15th Sunday after Pentecost
Sermon 9.5.10

Scripture:
Jeremiah 18:1-11



Luke 14:25-33

I saw the play “The Amish Project” this week, a fictionalized account of the Amish school shootings in Nickel Mines, Pennsylvania that took place a few years ago.  Presenting seven characters who were affected by the incident, the play considers deeply not only the violence of this troubled man and the terrible loss of the families and Amish community in the deaths of these young girls, but also the forgiveness the aggrieved families offered the shooter’s widow and children.  

It bears saying that the only actor in the show (one woman playing seven characters) is Rachel Siegel—who was our church accompanist for a time and will be occasionally again; and who is the younger sister of Sheela, our church moderator; and who taught at Berkshire Country Day School when I did; and whose wedding I officiated last summer; and who was in the same choir I was in at Harvard, she as a college student, I later on as a graduate student, an almost crossing of paths that has us know a lot of the same people and a lot of the same music.  But in all these things, I managed until now to miss the talent she’s spent most of her time as an adult honing: her acting.  It’s been time well spent: she’s phenomenal in the role, in the roles.  

But this personal connection was just the spur.  I appreciated the play for many more reasons than just the thrill of “being with the band.”  A few of these are that it’s well-written, it’s theologically stirring, it’s thematically deep and challenging.  It honors people of faith and people of no faith, which is to say it’s humane, a quality that I find terribly rare in our culture.  Most of all, it’s moving without being manipulative.
The only odd note of the whole evening for me sounded during the audience talk-back, when the actor and director stepped from behind the curtain, so to speak.  This gave the opportunity to the audience to ask questions, I supposed about artistic choices and the like.  So, I was surprised when much of the conversation seemed to be about how, and moreover why, the Amish would forgive the man who had done this terrible thing, this unspeakable thing.  Why move so swiftly to forgiveness?  The director appeared to have heard this question from audiences before, and she stated a couple times that this shouldn’t lead us to believe that the Amish weren’t deeply grieving, weren’t desperately pained by the violence that had come upon them.  Of course, they were, I thought.  But they also had heard these words before: “Whoever comes to me and does not hate father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters, yes, even life itself, cannot be my disciple.”
It feels like it’s been several weeks in a row now that we’ve had to listen to Jesus say things we’d prefer him not to have said.  What’s striking about this time is that it seems he said this for the purpose of saying something most people would prefer him not to say, would find repellant, repugnant; it seems he said this for the very purpose of driving away most of the crowd that had come to follow him.  For he had just turned and noticed the large crowd that was now traveling with him right before he said:  “Whoever comes to me and does not hate father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters, yes, and even life itself, cannot be my disciple.”  He had just turned and noticed a crowd of people who likely preferred to be a crowd, likely preferred to be undifferentiated, anonymous, and so with little at stake in this, not really responsible, not really responsive.  “Whoever does not carry the cross and follow me cannot be my disciple.  For which of you, intending to build a tower, does not first sit down and estimate the cost…?”  
This wanting to thin out a crowd (if indeed that’s what Jesus wanted) is counterintuitive to us.  It runs contrary to all of our urges for success; it runs contrary to our democratic way of life in which there is power in numbers because majority rules.  I think of Glenn Beck and his rally for “Restoring Honor” on the Washington Mall last week.  It would have been a humiliation if only fifty or so people came out.  Really, it’s a point of pride that numbers ran in the many thousands, and a point of contention whether they were in the 30,000s, the 80,000s or the 500,000s as Beck himself concluded.  So, here is one difference between Glenn Beck and the God he means to profess: Beck longs to start a national movement, while God in Christ was fashioning a remnant.  Somehow, for some reason, the kingdom of God needs to start small—a mustard seed, a single coin of little value.  Perhaps it’s that big crowds are too unstable: they transform from being a movement into being a mob.  Perhaps it’s that individuals cease to exist in such crowds: mob mentality takes over so no one is thinking clearly anymore.  I imagine Jesus wanted his followers to be free in their choosing, clear in their discerning.  So, here’s another difference between Beck’s rally and Jesus’ preaching: Beck’s movement depends upon the momentum of crowd that would need to be large in order for people to feel the feeling he wants them to feel; it depends upon a mimetic contagion taking over that everyone behaves as everyone else; while God’s fashioning depends upon the conviction of a community that needs simply, whether large or small, to be true.
The image of the potter at work is a lovely one.  Jeremiah’s being asked to prophesy with such an image in mind is lovely—God as poet.  But we should recognize that it’s also an overwhelming one.  For a potter not only sits at the wheel, shaping the clay with the slightest touch of hand.  A potter not only forms the jar with gentle movements and manipulations, as the wheel it sits on spins .  A potter also throws the clay against the wheel to work out what’s unsound, what’s untrue.  The potter hammers the clay, pounds it, slices it with tools.  That clay undergoes much before making to the wheel; and much awaits it still when it’s done at the wheel, namely fire which will either destroy it or make something the potter could actually use.  All of this is to say that this lovely trip to the potter’s house should challenge us at least as much as it does comfort us.  By God’s grace, we may be useful for God’s good purpose, but God’s grace comes to us in forms sometimes painful.

 This is a truth God doesn’t mean to slip by us unnoticed.  This isn’t something Jesus means to put in fine print.  In whatever way the potter will work us over, the manipulation isn’t meant to be sneaky or against our will.  Whether the potter comes to us as prophet or Christ or God’s grace, we’re to submit to such a working over fully informed.  We’re to sign up for God’s desire that we, all the creation, have true and abundant life as fully informed as we can be, and as strengthened by faith as possible when such choice lies before us.  
But it’s not just a matter of being informed, is it?  It’s also a matter of being transformed.  What the gospel asks us to do is so against the grain of life in the world that it needs to be cultivated in our hearts, to be worked into our being.  This, I think, is especially so in our culture, which has so placed as primary our own comfort and convenience.  We don’t like to be inconvenienced; we can barely tolerate being uncomfortable.  Speak to us not of being suffering for goodness’ sake!

I was reminded of this the other night at the theater, for let me tell you, that play was very uncomfortable.  In a small space, with one but one cast member, this was no rally; this was a crucible.  Three people left, walked out—one because he couldn’t stop coughing, one because she got too hot, the last because it was his wife who’d been hot.  This left an already small audience (no more than thirty) smaller still.  As for those who stayed, there were yet a few who couldn’t follow where the play led—couldn’t follow the non-linear narrative; couldn’t follow the many characters in one actor; certainly couldn’t follow the Amish way of forgiving instead of being scandalized and pulled into a mimetic crisis.  (We’ll get you for this; we’ll do you one worse!)  How, and why indeed, would you forgive instead of cultivating the very natural desire for revenge?!
When Jesus said we are to hate father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters, yes even life itself, he didn’t mean we should feel hostile in regard to these things and he didn’t mean we should act violently in regard to these things.  Hatred is a way of speaking of rejecting something as primary.  To hate something is to turn away from it in preference for something else.  What Jesus meant by telling the crowd this is that, if any wanted to be his disciple, no relationship could take primacy over the call of the gospel.  What Jesus means by telling us this is that, if we want to be his disciples, no relationship, however important, can take precedence over the ministry of reconciliation to which, by our baptism, we are called.  Our expectation that Jesus will be nice has us scandalized and focused on the hating, while Jesus perhaps meant for those who stuck around, the crowd now thinned out, to focus instead on the primacy of this ministry and the prize of peaceful reconciliation.
This is a ministry the Amish apparently take very seriously—“hating” their lost children enough to recognize that others lost in this as well, that theirs was not a grief supreme; setting aside their own righteous rage enough not to be consumed by it, but to remember that peace is in fact a possibility and must take precedent.  What’s more, it’s their strength of community that makes for them possible such a ministry—a community that depends not on strength in numbers but strength in faithfulness, strength in constancy.  
Of course, this is a ministry we should take seriously as well.  Though we may never find ourselves in such a crucible as this actual event was for the people of Nickel Mines, though we may never be fired in a kiln so terribly hot, this is a ministry we should take seriously as well—a ministry of reconciliation that no righteous indignation should get in front of, no justified rage or lust for revenge should overcome.  

Well, I imagine you know this, and I imagine this is why you’re here—for we need to cultivate such discipleship in ourselves.  What’s more, we need community for such non-native cultivation—which I imagine you know and I imagine is why you’re here.  Already a thinned out crowd, this small congregation hasn’t come together this morning because everyone else is here, because we’re all looking to be free of the terrible burden of personhood, because the path we long to travel is one of little resistance having been trampled by a mob.  We don’t have to worry about superficial following here.  But we do still need to be constant in our cultivating—in ourselves, in one another, and in the whole community gathered here—the desire to be disciples.  Having considered now the cost of such a thing, we come now to feed this desire that it might grow.
Thanks be to God.
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