Don’t Get Too Comfortable on the Pew
Luke 9: 51-62

July 1, 2007


Some Bible passages come to us like a lullaby sung by God, sung to us children when we’re fretful, weary, sick, hurt, sad, scared of things that go bump in the night, a lullaby sung to soothe us and give us rest.  This morning’s Bible passage is no such lullaby.  It’s a call to wake up, to see the line that’s been drawn in the dirt, to hear ourselves challenged to step across that line to stand with Jesus, to stand for what Jesus stands for, to leave all other ways behind to live the Jesus Way every day all day long, no matter what, even when it means that we, like Jesus, must go to a Jerusalem of some kind.

This passage is an “in your face” reminder, lest we begin to forget, that following Jesus is a formidable challenge to one’s fortitude and will power and strength of character and determination to stay the course of discipleship, no matter what.  Following Jesus, to go wherever Jesus summons you to go, to speak aloud the kingdom’s love and justice and welcome and respect, to do what Christians must do:  it’s no small thing, discipleship.  It’s not a spare time activity, to be picked up now and then when it’s convenient.  To the contrary, right when you are most busy with a thousand other things and their demands, often that’s exactly when your call to discipleship will confront you with some of its most difficult demands.
And, to top it off, following Jesus can be scary, maybe not physically dangerous, but having to say what Christians must say, and do what Christians must do, that can land you in the sticky situations and tight places which give you sweaty palms and trembling knees, at work, at parties, sometimes at home.  Fact is, following Jesus probably won’t make you the most popular person around, because the words and actions of disciples mirror the words and actions of Jesus, which poke at bigotry and injustice and push some people out of their comfort zones.  So, if you’re a person who needs to be liked by everybody, following Jesus may mean having to learn real quick how to deal with not being liked by everybody.  It may mean learning real quick how to endure frowns and glares and perhaps even some shunning.  Stepping across that line to stand with Jesus, to stand for what Jesus stands for, resisting the temptation to step back out of harm’s way:  it takes everything we’ve got in us to stay the course of discipleship.  As a member of the Bible study group put it, following Jesus requires “wholeheartedness,” which is to say, it demands your all – physically, intellectually, emotionally, socially, ethically, spiritually – total commitment.
But sometimes we’re just not in it wholeheartedly, and you know, sometimes that’s okay, not a cause for shame, not something to feel guilty about.  Yes, we stepped across that line, joined the church, said it out loud, that we were committing ourselves to live the gospel life and do the gospel work as followers of Jesus.  But sometimes we just can’t keep that commitment, really aren’t able.
You see, it’s probably true in all churches, but as the Bible study group agreed last Wednesday, it’s most certainly true here at Madison Square, that some people arrive on our doorstep emotionally bloodied and spiritually wounded.  They join Madison Square, and commit themselves to wholehearted discipleship, but for a while they really aren’t able to do more than just warm a pew on Sunday mornings.  And, if you were walking in their shoes, you’d know that even doing that is taking every ounce of emotional and spiritual energy they have.

They really aren’t up to the robust demands of discipleship.  They need some healing first, some emotional and some spiritual rest and recuperation, some time just to soak up the love and welcome and respect which this church gives so beautifully.  They need some time just to sit on the pew, hear themselves welcomed home, feel themselves included in that welcome, and in the soul-deep comfort of that welcome to discover themselves anew, as God’s beloved children.

Truth be told, all of us have that need sometimes, just to sit for a while and rest and receive tender care.  Life can throw some really horrific stuff at us, and getting through those hard times – well, sometimes we need to just sit it out for a while and receive care ourselves, not give but just receive.  And there’s no shame in that, nothing to feel guilty about.  Remember, even Jesus took some breaks, went up into the mountains, or to a quiet place across the lake, to rest, perhaps for some healing himself, given the slings and arrows which frequently came at him.
So, sometimes these old pews become for us that mountain retreat, that quiet place across the lake, that safe place where we can rest, that “welcome home” warmth in which to heal and be rejuvenated for a fresh start.  Thing is, while we may need to take some rest breaks along the discipleship journey, those time-outs are to be seen as pauses, not as stops.  We don’t want to get so comfortable on the pew, so content just to sit there, that we become malingerers, just sitting there well after we’ve had enough rest and enough healing to get back to work, as followers of Jesus.

But there’s good news for disciples; listen:  there’s food for the journey, whether you’re pausing at a rest stop or moving along.  Today, be fed.

If you’re pausing wounded, let the bread and cup of grace be for you the healing touch of the holy.  If you’re pausing weary, heavy laden with problems or with grief, let the bread and cup of love be for you the touch of hope, comfort, strength, peace.  If you’re pausing but it’s time now to leave the rest stop, to get a move on, to do what you’ve been called to do, let the bread and cup of holy power be for you a touch of new energy for a fresh start.  If you are already moving along, wholeheartedly into following Jesus, let the bread and cup of the shepherd’s sustenance be for you the touch of more wisdom and more excitement, and let it be the courage you need.  Wherever you are along the way of the sacred path, let the bread and cup of the holy kingdom feed you and wrap its blessing around you and your journey.
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