3rd Sunday after Pentecost
Sermon 7.3.11
Scripture:	Romans 7:15-25
		Matthew 11:16-19, 25-30

[bookmark: _GoBack]Finding Our Way

When Jesse, my husband, decided to be baptized and told his large family about it, varied was the response, as you might guess.  Perhaps you know that Jesse was raised in a mixed family—his father the son of Jewish immigrants, one from Poland, the other from Palestine, and together settled in Brooklyn where Yiddish was as often heard as English; and his mother a reform convert from Catholicism, come from Wisconsin to live in New York where the two met in the hospital where they both worked (as Jesse and I would, thirty years later).  This means that Jesse has many, many cousins, half of whom are Jewish and half of whom straddle the Catholic/Lutheran line, and nearly none of whom practice their religion the way their grandparents would have liked.  (I might be alone in my generation as someone who does, minus the 5:00 cocktails that were actually broken out around lunchtime—Long Island’s Presbyterians, after all, didn’t practice their religion as their Dutch Calvinist forebears would have liked.)
But I digress.  One response that struck my hearing came from a Jewish relative: she thought it was great that he was going to be baptized.  “Everyone has to find their own way,” she said.  And it’s a comforting thought, I suppose, in that it doesn’t come with any judgment attached.  On the other hand, the idea of finding your own way is ambiguous, a double-edged sword.  It cuts both ways.  Speaking for myself, I remember times when finding my own way was wonderful, exhilarating—riding the train across country; finding my way into city life.  (It was the small city of Cambridge, but still...)  And I remember times when finding my own way was distressing, upsetting—trying to choose a college and not finding anyone who would give, or could give, insightful advice; trying to put two crying children to bed, a newborn baby and new-born big brother, because Jesse was working late.  And here’s the irony, that, to my observing anyway, this is the very thing Jesse was looking to be relieved of—or better perhaps to say that, if it were me, this is what I would want to be relieved of.  “In your seeking God, you have to you’re your own way.”  “In the search for true, deep life, you’re on your own.” 
Well, of course, how this strikes your hearing depends upon where you’re starting.  If you’re beginning your journey to God from a place that constricts your search to a certain, perhaps straight and narrow, path; and that dictates what you’ll find in a prescribed, even proscribing, vision—of what God is, of what truth is, of what salvation is (saved from what? saved for what?); if you’re to travel a strictly dictated path, then to find your own way might be a gracious gift.  But if you’re starting from a random point in space that has no relative points by which even to orient yourself, then further license to find your own way might land you on the dark side of the moon: “Houston, we have a problem,” except there is no Houston.
This passage from Matthew’s gospel struck a chord in mid-century with Paul Tillich, the great German-American theologian.  Joining in a growing chorus of important voices—1st Karl Barth of Germany in the 1920s, who was celebrated as conceiving of the God of Jesus Christ as being against religion, that is, ‘pneuma against sarx’; next Dietrich Bonheoffer, also of Germany but a crucial 20 years later, who imagined, amidst so much religious nationalism, a ‘religionless Christianity’—now, Paul Tillich proclaimed in a seminal sermon that religion is the burden by which humanity is made weary, and he claimed that Jesus was addressing in particular among the crowd those who were religious, or moreover those who were trying very hard to be religious in a context in which religion was very hard: “Come to me, all you who are weary and are carrying heavy burdens,” Jesus said, “come to me, and I will give you rest.”  
With reassurance, Tillich wrote, “The burden He wants to take from us is the burden of religion [—that]…great attempt of man to overcome anxiety and restlessness and despair, … to reach immortality, spirituality and perfection…That is the meaning of the call of Jesus:  ‘Come to me.’  For in Him this New Being is present in such a way that it determines His life.”
He continues, “These words certainly do not mean that Jesus imposes a new theology or a new religious law upon us.  [Quite the contrary, for] we would turn down His call with hatred if He called us to the Christian religion or to the Christian doctrines or to the Christian morals.  We would not accept His claim to be meek and humble and to give rest to our souls if He gave us new commands for thinking and acting.  Jesus is not the creator of another religion, but the victor over religion; He is not the maker of another law, but the conqueror of law.  [Therefore] we, the ministers and teachers of Christianity, do not call others to Christianity but rather to the New Being to which Christianity should be a witness…”
And he concludes, “Forget all Christian doctrines; forget your own certainties and your own doubts, when you hear the call of Jesus.  Forget all Christian morals, your achievements and your failures, when you come to Him.  Nearly nothing is demanded of you—no idea of God, and no goodness in yourselves, not your being religious, not your being Christian, not your being wise, and not your being moral.  What is demanded is only your being open and willing to accept what is given to you, the New Being, the being of love and justice and truth, as it is manifest in Him whose yoke is easy and whose burden is light.”
This conviction that what’s needed isn’t another religion but is such an invitation as Jesus offered, of course, isn’t new in the 20th century.  This need for a sort of un-religion isn’t something that 20th century thinkers were alone at last in being aware of.  This is what Paul was wrestling with in his seminal sermon, and confessional one too, addressed to the Romans in the biblical book of the same name.  “I do not understand my own actions,” he blurted out, or so I imagine he did—if you can blurt onto a scroll.  “For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.”  Though knowing the Law inside and out, though formed in such a way as to desire fulfilling the Law in his daily life, Paul yet couldn’t do it.  In spite of striving for it, in spite of studying for it, in spite of keeping company with others who strove and studied for the same, Paul could yet not fulfill the Law.  No amount of “thou shalt nots” could make him righteous.  No amount of “offer this for atonement,” “offer that for forgiveness” could yet hold him at one with God.  “For I delight in the law of God in my inmost self,” he confessed, “but I see in my members another law at war with the law of my mind.”  
I have to say, I love that awareness of such an unconscious conflict predates Sigmund Freud by so many centuries.  Don’t get me wrong: I have no quarrel with Sigmund Freud.  But, having been the wife of a doctor at Austen Riggs for so long—Austen Riggs in Stockbridge, this place which really should just go ahead and build a moat—I love that the truth about how complicated human beings are was out long before Dr. Freud hit the scene.  And more than this, I love that, in praise of the psychodynamic place that is Austen Riggs, one visiting scholar, who was also a priest of the Church of England, quoted this passage from Romans in a note addressed to the medical director.  And the only time this same medical director ever asked the likes of me any question at all was to find out, “Where’s this quote from? I think it’s from the Bible.” “It is,” I said—and I can only hope (but sincerely doubt) that I managed to get it chapter and verse.  Nevermind.  I did get the writer correct: that’s St. Paul, one of our superstars—he who knew exactly what it was to be a human being seeking transformation from maladaptive behavior and repetition compulsion.  He knew all too well the desperate desire for freedom from the many snares that come simply with being human, snares that dwell, and even thrive, in the unconscious, snares which we in the Church sometimes call sin.  
It’s a term that comes to us from the lexicon of archery.  It means “off the mark.”  Knowing this sometimes helps our hearing, helps us to hear it in such a way as is enlightening rather than shaming, helpful rather than debilitating.  For “sin” doesn’t mean to name something that you must correct about yourself, something that you in particular should be ashamed of, but to name the thing about every one of us that we cannot correct, that we cannot undo.  It just is.  It’s just real.  The confusion that insinuates itself into all attempts at communication; the envy that insinuates itself into all close relatedness; the anxiety that there won’t be enough to go around, or that there will too much and even the undeserving will enjoy, that attaches itself to every blessing; the fear (of loss, of death) that creeps in to all satisfaction and rejoicing: this is what Paul experienced as living in “a body of death.”  
It showed up, by grace, in all the novels I chose when I was teaching 8th grade English.  It’d be nice to think it was by conscious choosing on my part.  But I wasn’t so wise a planner of curriculum as that.  No, it really was by grace that here was the thread by which my course had any continuity at all: “mankind’s essential illness” in Lord of the Flies, “what ails mankind” in A Raisin in the Sun, “ignorance in the human heart” in A Separate Peace, and so on.  “What’s going on?” I asked my class at the end of the year, no one as surprised as myself that we’d managed to make it here.  “Why does this keep coming up in all these stories?”  And, amidst the silence of a room full of 13-year-olds just days before their summer break and, really, really done with thinking came one voice, solemn.  “Because it’s real,” she said, and again, “Because it’s real.”
What’s more, no amount of religion is going to make it go away.  No amount of Law is going to make us righteous.  Not amount of commentary on the Law is going to clear up our own confused wrong-doing.  No amount of decrees and creeds and councils and revisions will make it so we’re not still ensnared by call-it-what-you-will, but if you’re unable to find an adequate word or phrase for it on your own, might I offer this old, terrible-sounding but kindly-meaning word, sin.  No amount even of right religion is going to free us forever from such off-the-markness.  No, for only God’s grace can grant what we need.  Only God’s grace can save us from this body of death.
And yet.  Last week, I told you about a man who commented to me that the world could use more religion, which I condemned as a silly comment.  It had me imagining all week someone leaning over big pot, stirring, stirring, and then stopping to taste a spoonful.  Satisfied, came the conclusion, “Mmm, just the right amount of religion.”  Too much, too little: it’s an absurd way to conceive of it, is how I denounced it just last week. 
And yet, we live in a different time than Paul did two millennia ago, and even than Paul Tillich did a half century ago.  This is to say that whatever burden religion presents, it’s hardly one of being too great, too heavy.  If anything, I’m guessing, it’s entirely too light.  Perhaps especially for the generation now just coming into adulthood, the “burden” religion presents is mostly one of absence: where it is present, it’s largely cheap and flimsy; and where it’s needed, it can hardly be found.  I remember, Danny, your telling me once about a child asking you or some other adult when inside a church perhaps for the first time, “Why is that ‘t’ right there?” meaning the cross.  What are we to do in circumstances like these?
I appreciate Tillich’s call to the ministers and teachers of Christianity (which does, let’s remember, include all of us here) that we call others not “to Christianity but rather to the New Being to which Christianity should be a witness.”  But I don’t think the way to do this is to strive to leave behind religion all together: to forget all Christian doctrines, our certainties and our doubts; to forget all Christian morals and all our ideas of God and goodness, all our notions of what to do and how to be.  Not anymore.  I do agree with him that most of all what’s demanded of us is that we be open, and invite others also to be open, and willing to accept the love and justice and truth offered us, which we find manifest in Jesus Christ.  But I don’t think forgetting so much of what’s come before is the way forward now.  Not anymore.  
For these have already been forgotten—and not just the creeds and councils, the trappings and institutionalism, the pomp and circumstance that’s the stuff of silliness in popular portrayals of them.  But these too have been forgotten—the cross, the Crucified Lord.  The One who, through the Law of Sinai, calls us to self-restraint, an all the more crucial call now as we hold so much power; the One who, though prophets and poets, calls us to empathy for others as, an especially crucial call now as we enjoy individual rights; the One who, through Christ crucified and resurrected, calls us to self-giving love, yes, even when it conflicts with what’s convenient, this which is our culture’s highest god: this God is all but unknown in much of the “Christian West.”  This God, who does—yes!—intend for our burden to be easy, does also yet intend for us to be burdened.  This God who does—yes!—intend lightly to yoke us, to one another and to God, does yet intend that we will be yoked, bound in a way that, though freeing, is yet bound. 
And this is especially good news to the likes of Jesse, or at least as I would be if I were he.   Not wanting to find his own way; not wanting entirely to be on her own; uninterested or unable to bear the pressure of being so original as that, so self-made as all that (wise even to the fact that we are never self-made): there are those who want guidance; there are those who seek instruction.  In fact, many are the people, I think, who want the Church, who need the Church to be the Church.  And what is that?  The place where Christ finds a home, the place where Christ’s life is taught as good, the people among whom Christ’s resurrection is interpreted as being good news for all people: this is the Church: the place where the Cross is instructive as to how to live that all might have life and have it in abundance.
These things don’t teach themselves.  And, while it’s true as they say, that much of the Spiritual life cannot be taught, can only be learned, it’s also true that the ground for encountering the Spirit does need to be prepared.  People largely need to be told that there is a Spirit worthy of seeking; that there is a still, small voice worthy of listening for; that there is such love as conquers all and that they can participate in such things even now.  And the best place to learn these things, the best mode for mastering them, is in worship.  For, while Jesus didn’t say, “Codify me,” he did say, “Come to me.”  And while Jesus didn’t say, “Understand me,” he did say, “Remember me.”  We’re not called to cognition; but we are called to re-cognition, which is to imply that there is some specific content to recognize.  And it won’t teach itself.  It’s up to us to teach it to one another.  And so we have come.
Thanks be for God. 
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