Do we take Jesus seriously?  
I mean really take him seriously?
I think we are sincere.  And we are well-meaning.

We probably mean to take him seriously.  

We probably really think we do
But we are so set in our ways of thinking that it’s hard to fully consider his radical views.  We hear the words but it’s as if they don’t compute – as if they don’t connect and take root in us.

Jesus never said a word about building churches and cathedrals in his honour.  

He did say "Take nothing for the journey except a staff--no bread, no bag, no money in your belts. 9 Wear sandals but not an extra tunic. 10 Whenever you enter a house, stay there until you leave that town. 11 And if any place will not welcome you or listen to you, shake the dust off your feet when you leave, as a testimony against them." (Mark 6)

Do we really think that when we stand before Jesus he’s going to be impressed when we say “Look at the beautiful building we built in your name.”?  Just like with our bodies, he’s going to remind us that this is just temporary.  I wonder what he will ask us?  Maybe, who did you welcome in your impressive building?
Jesus didn’t say anything about homosexuality - at least nothing that is recorded.

But he did speak about enemies.  Quite clearly.

He said “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.” – That’s recorded in Matthew 5 and Luke 6.  In fact Luke records Jesus saying “Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, 28 bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you.”
At the moment, I’m hearing lot’s of debate about how the church should respond over the issue of homosexuality, but I hear little conversation about the difficult job of loving one’s enemies.

Who are your enemies?
Jesus never expressed a preference for singing choruses or hymns…
But he did speak about Judgment.  Jesus said quite simply that we should not Judge.  He added that we should not condemn.  No qualification.  Just that we shouldn’t.  "Do not judge, and you will not be judged. Do not condemn, and you will not be condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven. (Matthew 7 and Luke 6).
But as the church – we have constantly felt the need to tell people how to live their lives - as if we had the right to judge on behalf of Jesus.  With judgment ringing from the church steeples we have 
looked down on young couples who have decided to live together

stigmatised divorced people

embarrassed unmarried young woman who are pregnant

distrusted people of other faith convictions
discouraged young people as irreverent and lacking in discipline
(ignored people living with disability)
avoided people who experience a different sexual orientation

Sadly, we have also chosen to allow our ignorance of other cultures to justify criticism and judgement rather than igniting curiosity and a desire for greater understanding.

I suppose it will therefore come as a huge surprise to us that Jesus didn’t come to fix the world.  
(If he did – he failed dismally)
He came to Love the world.

Love is always more interested in the person than in achieving some “state of perfection”.  
When we say that Jesus IS God we are simply saying that Jesus speaks, loves, touches, affirms, encourages, challenges in just the way that God does.  It’s as if God has abandoned the heavens for a moment to hold a persons hand - skin on skin, hand in hand, arm around shoulder…

Jesus is the God of the universe holding you when you just need to be held.

Now Sometimes Love brings healing.  We rejoice when it does.

But sometimes it pays a price when other people choose not to love.  
Jesus chose to keep on loving in the face of hatred.

The question before us today – the question that this cross is gently asking is: What will we do?  How will we respond?
Will we continue to love in the face of hatred? or will we allow dark and broken lives to make us victims?

Why don’t we want to take Jesus seriously?

Some people dismiss these ideas as idealistic.  “That would be ok in perfect world” they say “but we live in the real world.”

Idealistic, not in touch with reality.  Right.  
Just as well those nails weren’t real otherwise they might have caused Jesus quite severe pain!  
I apologise for my sarcasm.  But can you hear how ridiculous the argument is?  Jesus’ teaching is not a teaching for an ideal world.  On the contrary, Jesus lived and taught and loved and died in the very same “real” world that we encounter everyday of our lives. 

It’s not that Jesus teaching is too idealistic.  I wonder if it’s not that it’s too real!

Other people dismiss Jesus by arguing that he was God, and so obviously he was able to do the impossible things like forgiving someone who has betrayed you – but we humans can’t be expected to do all those things…  

Why did Jesus invite people to follow him if his teaching was just an explanation of the path he had to walk alone?  Why would he have said “take up your cross and follow me”?

In the end, I think the reason we don’t take Jesus seriously is because we will have to let go of some things we are holding on to quite tightly!

Ownership, possession, control, 

pride, pain, pity

resentment, revenge and retribution (punishment).
Ultimately… the self – one’s ego


When Jesus said that we would have to “deny ourselves, take up our cross and follow” he obviously meant it.  And not just for himself.
There’s a lot in us that needs to die.

And Jesus believed that it was in the dying that something fresh could be found.  It was in the midst of pain that hope could be found.

He said: “unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds. 
25 The person who loves their life will lose it, while the person who hates their life in this world will keep it for eternal life. 26 Whoever serves me must follow me; and where I am, my servant also will be.” – John 12

I remember once saying quite categorically that if I ever got divorced that I would leave the ministry.  My reason went something like this: “How can I be an example of faithfulness in marriage if I’m not able to get it together in my own life.”  Somewhere in the midst of the absolute arrogance of that position is a faint hint of integrity.  At least I was aiming to try to practise what I preached – but that’s still no excuse for the arrogance!

The thing that simply never occurred to me was that my marriage would fall apart.  I could control my decisions and actions – but I couldn’t make a person stay married to me if they didn’t want to.

The pride had to go – and it wasn’t a pleasant or enjoyable parting.

There’s a lot in us that needs to die.

And unless it dies we walk in dead-end circles around a cross that is supposed to free us!

Jesus doesn’t just speak the theory of letting go – of surrender.  Today we see him live that conviction right up to the point of death.

The criminal asks him “why not call down the angels…”  but even in the pain and pointlessness of death he refuses to call down the angels to take revenge.

We hear these words from the cross – “Father, forgive…”

So we live on, carrying the real pain of betrayal.  We blame our ex-partner for the pain they’ve caused us.  We blame them for all our misfortune and we hold tightly to the position of victim, taking all the pity we can gather…  thinking that if other people feel sorry for us – we might feel a little better.

We hold on tightly to our victimhood and carry on feeling just like victims.

But here at the cross Jesus doesn’t play the victim.  He doesn’t blame.  He doesn’t ask God for explanations and he doesn’t resent his punishers.
When Jesus said that we would have to “deny ourselves, take up our cross and follow” he obviously meant it.  
The cross is not just the Christian symbol of victory.  It’s a pattern for living.

There’s a lot in us that needs to die, if we are to live free and full lives.
I’ve been referring to my own journey…  but what about yours?

“unless a seed falls to the ground…”

· Children leaving home

· Freedom of single life – marriage,

· Aging and letting go of this life

· Accepting our lives when circumstances are out of our control


But let’s think about what isn’t going to die?

There are some things that we can’t take with us…

And there are some things that we couldn’t – even if we wanted to – leave behind…

Like Love
We are told that Love is eternal and that love cannot die.

We are told that nothing in all creation can separate us from the love of God.

And Joy.  Joy won’t die.  In fact it will increase.  Joy is experienced most profoundly in letting go.

“I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete.” – John 15:11
Rich and deep and overwhelming joy – that is our destiny.

Peace.

We are told “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you.” And the incredible 
Meaning, Significance.

If these are the things you long for – and more than the other things – if the things of the world are growing strangely dim and less attractive – then you’re beginning to surrender
PAGE  
6

