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Scripture Reading: Luke 21:5-19  (The Inclusive Bible)
That was a very strange passage that we just listened to, wasn’t it?   The context is to think about why it’s been so hard in human history for there to be peace.  Nobody wants war, or at least very few people want war.  Most people work for peace, pray for peace, and yet we get conflict.  I never met anybody who got married that wanted to fight, but we do.  This problem is not only at the national level, it’s at every level of our life - this pursuit of peace.  And Jesus said something very important that I think we overlook, and it’s that phrase “we do not know what makes for peace.”  The reason that’s important is, if we don’t know what leads to peace, then even our thoughts about peace, our prayers for peace, our work for peace…these are not going to get us where we’re hoping to go.  

Where does peace come from?  Now obviously I’m not going to answer that completely in one sermon.  But that’s sort of the question we will struggle with, to begin to open that package.  Most of the peace groups I’ve associated with deal with half the equation.  We think about struggling for peace, we talk about stopping hatred, stopping judgment, stopping fear.  But that’s only half of the equation.  The other half of the equation that’s not quite as pleasant to think about is the desires we have that lead us inevitably to be in conflict with one another.  Without hating anyone, if I’m not in control of my desires, and you’re not in control of your desires, it will not be long before we are in conflict when we want the same things.  

In our story today Jesus is sitting in one of the wonders of the ancient world, the ancient temple in Jerusalem.  It must have been huge.  There was marble that glowed in the sun, there were gold crests everywhere.  In the verses right before our scripture begins, Jesus is sitting there watching.  It says he’s watching the rich throw their money in the pot.  That’s kind of the context of the story.  He’s watching them throw their money.  And the focus in the Greek is on the throwing.  He’s watching the throwing of the rich - throwing money at the situations - and then he sees a woman come up who’s very poor and she puts in two pennies.  And he says, “that woman has given more than all those rich people put together.”  

Now clearly Jesus saw things differently than we see them.  As  Americans, believers in capitalism, this passage is going to be very, very, very hard for us to understand - how a poor person putting in two pennies is worth more than the philanthropy of a millionaire or a billionaire.  How the work of this poor widow whom nobody notices, except for Jesus, does more good to make peace in the world than all of the powerful, the rich, and the famous whom we usually focus on completely.  The disciples hear what he’s saying and they say, wait a second.  How can you question this system, the political system, the religious system, the economic system-if it’s produced something this beautiful, this glorious, as the temple in Jerusalem.  Surely, isn’t our power proof that we are chosen?  Isn’t our wealth proof that we are correct?  Jesus tells them not one stone of this beautiful building will be left on top of another stone.  Now I’m sure what everybody was thinking was, how about a little hope here?  A little positive thinking?  A little abundance thinking, here?  Jesus was talking about hope, but he was talking about a larger hope than the context we bring to the conversation.  Because if we approach the question of hope, limited by being an American, we’re going to get a different answer than Jesus got.  If we approach the question of hope limited by the context of being a Christian, belonging to that group as opposed to a different group, we’re going to have a different conclusion than Jesus is going to have.  If we even look at this question limited by what we’re going to be able to do in our own lifetime, we’re not going to be able to follow out the kind of spiritual mathematics that Jesus is talking about.  

The disciples asked the question that I think every one of us would ask if we were there.  You hear about the ending of the world, and you say, well, when is that going to happen, and how?  Now clearly Jesus not only saw differently, but he heard differently.  Because he heard right through to what that question is really asking.  When we ask, “How is the end going to happen and when?” What we’re really asking is, “When do I have to start paying attention?”  Right?  Because we’re going to live the way we live, and at the last second, jump out of the flaming airplane.  Jesus says that’s not the question I want you to think about.  I don’t want you to ask how or when.  Because the only question that’s going to matter to you at that time is, will you be at your station?  Will you be at your post?  Will you be within your own soul, as a human being?  

He says don’t be deceived.  Plenty of people are going to come, and in the Greek it says, “I am he”, “I am she”.  That’s the divine name, and you can’t see it in English, there’s no way to translate it.  We translate it as, “I am the one”.  But that’s the divine name.  It’s the divine name that Moses heard at the burning bush, and that’s the name that Jesus is saying that we’re being baptized into.  You are not being baptized into the Christian church when you’re given this name.  You’re being baptized into the tree of life, where you are now a universal human being, and your contexts are different. You see one human family stretched across the globe, and you’re not on anybody’s side, against somebody else.  That’s the baptism that will bring peace to the world. So Jesus says, if anybody steps forward, and says “I am the one, I am she, I am he”, do not follow.  

Do not follow your preacher, do not follow the president, because anyone who steps in and takes the place of your own reason, and your own conscience, has betrayed you.  Jesus isn’t saying, if you don’t become a Christian, you can’t follow.  But if you are not coming from your own ground of being, your own I AM, then even if somebody teaches you something that’s true, and you don’t understand the principles behind it, it will deceive you.  Even if somebody gets you to do the good thing, and you’re not understanding why you’re doing it, it won’t wind up being so good after all.  It’s better to trip, and crawl, and grovel from your own core, your own ground of being, and make mistakes, than to try and do it right as a kind of robot.  Again this is very difficult for us to hear.  

I ran across a story this week that I think is wonderful – actually two stories I think are wonderful.  One is somebody was saying, if you could see in the future, wouldn’t it be wonderful? This is from a sermon on today’s text from 1998:  

Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could know the future, for even a month or so.  I can just imagine receiving a copy of the Wall Street Journal dated one month from now. I would take tomorrow’s Wall Street Journal, turn to the stock market reports, and do a quick comparison.  Then I would get my hands on every red cent I could locate, and after looking at the report from next month, do some serious investing.  

Oops!  The problem is deeper than this minister thought.  Now here’s another wonderful, wonderful story.  This is from England, I believe.  The title of it is, “BMW Left Teetering on 100 Foot Cliff Edge After Satellite Navigation Directs Driver Up Steep Footpath.”

Robert Jones said he trusted the gadget and continued to follow its instruction even when it took him up a steep narrow footpath.  He only realized something was wrong when his car hit a fence and came to a stop only inches from a 100 foot drop.  He said, “It kept insisting the path was a road, even as it was getting narrower and steeper, so I just trusted it.  I guess I’m lucky I didn’t slip over the edge.  You don’t expect to be taken nearly over a cliff.”  

We laugh at him for a moment, but let’s recognize that we’re doing the same thing.  By trusting the stock market, by trusting Wall Street, by trusting the Pentagon, by trusting the same people who’ve gotten us into the problems we’re in, we’re doing nothing differently than this poor guy teetering over a cliff.  By letting global warming go on, trusting that somebody must be watching this thing, we’re living the same path that we just laughed at.  Jesus is calling us to a radical life.  By radical it means coming from your own roots, and not surrendering responsibility to anyone, or anything, including religion, including politics.  It doesn’t matter who the messiah is, Jesus is saying don’t follow it.  It’s never what I meant…I meant for you to follow your own wisdom.  

What good does it do to have the Ten Commandments, if we defer responsibility to the president, any president?  If we have the commandment, Thou shalt not kill, and we surrender responsibility to our leaders and we go kill, then what’s the point of having that commandment in the first place?  Now do you see why people killed Jesus?  This is scary stuff.  And here’s the warning, if you do this stuff, people aren’t going to like you very much at first.  If you come from your own conscience, if you live as a universal human being, then every partisan on the planet is going to get ticked at you.  The list is really scary!  Your family - doesn’t that happen all the time when a children start coming into themselves, it creates a stress in the family – and there comes a time when they need to start learning that their parents are real people, and if they can’t come to that, it’s a problem?  But also, it talks about religious leaders.  Jesus talked a lot, warning people about religious leaders!  Law enforcement officials listed here, leaders of every kind - the people we surrender responsibility to.  

The way it’s worded in our culture keeps us from taking responsibility.  If you question war, what do they say?  The say you’re attacking the troops.  So somebody who’s using the troops like checkers, and playing a game with these human lives, and will never tell us why, and never show us why  . . .or people who say that if you’ve never been there (meaning “war”) you can never question it.  (Which makes sense, doesn’t it?  I mean I robbed a bank yesterday – well don’t judge me!  If you’ve never robbed a bank, you can’t judge, right?  We’d be in a world of hurt if we had to do the thing before we could evaluate it!)  

Now I am not equating being a soldier with robbing a bank.  But I am associating anything where we surrender responsibility and we trust people we don’t know, who tell us to kill people we don’t know, to realize the serious nature of that!  And just because the culture consecrates it, does not make it right.  Jesus is giving us a radical form of spirituality.  Most of the world has said “NO”.  Jesus says if you live out of this depth, then even the problems that you are confronted with, like the implosion of an economy, like the ending of an empire, are opportunities to learn and teach the spiritual life.  

The reporter I.F. Stone used to always scoop other reporters, and they couldn’t figure out why he could get all this information.  Somebody asked, what is your secret?  I don’t think he told them at first, but ultimately he answered the question.  He said, “I know that every government lies.”  Now that sounds very harsh, doesn’t it?  What he’s saying is that people who live for power see truth in a utilitarian fashion.  They’re not meaning to be dishonest, but they will be.  And once you stop believing the leaders and the rich people, everything gets really clear, really quickly.  Once you stop following the smoke signals, and look at why things are really happening.  Follow the money, follow the power, and it gets clear pretty quickly.  We took to the streets when Bush led us into Iraq.  We now have a president who is going to lead us into Afghanistan.  What’s the difference?  What is the difference?  Did you notice in his statement, when he talked about this new policy, he included Pakistan?  Did anybody notice that?  (But don’t worry; they’re just going to be advisors.  I mean, it worked in Vietnam, didn’t it?)  These are not bad people, it’s that there’s no such thing as a good empire.  And what no American wants to face is that our comfort level is based on the misery of much of the rest of the world.  Without adjusting our level of living, we cannot stop killing people in other countries.  And we will crucify a president who tells us the truth.  

So it’s up to individuals who will make a radical commitment to humanity, and to truth.  That’s what Jesus calls us to.  We have to realize that whatever rationalizations could have been for war, centuries ago, we now live in a submarine, and our leaders are shooting each other with machine guns.  And that’s a problem.  Our environment is about to implode.  When are we going to stop following the rich?  When are we going to stop surrendering our conscience to the powerful?  Jesus says if we live out of this depth of humanity, we discover our own soul.  Now the wording is very poor in that translation, it says you’ll save your own life.  Maybe, maybe not.  But you will find your life, your real life.  The word is “psuche” and it’s often translated “life,” and often “soul.”  It’s saying, if we dedicate ourselves to life, to a life of truth and gentleness and kindness, that we will build an inner fortress that nothing that happens in life can penetrate.  That’s the promise.  That’s the reward, that’s the payoff - your own soul.   

I don’t know if we can turn things around.  It’s not really important.  The question isn’t, “can we win?” The question isn’t, “can we turn it around?”  Jesus is calling us to a hope that’s bigger than our nation, that’s bigger than our religion, and bigger than our one lifetime.  We are entering a fire, but the question isn’t how is it going to happen, or when is it going to happen.  The only question you need to concern yourself with is, will you be in your post when it happens?  Will you be in possession of your own soul?  
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