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Humans Who Are Focused on the Divine
INTRODUCTION - Peter up, Peter down...

You’ll recall that last Sunday we had the Gospel where Peter confessed Jesus as the Messiah - the Son of the living God, and Jesus said that “... on this rock I will build my church...” (Matthew 16:18)  Well, now it is about five minutes later, and Jesus is telling his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem, undergo great suffering, be killed, and rise on the third day.  And Peter replies, “God forbid it, Lord! This must never happen to you.” (Matthew 16:22)  And then Jesus calls him Satan and a stumbling block, and says “... you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.” (Matthew 16:23)

And that - in case you were wondering - is how you go from the penthouse to the outhouse in five minutes!

There is a common thread in these two episodes, and it has to do with Peter’s connection to God... or lack thereof.  When Peter declared Jesus to be the Messiah, Jesus said that “flesh and blood” had not revealed this to him, but his Father in heaven.  And when Peter said “God forbid it, Lord!”, Jesus declared that his mind was NOT set on the divine.  He was speaking for himself, without discerning the truth that originates in God.

SITUATION - God is alive and calling us

The message we consistently get from Jesus, and not so consistently from Peter, is that  there is an accessible God - a Supreme Being with whom we can connect and relate - who wants to usher in a certain kind of kingdom.  This God reveals things.  This God has a will for how things should unfold in the world.  God’s “work” is captured, in part, when the disciples asked Jesus how to pray, and he responded, “... thy kingdom come, they will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” (Matthew 6:10)

There is a challenge to which Jesus is calling us, and it relates to this reign of God:  Can we orient our lives toward God?  Can we be listening for his word above all other words, for his will above our own, especially when our own will is contrary to God’s will.  And the implication, of course, is for us to seek God’s will above our parent’s or our spouse’s or our neighbor’s or our President’s or our Senator’s or our priest’s will, especially when those are not in alignment with God’s will.

And I suppose it doesn’t need to be said that this puts a premium on us listening and paying attention and praying and reading God’s word and listening and praying some more, so that we might actually be hearing God’s word to us!

COMPLICATION - The “world” calls, too

Right smack dab in the middle of God’s word and God’s reign is something that Jesus referred to as “the world” and Paul referred to as “the flesh”.  The “world” is the dominating political and economic system.  The “flesh” is what Richard Rohr - I think, correctly - identifies as everything related to ego.  Jesus says you can gain the whole world and forfeit your life. (Matthew 16:26)  Paul contrasts life in the Spirit to life in the flesh - in other words, a life lived “in Christ” or “in God” with a life that is all based in and about me - me and my False Self, my lower self... my little narcissistic, shadow self.

Here’s the thing:  the world is loud, and the ego would like nothing better than to be in the driver’s seat of the car that takes you through life.  Here’s the other thing:  a lot of people around us think that the world - the dominant political and economic system - is where it’s at!  This is the world where profits and material things reign, where your highest calling is to be a consumer, where competing and winning is much more valued that serving and looking out for the least, the last and the lost.  This is the world where, when evil is done to you, the only logical thing to do is to get your revenge - and the sooner, the better!  This is the world where addition and multiplication and growth are highly valued - and the words “more” and “bigger” rise to almost God-like status.  It is a world where you are not supposed to experience any pain or suffering.  If you do, then medicate it or stuff it or make someone else suffer more than you are suffering.

In contrast to all of that, Jesus comes along and says “blessed are the poor,” “blessed are those who mourn,” “blessed are the meek,” “blessed are the merciful,” “blessed are the peacemakers,” “blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you...”  He also says things like “turn the other cheek”, “deny yourself”, “love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.”  

This reign of God is a place where people are asked to forgive instead of exacting revenge, where people are asked to subtract - deny, surrender, sell, give away - much more than they are encouraged to accumulate, to give generously instead of building bigger houses and barns for yourself, and even to suffer in the name of love.

And if you don’t think that Paul got this message - after his conversion on the road to Damascus - all you have to do is read Romans 12, and see how much it echoes parts of the Sermon on the Mount.  Perhaps the last verse of today’s reading is the punchline of the whole pericope:  “Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.” (Romans 12:21)

THE GOOD NEWS

The good news, of course, is that God is offering us not only something far different, but something far better than what the world can offer us.  And the first thing on the banquet table is union with God and union with your fellow human beings.  

Not struggle, not battle after battle, not competition after competition, not I win / you lose or you win / I lose, not “There’s not enough so I’m getting mine and you fend for yourself... Good luck!”, but “Hey!  Guess what?  We’re all in this together and God/Christ/Spirit is the One in whom we are one, the One who declares us to be beloved brothers and sisters.”

NEW BEHAVIOR - Humans focused on the Divine

I’ll tell you what this reign of God looks like.  It looks a lot like what happens after a horrific hurricane tears through a city, and the rain subsides long enough for people to come from far and wide - even other states! - to rescue people in boats and put them up in shelters and offer simple beds and clothing and food and water and medicine and diapers and baby formula.  It looks like my father-in-law’s house flooding and - the very first day people could get to it - one of his daughters and a son-in-law and a dozen people from his congregation showing up to tear out everything on the first floor and put it out by the curb.  It looks like, the very next day, that daughter returning and 20 people showing up from the church, and continuing the work.  It looks like people reaching out to total strangers, people giving money to benefit total strangers, and not even wondering about who this person voted for for President or what faith they belong to or where they were born or which century or decade they arrived in this country.

This is very much what the reign of God looks like!

Here’s the message I see in today’s lessons:  God is looking for human beings who want to live their lives focused on the Divine.  Did you catch that?  The human and the Divine coming together in us, very similar to the way this transpired in Jesus.  This looks like:

· Listening for God’s word and God’s will
· Living out Jesus’ teachings in the Sermon on the Mount and Paul’s teaching in Romans 12 (which are a reflection of Jesus’ teachings)
· Being willing to suffer... in the name of love (Richard Rohr says that the only two things that really bring about transformation are great love and great suffering)
· Overcoming evil with good
· Choosing to love - again and again and again
CONCLUSION

God is looking for human beings - fully conscious human beings - who want to live their lives focused on the Divine.  

What about it?  Would you sign up for that gig?  Have you already signed up for it?  How can we encourage each other to live in support of God’s reign?  What might you need to deny/renounce/let go of/surrender/die to - so that you can fully enter into the blessing and reign of God?  How can we encourage you to do exactly that?  And... are you willing to encourage me to take the same inventory, and do the same denying and renouncing, for the sake of God’s reign?

