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Sermon 3.28.10
Scripture:	Isaiah 50:4-9a
		Philippians 2:5-11

I’m glad to be back.  I want to start by saying this.  I’m so glad to be back here with you.  I also want to tell you how grateful I feel to you for the gift you gave me of time.  It was a tremendously valuable gift.  I imagine you’d like to know how I made use of it, something you have every right to ask because it was your time, too.  The simplest way to put it is that I read a lot, I wrote some, I submitted a couple of ditties to a couple of journals, and I had one sermon accepted to a publication called Journal for Preachers, the Advent edition to come out later this year. One thing I did considerably less of during these past three months was talk.  And what a relief that was.
I imagine some pastors make use of their sabbaticals to take a break from their congregations.  I imagine this is where most of the relief is found—being away from the demands of their people, being away from the expectations that come from every corner.  This wasn’t the case for me.  I didn’t feel a need to get a break from you.  First of all, we’re such a small group.  Even the most demanding fifteen people make for light work compared to a couple hundred people who have only modest demands.  Even if each of you called me once a month in the middle of the night for my help through some crisis—you got a splinter, you can’t find your other shoe—I’d still sleep uninterrupted half the time.  (Well, if it weren’t for Jack.)  But more importantly, you’re a congregation of mature people who I know can manage on your own.  You’re even mature Christians who I know can nurture your own faith, as individuals and as a church.  I never worried for a minute about you.  I dreamt about you a lot.  You were daily in my thoughts and prayer, and always I held you in mind as I worked.  But I never felt relieved to be at this remove from you; I never needed a break from you, or if I did it was because it was good practice for me, a good discipline for me.  To practice separation, to practice being removed—this is a discipline of checking your own ego, a discipline of faith.  This is the discipline of prayer.  It disciplined me, it made a disciple of me, to prayer—to trust that my prayer for you and for us could sustain us through our separation.
This might all sound like nonsense.  Of course, you know your own self-sufficiency.  You’ve seen ministers here come and go.  You’ve seen members here come and go.  And in your lives outside church, you’re farmers and business owners and artists and active members of different sorts of communities.  You know how to work for what you need.  You can endure frustration and disappointment.  You can tolerate change and the strange.  You’re grown-ups; you know how to do this.  But here is a place where we cultivate a tempering, a moderating, of such self-sufficiency, and I am a person—a parson—who has this to say: we don’t have to do this on our own.  We can do this together, and you can depend on me and I will depend on you. 
Already I’ve gone on longer about this than I meant to.  After all, this is an important Sunday in its right—Palm Sunday.  It’s a biggie, even here where we don’t usually have palms to wave or crowds of people to holler, “Hosanna!” whatever that means.  The point I meant to get to is that before the sabbatical I didn’t feel a need to get away from you, and I didn’t find it a relief to be away from you.  I found it a relief to be away from me—from my voice, from my thoughts.  I found it an utter relief not to have to speak, not to have to come up with something to say, instead to be spoken to, to be preached to (I attended Trinity Episcopal in Lenox, with my boys), to read someone else’s ideas.  God! To read!  It’s such a wonderful way to spend time.  To be weary and then to be sustained with a word that comes from somewhere outside yourself:  what a blessing!   
Of course, preachers get into big trouble when they believe themselves to be the originator of the word that sustains.  Or better to think of it this way: preachers are in trouble when they find themselves feeling that they are the originators of the word.  When it feels like it all comes from me, when it feels like it all comes down to me—I’m putting out faster than I can replenish: this is sign that it’s time for a sabbatical.  And it was time for me.  No shame in that.  We’re a small church, it’s true—not too demanding.  But the gospel is the gospel, whether proclaimed for fifteen or five hundred.  Worship is worship, not the sort of thing you can phone in.  As much as any preacher wants to perform well for those in the pews, more than that most want to pay due homage to the material.  Most preachers revere the gospel, and want to do it justice in worship.  And, look, even Jesus needed input.  Even the one we confess to be God’s word made flesh—he himself the word, he himself the one who was at the origins of the world that came to be through the word—even this one who is the Word of God needed a word spoken to him, needed to listen as one who is taught.
“The Lord has given me the tongue of a teacher, that I may know how to sustain the weary with a word.  Morning by morning, he wakens me—wakens my ear to listen as those who are taught.  The Lord has opened my ear…”  It’s true, Isaiah wasn’t talking about Jesus.  Prophesying a good half a millennium before Jesus, Isaiah was talking about—well, we’re not so sure.  This is one of the several so-called Servant Songs that are scattered throughout this book and distinct unto themselves.  Some speculate these are meant to be the voice of an historical figure contemporary to Isaiah’s time, which was around the end of the exile and the fall of Babylon.  Maybe this servant was the “weeping prophet,” Jeremiah.  Maybe it was the great Judean king, Josiah.  Maybe it was Zerubbebel, the executive officer of God who helped initiate the rebuilding of the Temple.  Or maybe it was even Isaiah himself.  Some say this servant of God was the whole people Israel whose suffering served the world in some redemptive fashion.  One thing is certain, Jesus is to be identified with, or even as, this suffering servant.  The gospel writers saw identified Jesus with this servant, and perhaps Jesus himself did too.   “The Lord has given me the tongue of a teacher, that I may know how to sustain the weary with a word.  Morning by morning, he wakens me—wakens my ear to listen as those who are taught.  The Lord has opened my ear, and I was not rebellious, I did not turn backward.  I gave my back to those who struck me, and my cheeks to those who pulled out the beard; I did not hide my face from insult and spitting.  The Lord God helps me; therefore I have not been disgraced.”
The way we usually keep Palm Sunday, if not with palms and crowds, is with the hearing the story of Jesus entering Jerusalem, riding on a colt or the foal of a donkey, depending on whose version we read—Mark’s, Matthew’s or Luke’s.  It was the end of his itinerant ministry.  It was the beginning of his last week of life.  It was to draw a contrast with the way the Messiah was supposed to take over Jerusalem—on a stallion, as a warrior, to cleanse the Holy City of any sign of the occupying empire, perhaps even with an army of his own.  It was also to reveal how quickly things change in the hearts of human beings, for whom success has many fathers but failure is an orphan and crucifixion is the loneliest business of all.  Jesus had so many friends when he was the conquering Christ, but so few when he was the crucified one.  “Let us stand together,” he might well have said, and then looking around to find nearly no one:  “It is the Lord God who helps me.”  And then, apparently, not even Him: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”
Imagine if peace were so important to you that you’d give yourself to the conflict that it might be calmed.  For this is what we’re supposed to do.  This is what is Jesus did, so this is what we’re supposed to do.  “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus.”  What was in this mind?  Well, we know its expression.  We know what the behaviors that come of such a mind are: an emptying of the self, a taking on the form of a slave, humble and obedient to God’s will even when the collective human will would kill it off, kill it off painfully and violently.  Let’s be clear, this is what we’re here to become; this is the transformation we’re here to cultivate in ourselves and one another.  This is what the scriptures tell us leads to life: non-participation in evil, resisting violence, forgiving enmity, laboring for justice and praying for peace.  Let’s be clear: this is what the gospel tells us is the Way, the only Way, to life.  Are we up for it?  
If not, it’s okay.  We’ve got time.  And we can learn.  So let’s go to that mind—that mind that was in Christ Jesus which Paul commends to the church.  “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus.”  But what was in this mind?  We can barely know the minds of the people sitting nearest to us in these pews.  It takes a lifetime to get to know the mind of your spouse, the minds of your children, the minds of those closest to you.  “I’m not a mind-reader,” my own mother would say to me when she was angry at me for my being angry at her for her not doing what I wanted her to do for me before I demanded it.  “I’m not a mind-reader,” I say to my children under these same circumstances, thus proving true all sorts of psychological theories and familial fears—you do become your mother.  We’re not mind-readers, Paul. So how can we possible do what you’re telling us to?  “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus.”
Here’s something: “The Lord God has given me the tongue of a teacher; the Lord God wakens my ear to listen as those who are taught.”  
It’s interesting to think of Jesus as engaged in a process of being taught and then teaching, of listening and then speaking.  It’s easy to assume Jesus knew what to say or do, always knew what to say or do.  He never had to learn anything.  He never had to cultivate Godliness in the midst of the world where he lived just as we live.  My colleague in Stockbridge, Steve Bridges, though rightly points out, the temptation of Jesus in the wilderness would only have been a temptation if Jesus might have chosen wrong.  Regarding the story we always hear at the beginning of Lent, these six weeks prior to, and in preparation for, Easter, if this time of testing in the wilderness weren’t merely a performance on Jesus’ part—he and the tempter acting something out so to be instructive to some distant, even future, audience, if this were actually a temptation to test Jesus’ worthiness for serving the world as the Christ, then Jesus might have done wrong.  All the charisma to coerce people’s devotion to you (nothing like food to get the hungry masses to do anything for you), all the power of all the powers and principalities in the world, all the confidence that you are God’s Son and God will do anything to save you:  these need to have been real temptations for him just as they would be for us.  Because, really, it’s the only way the story has any urgency for us.  The creators of Superman had to include kryptonite as Superman’s “Achilles’ heel.”  Otherwise the story has no urgency.  A man who can’t be killed, can’t be overcome, facing off against bad guys and perilous situations.  What’s the concern?  Who cares?  He’s gonna be fine.  Everything’s gonna be fine.  And, since I can’t relate to that, I have no interest in reading on.  If this Christ is someone play-acting his crisis, I can’t be bothered with it.  I have real concerns to attend to.  We have real problems that preoccupy us.  If he’s walking six inches off the ground, I can’t be bothered to follow him.  But if he’s God-with-us, in the flesh, on the ground, I’d like to know more.  If he was tempted and might have chosen wrong, there might be something in this for us.  If he was crucified and did bleed and did die, and if he was then resurrected because the life in him was so abundant that it could not be put down, yes, I would like to disciple myself to that.  “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus,” this one who was given the tongue of a teacher and whose ear the Lord awakened so to listen as one who is taught. 
One of the things I began to discover on my sabbatical is how true it is that there are some people I just can’t listen to.  I’ve long known, because I’ve long been told, I have a problem with authority.  I’m uppity, and I have a hard time hiding my disregard for so much conventional authority.  It’s a laugh line.  I, too, find it amusing.  But it’s also a problem, one I’ve tried at times to deny, at other times to overcome.  I now realize neither will work, will indeed only put a strain on the people whose authority I try to bend to but cannot manage to.  I say this because I imagine the same might be true for you, though you might be more forgiving of this.  You turn the radio off when Alan Chartock comes on.  Why force something that just isn’t going to work? You excuse yourself when someone enters the party whose personality you feel abrase against yours.  You wait out quietly the conversation that has just taken a turn for the trivial or the obtuse or the mean-spirited.  You put down the book that no longer speaks to you or tune out the sermon that has gone on for just a little too long.  This is fine.  In fact, this is discerning.  We have to listen for the Lord, and we have to forgive the voices that fall short of that.
As for me, I’ve discovered a whole community of writers whom I want to read.  They’re pastors and pastoral theologians who love their work and write well about it, who regard pastoral ministry as an important thing to do and even more important to do it well.  This has opened my ear so I may listen as one who is taught, and then so I may speak as one whose words sustain the weary and even bring a world into being.  For this is what preachers are to do—speak a world into being, create a people of those who would otherwise not be a people.  Don’t worry, this isn’t hubris.  I’m not equating myself with God.  First of all, it’s not just the preacher that does this work.  The whole congregation does.  Together we have a holy conversation, a holy communion, that creates the world we’re meant to live in.  Plus, it’ll be a small world—meager when imagined in the context of the whole creation.  But if the gospel tells us anything, it’s that small doesn’t mean insignificant.  It’s good to be back.
Thanks be to God.
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