Life as a Christian:  Part One
John 14: 15-21, 25-27

April 27, 2008


Several months ago I assembled a new vacuum cleaner, snapped together the interlocking pieces, tightened the screws, plugged it in, turned it on, and – voila! – it worked.  Was I ever proud of myself.  Of course, it took me seven hours to do it – no, not really.  But it could have taken me seven hours; in fact, my new vacuum cleaner would probably still be strewn around in disconnected pieces were it not for the picture on the front of the box.  Oh, I had the written manual of instructions, but in this case, given my level of mechanical skill, the old saying proved true:  a picture is worth a thousand words.


But sometimes there is no picture of what we’re trying to put together.  Or there is a picture, but it’s more a bare bones sketch without details to guide you.  I’m thinking now about discipleship, about life as a Christian.  I’m thinking about how hard it is to put together the interlocking pieces of ourselves – our thoughts, feelings, actions, words – how hard it is to fit together those interlocking pieces of ourselves into a whole which works and could honestly be called “Christian,” with only a bare bones sketch for guidance.
I’m thinking about you and me in certain circumstances, when something troubling happens at work, or at home, or in a friendship, and you want to respond to what’s happened with integrity as a Christian, but you aren’t sure what you should or shouldn’t say, what you should or shouldn’t do.  Where’s that complete picture when you need it; how can you put together your thoughts, feelings, actions, words into a truly Christian response?  It’s so hard to assemble Christian life with only a bare bones sketch for guidance.
Oh, but some folks insist that a complete picture does exist, with detailed specifics to guide you in every situation.  “Just read the Bible,” they say.  “The complete picture, everything you need to know about living as a Christian is right there.  Just read the Bible.”  Well, maybe just reading the Bible works for some folks, but it isn’t that simple for many of us, not if we dig into the Bible, rather than just skimming the surface along the road of literalism.

Thing is, if you are willing to dig into the Bible, and are wise enough to let biblical scholars help you with your digging, what you find is not a complete picture of Christian life.  What you find is a bare bones sketch or something sort of like the fragments of an old, mildew-eroded, rodent-nibbled photograph, the remaining snippets and pieces strangely colored in the sepia shades and mysterious shadows of a very, very ancient culture.

For example, take what the ancient biblical storytellers say that Jesus said about discipleship, about life as a Christian.  If you take the surface way of literalism, the recorded stories are irrefutable facts, the words attributed to Jesus surely coming straight from the horse’s mouth, as it were.  But, when you let biblical scholars guide you beneath the surface, to touch the mysteries in the shadows of the ancient culture, you discover that some of the “Jesus sayings” almost certainly were never uttered by Jesus himself.  More likely, the storytellers did what storytellers in that culture often did.  They put their own words in the mouth of a hero, in this case, in the mouth of Jesus, to imbue the storyteller’s message with authority, in this case, so that we might believe.  Does that mean we should ignore those “Jesus sayings” which didn’t really come from Jesus?  No, indeed; by Holy Spirit power, the words of the storytellers contain truths which can help us live as Christians.  But you and I do need the assistance of today’s biblical scholars, I think, so we can separate ever-relevant holy truths from what was simply somebody’s perspective-limited opinion.

So, what about those other snippets and pieces about discipleship which almost certainly were voiced by Jesus himself:  can we find the full picture there?  Well, we certainly try hard to let those Jesus words show us life as a Christian.  We try to read between the lines, as they say.

We read what Jesus said to people in the ancient culture, and try to make educated guesses regarding what he might say about what we face at this time in history; what he said back then, we try to imagine how he might couch it to be understood within our culture and worldview.  We try to take the stories he told, and the analogies he used in those stories, and interpret them for our own circumstances.  But it’s really problematic, for example, to take an agrarian analogy and superimpose it on our technologically-dependant society.  We make creative leaps, and leaps of faith, but a story told to be heard in a world which still believed in literal demons, and still believed that our planet was flat, and still believed that the sun orbited the earth, how can a story about discipleship told within that culture be a role model for discipleship in a culture which is punctuated by the clicks and beeps of computers?  And, as to trying to use Jesus himself as the role model, Jesus as the picture of how Christians are to live, that really defies our grasp, not just because he was a maker of miracles and not just because he was proclaimed divine, but because he lived a nomadic lifestyle, literally roaming from village to village, from house to house, with no house of his own, no family to support, no utility bills to pay.
So, how exactly are we to live daily as Christians?  What exactly are we to think, feel, say, do in specific circumstances?  What exactly is life as a Christian in the year 2008, in the United States of America, in San Antonio, Texas, in the places where we work, go to school, shop, in the circle of our own friends and in our own homes?  It’s so frustrating, trying to put our thoughts, feelings, words, actions together, into something called “Life as a Christian,” with only a bare bones sketch composed of snippets and pieces.
But there’s another group which insists there is a complete picture.  Besides the “just read the Bible” folks, there’s another group of people who use the Bible, also, but in a different way.  They claim to have successfully extracted from the Bible a list of absolute fundamentals, a short list of basics, and from those basics they have distilled a one-size-fits-all “complete” picture of Christian living, which they claim can guide you with exact precision in every situation you face.  To these folks there are no troubling gray areas, no perplexing ambiguity, no situation you might face which cannot be addressed by something in one of the boxes of basics.  You live by these basics, they say, you’ll know exactly what to say and do as a Christian.

Question is, of course, who has the wisdom and the authority to make the decision about what’s basic and fundamental?  Who’s going to decide what makes the short list – you, your own particular church, the denomination to which your church belongs?  And, just suppose all Christians could agree to a short list of fundamentals, history has taught us well what happens when any form of religious piety gets reduced to a set of boxed-in basics, how quickly those boxes get set in concrete and can cause great harm.  When life as a Christian is reduced to prescribed, boxed-in, one-size-fits-all basics, when thinking “outside the box” is considered the work of the devil, when creativity is stifled and flexibility is denied and diversity is squelched, when one’s own thinking and feeling and doing and speaking must conform to set-in-concrete dictates, when one’s own daily living and one’s own expression of spirituality must be confined within walls of prescribed absolutes, well, you know how much harm can be done.  Some of you know first hand what can happen, when good and faithful people take the seductive lure of boxed-in basics, which promise “life as a Christian,” but which oh so easily can pervert Christianity into a dreadfully harmful form of tyranny and terrorism.
So, if just reading the Bible can’t provide a full picture of life as a Christian, and boxes of “biblical basics” can’t provide it either, are we then up the proverbial creek without a paddle?  I don’t think so.
I think Jesus was a realist about what disciples would face, in whatever culture and time in history.  I think he understood ambiguity as a reality to be respected, that inevitably we would struggle with gray areas, that there would be times when we really wouldn’t know what to do or say in specific situations.  I think he anticipated our anxiety about how to live with integrity as a Christian.

In this morning’s Bible passage, we hear him speaking words of reassurance to that very anxiety already present in his first disciples, their anxiety about knowing what to do or say when he was no longer right there in the flesh to guide them.  Now, this is one of those biblical stories which probably is not factual; the exact words here purported to be straight from Jesus probably were never uttered by Jesus.  But the words which John the storyteller placed in Jesus’ mouth do accurately echo what Jesus did say elsewhere, that, as John puts it, we won’t be orphaned.  We won’t be left in that wilderness of gray areas and ambiguities without a guide.  In a peace unlike the fragile and fickle peace the world gives, the Spirit of the Holy will lead us.
Ah, maybe there is a picture of life as a Christian, maybe not a complete down to every detail picture, certainly not a one-size-fits-all picture, but a picture into which we all fit, by Holy Spirit power.  We’ll be talking more about that next Sunday, a picture of branches connected to a vine, that picture of life as a Christian.
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