Sermon 1-28-18

Paul Purdue preaching

Somewhere around spring break of my senior year of High School my mom said, “Paul, I want you to think about something.”  As I thought about a surprise trip to Florida or a new car, Mom said, “You should teach Vacation Bible School this summer. We need a first grade teacher”. I shrugged  it off “I’m not old enough.” Mom smiled  “You are eighteen”  “They won’t let me.” “I’ve already asked- they will”  Crinkle-ing  my nose in displeasure I retorted, “Mom, why don’t you teach?”  “VBS is too soon after school and you are free all this week, she said tossing the teacher’s kit my way.   Mom smiled “You can be the lead teacher, I’ll be your assistant.” 
The first story was “God created the world.” The excellent Broadman teacher’s kit suggested draping the door with paper and making a tunnel into the room. inviting When our first graders left story time for crafts, they crawled through the dark tunnel into a dark room where I said “And God said.”  They looked at me funny, so I repeated the first lessons refrain, “And God said,” until a child shouted out  “And God said….let there be Light”  We flipped on the lights and began our week long craft project of each child creating a papier-mâché world.  It was a messy and fun, and it was good, it was a very good,  and it was morning and evening our first day! 

On the second day, I slipped into story time to watch my assistant, a  master Youth Sunday school and public school teacher, tell the story of Abraham and Sarah’s call.  Mom sat cross legged on the floor with nothing but an open Bible before her. She  gently weaved the story without props, costumes, or tricks!  Mom held  the children spellbound. Their eyes followed her inflections. They leaned in to listen, how she smoothly redirected distractions, how she asked questions and rifled new questions off their budding imaginations. They giggled and stood up imagining  running one finger through the Red Sea as they walked with Moses towards the promised land.
How did she do this?  How did she hold them right there?  I had seen her teach math class at Harrison Elementary, and this was not the same. Why did the children lean in- listening to Mamma Due, and later Granny Due, a name given by the High School students at our church? How did she hold their attention so well and so long? 
I  did not find the answer in the teacher's book.  Mamma Due lived a lifelong love affair with God- and as and the Love of God held her, Love drew those children towards God.  You could see God’s love radiating out as she opened her Bible. You won’t find that in the teacher's kit. You won’t find that in  years of systematic theology. Do we read our Bibles hearts open to the Love of God? Is Love our standard? 

Sometimes with my theological training and our human desire to conquer mystery, to  understand, to own, to control…  I forget that Our Book is perhaps only understood through love.  Perfect Love beckons us to explore, think, probe and challenge.  Jesus asked questions, taught in parables and challenged unyielding religious experts. However, the whole Christian story begins with “God, who so loved the world” and it ends not with John’s vision of a fiery apocalypse but with  “the more excellent way… with only faith, hope and Love standing at the end! And the greatest standard value, tool, and hermeneutic is Love. Pursue Love! (John 3:16 and 1 Corinthians 12:30- 14:1”.)
Mamma Due was not trying to teach those first graders Bible facts religious  rules, she wanted to tell those children a love story.  “Jesus loves me this I know, for the Bible tells me so!”  The Love of God is not  a systematic theological, series of rules, or set of regulations to be mastered.  The Word of God is not a series of versions for us to battle with. Paul warns to avoid against senseless arguments and contentious preachers (2 Timothy 2-3) and to pray that  we might “know this love that surpasses knowledge—so that we may be filled with all the fullness of God.” (Ephesians‬ ‭3:19)‬    Love guide us as we open the Text? 
The Early Methodist gathered together in order to “watch over each other in love” asking each other “has the Love of God been spread abroad in your heart?” 
Listen to Romans 5, :the love of God has been poured out in our hearts through the Holy Spirit, who has been given to us. For God shows the divine love for us, because while we were sinners, Christ died for us.”  ...“Who then condemns us? No one. Christ Jesus who died for us is interceding for us. Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through Jesus who loves us. For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8) Do we read the Bible with that kind of Love? Could love be our standard, style and guide to interpreting the letters?  
Now Doctor King, liked to say, “I am not talking about “emotional bosh” when I talk about love.” ( Love, Law and Civil Disobedience) Love is not a syrupy elixir that warms the heart and pats us on the head until we all sing kumbaya in the sweet by and by.  No love requires action. You cannot separate Love of God and love for neighbor.   First John and John Wesley  testify to that.   Love changes us- Love send us out to love our neighbor as ourselves.  If we accept, God’s deep unconditional love for us- then love will radiate loving-kindness to neighbor- stanger- enemy- even the ends of the earth!
Do we read this book with a deep sense that God loves us- loves the world- loves the crowds- loves the stranger- loves the thieves -loves the soldiers-  loves the doubters- loves the deniers?
Mamma Due lived an imperfect  love affair with Jesus.  And if “we are nothing without love” then love is what life is all about! ( 1 Corinthians 13:2)  How could you not love Jesus?  
Consider our story from Mark 3.  Jesus  comes to worship and meets a man with a withered hand.  Now why does it matter that the man has a withered hand? Well, Leviticus 21 bars the blind, the lame, little people, and those with withered limbs to from kneeling at the altar. It names them as profane.  Jesus invites the man with the withered hand to the front and asks us: "Is it legal on the Sabbath to do good or to do evil, to save life or to kill?"  What is lawful? What are the rules?  How do you read this?   What is your standard for reading these Levitical laws. or Paul’s words on women in church, or Jesus’ teachings on divorce?  
Let’s not dodge Jesus’ cutting to the heart of the question- with some artful theological gymnastics “Is it legal on the Sabbath to do good or to do evil, to save life or to kill?"  What is lawful?”  It seems to me, Jesus looking beyond the letters in the law to a deeper grace-filled standard that flows from Perfect Love!  What is our standard in applying Biblical regulations?   Do we say God’s clinic is closed, come back on Monday and be made whole? Are not the very rules that excluded this man with a withered hand on trial? Is not Jesus only Judge? ( Romans 2:16 or 1 Corinthians 4:1-5) Is Love our standard?  Could we adopt Jesus’ standard, spirit and style?  Might we dare to take Jesus’ at his Word, claiming the power “to bind and to lose” the Scripture as our own? (Matthew 16:19)
Now surely better scholars have wrestled with this text and some say the the problem Jesus addresses is the religious leaders misapplication of the law, that Jesus is speaking narrowly about the Sabbath Law, and the withered hand Is just a prop. I think Mark’s previous chapter precludes that- as Jesus speaks of  God’s intention of making the sabbath a for us! Let us consider Jesus’ question: Is it lawful to do good or cause harm, to save life or kill?”   How do we understand and apply the letters when we come to understand that our rules harm others? Could love of God and neighbor be our standard tool to interpret and apply the scriptures?  Has the love of God been poured into our hearts?  Might that messy outpouring of grace be our guide? Might the Love of Jesus be our lens to focus the Scripture? 
Jesus looks around and hears silence. The theologians want to dwell in narrow rules, not bigger ideas like justice, mercy and Love. Jesus is angry with the religious leaders, who carefully keep the law, while tying up heavy burdens, helping few, and avoiding those they name unclean.  So many church folks can’t understand Jesus’ love for all manner of outcasts. (Mark 2:16) Jesus is upset with the church- for we are silent, retreating into preconceived notions and unexamined traditions or popular fads. We fear exposing the weakness of our arguments to to Grace, Mercy and Love. We focus on withered hands more than breaking hearts!  We love the Bible more than God, who inspired. We cannot imagine bending of our rules, but the Cross shatters them all tearing open the veil and breaking down walls that divide us!  
Sky Jethani calls out in his excellent book “With”: “We may not want to admit it, but… Many popular forms of Christianity leave little room for God. … They believe the Scriptures are a divine instruction manual for life; a resource to be culled for principles that may be applied to any challenge…(Jethani then confesses) Rather than a vehicle for knowing God and fostering communion with God, we search the Scriptures for applicable principles that may be employed to control our world and life.  … In other words, we actually replace a relationship with God for a relationship with the Bible…”
Is it better to do good or harm, save a life or kill?  What do we say?   Jesus is deeply grieved at their silent unyielding hearts!  Could “hardness of heart” be a spiritual death-inducing condition?   Could that hard place in our thinking, that unyielding, that judgy tumor, be God’s warning light?  Is the Love of God poured into our hearts, and into our thinking? Are the bigger things: Faith, Hope, Charity our standard, style and guide?  Is “Jesus is grieved and even angry at our hardness of heart- our unyielding heart”?  
The spiritual problem is not a particular theological perspective but a deep seated unyielding hardness of hearts- a lack of Love, coupled with toxic judging. (Matthew 7:1) How is your heart? Has the love of God baptized your theology? Is Jesus the lense focusing your understanding? 
How is your heart?  How is it with your soul?  Has the love of God been shed abroad?  Would we ask dare our souls, “where am I unyielding?”  Do I love God enough to wrestle with the sometimes difficult and always challenging  Book?  Do I love with the Bible than our God who inspired it?   Can I love my neighbor who reads the Bible differently than I do?  Am I hard towards those who see it a little differently than I do? That hardness of heart, that lump, that seed of unforgiveness in our chests- that might be the Holy Spirit, who longs to weave a tapestry of God’s Love into our lives- into our interpretations!  Is God’s Love purifying our hearts and baptising our theologies with faith, hope and charity? 
Now, Jesus, like the Creator, who said “let there be light”, answers the question with healing love saying "Stretch out your hand."  And the withered fingers clap, the clogged hearts break free,  and some silent mouths break into songs of praise to God.  But not everyone praises God for those who loved their understanding of Scriptures more than God, went out  and plotted  Jesus’ crucifiction.  
Oh, let us hear one more love song “Dearly beloved, Love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love. God so loved us, let us love each other. No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us.  And so we know and rely on the love God has for us. God is love. Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in them.  There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear… Jesus loves me this I know, for the Bible tells me so,” ‭‭(1 John‬ ‭4)
Oh, may the Love of God soak into every unyielding pathway in our hearts. May we accept God’s acceptance of us, that dwelt in the manger and hung between thieves for us, so that God’s love might radiate from us.  May God’s perfect love focused and revealed in Jesus the Christ, reign in our hearts and guide understanding of this Holy Book.  May we not mistake the Bible for our God. May Jesus, who rules our hearts and sits at the right hand of God,  be our standard, spirit and guide. Amen. 
