CHOOSE CAREFULLY

Sermon for the 15th Sunday after Pentecost, September 5, 2010

Readings: Deuteronomy 30:15-20; Psalm 1; Luke 14:25-33

Sermon texts: “Therefore choose life, so that you and your descendents may live.”  Moses, Deuteronomy 30:19. “Whoever does not carry the cross and follow me cannot be my disciple.” Jesus, Luke 14:27.

“Cost/benefit analysis”: sounds like something modern economists developed to help businesses make rational decisions. But it’s as old as the choice between blessings and curses that Moses lays out for the Israelites, or the stark warning of the cost of discipleship that Jesus presents to those who would follow him. 

Let me remind you of the context of Moses’ speech. The biblical book of Deuteronomy—the “Second Law”—comes after the first four books of the Bible and is written in the form of Moses’ last speech to his people. The narrative setting is on the plains of Moab, looking over the River Jordan across to the Promised Land. Moses himself will not live to cross over, but in this speech he recounts again the story of the Exodus from Egypt, the receiving of the Torah at Sinai, and the difficult wandering through the desert. He lays out again the conditions of the Covenant that God, Yahweh, has made with this people, that Yahweh will be their God so long as they follow his commandments. If they do, then a number of wonderful blessings will follow: fruitful land, abundant progeny, peace, and a just and righteous society. If they disobey and chase after false gods, or allow the strong to create an unjust society, then the curses will follow. And so he comes to the point we hear today: choose then, which will it be, blessings or curses? 

Put this way, no one would say, well, I’ll take the curses. No. Of course we want the blessings. Moses hardly needs to push: “Therefore choose life so that you and your descendent may live.” It’s like the choice the armed robber gives: your money or your life. Only Jack Benny pauses to think about it.

But, it turns out, it is not so easy to keep the promises we make (surprise). The rest of the Old Testament is the story of the struggle of Israel to remain true—and the eventual failure and consequent exile of the people and the destruction of the Temple. The same could be said of many of the promises we make as individuals and as a society. And the consequences prove just as unavoidable. God is not being unloving, let along wrathful, in allowing the consequences of idolatry and injustice—sin—to follow. God is being true. This is what happens when we fail to worship God, and instead set up our idols of self and other stars: we wander away into exile from the truth of who we are and how the world is made and maintained.  Lasting happiness will not be found in that pursuit. When injustice pervades a society, then corruption of governance follows, it’s survival of the fittest and too bad about the slow and weak, the orphan and the widow. But then the social covenant is broken, trust is lost, it’s “every man for himself.” But no one, no matter how strong, is as strong as a unified society, and therefore injustice leads to weakness, and the strong become prey to the stronger.

Yes, choose life—but know that it is not as easy as it sounds.

Jesus is not about to let his followers make that mistake. 

Again a bit of context: Jesus has begun his public ministry. He has performed miracles of healing and feedings. His teaching on the true meaning of the Torah has attracted interest and controversy. Some think that maybe he is the messiah, the Davidic king come to restore Israel to freedom and greatness. Crowds gather and many consider whether to become disciples.

Jesus warns them of the cost of discipleship. And, as he sometimes did, he uses extreme cases to make his point: you must hate your family, give up all your possession, and be prepared to die. 

That potential set of costs ought to give anyone pause. And that is what Jesus is saying: be careful whom you choose to follow, count the potential cost and weigh against benefits (the essence of prudential decision making). Do not embark on a project if you have no means to complete it. Do not start a war without an army to back  you up. Do not follow me if you are not prepared for your family to turn against you, for the course of your life to change, even for the possibility you be persecuted and killed.

This is not a hypothetical in many parts of the world. In Iran or other Islamist regimes a person who converts to Christianity may indeed be disowned by their family, lose their possessions and even be killed. 

Here we do not have these fears. But still, many attracted to the way of Jesus are reluctant to really commit to becoming disciples. Admirers, of course. Members of a church, perhaps. But really becoming a disciple? That is scary.

Ron Heifetz teaches and writes up at Harvard on leadership and organizational theory. He talks about the difference between technical problems—these admit of technical solutions--and adaptive challenges—these require personal or cultural change. If your brakes fail, you can go to a mechanic. If your teenager hits a tree, you need to work at a whole different level.

Heifetz points out that the common saying that people fear change is not true. Sometimes we love change. No one turns down a million dollar lottery ticket because it would change their lives. What we fear is loss. The unknown. We multiply the potential costs—often vivid as losses of the way things are now—which maybe aren’t so bad after all. The benefits are in the future, in the form of potential. We look again at the bird in the hand and weigh it against two in the bush. It is difficult to make the choice to change. Even when we are convinced we should. Even when we know we must. For sometimes it is clear that we simply cannot keep on living the way we are now. Indeed, the whole world knows this is true.

My friends, it is not easy to follow Jesus as a disciple. Here in America  it may not mean alienating your family, giving up everything or facing martyrdom—indeed, it probably won’t. But it will mean factoring into all of the decisions of your life the question, what would Jesus think about this? We try to put on the mind of Christ, we are strive to become Christi-like. We try, that is, to follow the will of God (just like Moses suggests). This is the essence of discipleship. 

Yet becoming Christ-like is not something other or opposed to being and becoming who we are, for God made us to be loving, generous, merciful, like Jesus. Not to be fearful and anxious about the future, grudging and resentful of the past and of others more successful, as the world counts success. Blessings indeed.

And think the costs of nondiscipleship. Dallas Willard, a Christian philosopher, has written eloquently of this. He writes: 

“Nondiscipleship costs abiding peace, a life penetrated throughout by love, faith that sees everything in the light of God’s overriding governance for good, hopefulness that stands firm in the most discouraging circumstances, power to do what is right and withstand the forces of evil. In short, nondiscipleship costs you exactly that abundance of life Jesus said he came to bring (John 10:10).” (from The Great Omission)

Hear again the blessings: Abiding peace, a life penetrated by love, faith that sees everything in the light of God’s governance for good, hopeful that stands firm in the most discouraging circumstances, power to do what is right and withstand the forces of evil. In short, life abundant and eternal.

This is the pearl of great price that one sells all one has to purchase. The one thing that makes all the rest work. Faith in God, love of neighbor, following the way of Jesus. This is what leads to the blessings.

It may cost everything. Jesus is clear about that. Therefore choose carefully. But the choice is still one between blessings and curses, life and death. Therefore choose life.

In the name of Christ. Amen.
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