonate would be the idea that more children is better.  Two is awfully good - why not have six?  I don’t know too many folks who think that way.  But in most other areas of our lives, and especially around money and things, most people think that more is necessarily better.  Twist, who has worked over the years with some of the poorest of the poor and some of the wealthiest people on the planet, has regularly encountered people with many, many millions of dollars, who don’t think they have enough.  If you have ever wrestled with the thought that “I can’t really give money away until I have X amount of dollars in the bank or my salary is Y,” then you have been infected by this bug, too.

SITUATION - “More is better” is not a new idea

“More is better” is not a new idea.  It’s roots are probably pretty ancient - deep in our survival brains.  I need to have enough food and enough extra food to get through lean times.  I need a bigger army and more weapons if I am going to repel your attack and keep my tribe safe and alive.  I need to have more children so that some of them will survive to adulthood, so that there are more of us to work the fields, so that someone will be able to take care of me when I am old and cannot work anymore.

On some level, it makes total sense, then, that if you are under occupation - under Roman rule - you would be looking for a Messiah who could stir up the masses and raise up a huge Jewish army to send those polytheistic, blasphemous, arrogant foreigners packing.  And when this promising fellow form Nazareth, of all places, started casting out demons right and left and healing not only lepers but people who had been paralyzed for years or blind from birth, some folks started realizing this guy was not like other folks (despite the dark cloud that hung over his birth).  Maybe this was the guy God had sent!  Maybe this was Messiah and Son of God, the One who was going to free them from Roman rule, and end the rather lengthy history of the Jews being conquered, oppressed, or even enslaved by other people.

COMPLICATION - Not that kind of Messiah

But then, after they had been following him around for awhile, and hanging on to his every word and miracle, this man from Nazareth started saying that the Son of Man - why didn’t he say Son of God? - must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed, and after three days rise again (Mark 8:31, 9:31, 10:33-34).  And Peter, the most impetuous and unedited of the inner circle, probably spoke for all of them when he took the hoped-for Messiah aside and started rebuking him.  And then Jesus let Peter have it, either calling Peter Satan or calling the force acting in Peter at that moment Satan, depending on how you interpret it.  “Get behind me, Satan!  For you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.” (Mark 8:33)

And then Jesus called the crowd over and told them and the disciples what the divine point of view looked like.  “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.  For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it. For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their life?  Indeed, what can they give in return for their life?” (Mark 8:34-37)

He was not the kind of Messiah they were expecting.  First of all, he was going to allow himself to be killed, when they were hoping he might be the kind who might be immortal. And he was telling them that gaining the whole world wasn’t what life was about, that that approach would lead to forfeiture of their lives, and that, if they wanted to save their lives, they must lose it - for his sake.

I think this is what Jesus meant:  The human wisdom of “more is better” tends to lead to you against the world, you isolated from the world, you living in “safe” neighborhoods or even gated communities, sending your children to the “perfect” schools, and worried.... more and more worried... so worried... about whether you have enough money.  This approach to life leads to isolation from others, fear, and always looking over your shoulder, and - perhaps - always working.  Physically working, yes, and mentally, too - in a way that you can never stop.  Because you can never have enough.

HOLY SUBTRACTION

Jesus, on the other hand, advocates for what we might call holy subtraction.  Lose your life, in order to find it.  Richard Rohr says something like this:  the path to transformation usually involves subtraction, not addition.  And what are we to subtract... lose... let go of?

Well, things like the perspective of scarcity... that there is not enough for everyone.  Things like greed.  Things like being right and the attitude that getting my way is the ultimate win and of supreme value.  Things like my ego.

There are two habits that go hand-in-hand with the divine wisdom of holy subtraction.  The first is serving others.  Every time that you and I serve someone, we get a little less consumed with and full of ourselves, and we widen our world view.  The second is what Richard Foster calls dethroning money (The Challenge of the Disciplined Life: Money, Sex, and Power).  We dethrone money whenever we manage to give it to someone else or to some worthy charitable organization.

Serving and giving have a lot to do with how we lose our life, for Jesus’ sake, because that is what Jesus modeled for us.  When we do these things, we help the kingdom grow, because we acknowledge that we are all in this spaceship Earth enterprise together.

The Kingdom of God

The kingdom of God... the reign of God... doesn’t look anything like one army or one nation driving out or conquering another army or nation.  It doesn’t look anything like threatening to launch a nuclear missile against another nation.  It doesn’t look like erecting more and more barriers - through threats, violence, walls, or anything else - between me and you.

The kingdom of God is not equal to me.

The kingdom of God is not equal to God + me.

The kingdom of God is not equal to God + me + others.

The kingdom of God = God + all human beings + all of creation (living and non-living) together... looking out for each other, loving and serving one another, working for the common good of all.

And the only way God can fully bring about this kingdom is if each one of us is willing to lose our life... if each one of us is willing to enter into the transformative process of holy subtraction... so that God’s generous provision is sufficient for all.

So... are you willing?

NEW BEHAVIOR

The divine wisdom... the divine gospel... is really “less is often more.”  Both Abraham and Jesus are held up as models of faithfulness - the faithful father of a multitude of nations, and the faithful Son of God and Son of Man - because they were willing to risk it all... to put it all on the line... to sacrifice everything for God... trusting that even if they lost their lives, God would give it back to them again - a hundredfold.

And so Abram left Haran at age 75, with Sarai his wife, and eventually they became Abraham and Sarah - symbols of their new life with God - with Sarah giving birth to Isaac in her old age.  How did this happen?  I don’t know!  But it involved faithfulness and the two of them being willing to lose their lives.

Jesus had a much shorter life on earth than either Abraham or Sarah, and we know how he put it all on the line - in the very same way that he predicted to the disciples... several times!  He was killed, and after three days, he rose again.

What might God be calling you to give up this year?  How do you hear God calling you to lose your life?  Are you supposed to let go of something or some attitude or even someone?  Is God calling you to make some kind of sacrifice for someone else?  Is God calling you to let go of some portion of your life, some part of your schedule, some old habit that is not serving you well, so that you have some room for holy addition - a new place for volunteering and service, perhaps?

This is one paradox of the kingdom: Sometimes God is calling me to do some holy subtraction, which allows space for blessings to be multiplied to many.

CONCLUSION

The wisdom of the world - human wisdom - is that more is always better.  The wisdom of God - divine wisdom - says, “Pay attention to what you can lose... pay attention to what you can subtract... for the good of the world, for the good of my kingdom, and for the good of finding new life.”


