25.06.23 - Romans 6:1-11 , Matthew 10: 24-39

                  Disturbing the Comfortable and comforting the Disturbed.    Rev L. Vawer

Writing the title of this sermon was the easy bit, getting my head around the body of it meant that more than once I wanted to put my head under the lap top lid and shut it. 

The gospel reading particularly made me think “how did this ever make its way into the bible?”, the Jesus we know comes to bring peace not a sword and while we all know that discord happens in communities and families, surely, he would never encourage division? “a man against his father, a daughter against her mother”.  We have to interpret these words in the context in which they were given, they are sayings given by Jesus to the disciples as they set out on a mission of preaching and healing. Discord, persecution, struggle are not encouraged but they do have to be faced. They will happen. The disciples soon learned what it meant to face opposition and struggle. the cozy days of breaking bread with Jesus must have seemed far distant when in the face of the good news of the gospel they were rewarded with persecution. This will be a part of the Christian story in every generation to follow when we engage in the crazy little thing called mission.  Remember what Phil said last week “here I am Lord, send someone else”

Comfort and disturbance is essential for our growth and we need to experience both movements of God. Where we have become lazy or disengaged Jesus words come with disturbing force. Where we have become fearful, felt small and helpless in the face of ridicule and mocked belief Jesus words come with comfort, encouragement and strength. We need to be disturbed and we need to know comfort. 

Our spiritual life is a journey. Sometimes we need to experience that divine soothing that God knows the number of hairs on our head and cares for us deeply. God is more powerful than any human agency that may want to cause harm – bigger than bullies, abusers or terrorists - we are all subjects to death whereas God is the God of life, bringing life to his faithful people. We need to be comforted by the God who loves us tenderly. Comfort is yes … comfortable. 

Times for comfort, times to be disturbed, times when we need a divine kick up the backside. We can become too at ease, using our faith as a get out jail free card, cheapening grace, softening the radical call of God. We do it out of fear. We do it out of the desire for an easy life. But if we desire God then this life of ease will never be enough. It’s like gulping down a Gin and tonic on a hot day and then finding it just hasn’t hit the mark. The deep desire for God, given by God, calls for a reordering of priorities – it opens us up to discomfort because we realise that anything less than God is just not enough. We need to be disturbed, that divine kick up the backside is actually a divine gift. 

There will be trouble ahead. Jesus warns us what when we identify with him, we can expect trouble. He expects his disciples to speak openly about what they know about him, so we ask ourselves are we willing to do that, speak openly about what we have learned through prayer and worship, study and experience about the nature of God. My friend’s mom says that the only good conversations are the ones where Gods name is mentioned. I remind myself of that when I prefer to duck out into my cosy faith. Jesus words warn of persecution – is that part of our discipleship? He warns of family division – where does our loyalty lie? They are disturbing thoughts and being disturbed is uncomfortable because it carries with it a sense of guilt, failing, wishing we had done more, been braver. What happens then? Please God send someone else!

We live in an age where there is a great deal of interest in spirituality, not just in the church. We have rediscovered that spirituality is “good “for us and like exercise and a low fat diet we pursue it, if rather sporadically. It becomes another way of paying attention to ourselves, trying to meet our own needs but don’t allow it to make demands on us or inconvenience us too much.  Jesus rips away that woolly way of living and confronts us with the immediacy that confronts us. It is disturbing. 

We cannot just pursue what is good for us on and off. I’ve tried the diet thing and decided that my life style doesn’t accommodate them. On the days where we lapse from the latest diet or miss going to the gym (my lifestyle doesn’t accommodate gyms either) we can always start again tomorrow but every day in everything we do , we are right up against God. Scarlet O’Hara’s attitude “tomorrow is another day “probably won’t even work with diets, even there it shows a fundamental lack of commitment. But if we are talking about missing opportunities to meet and serve God, it becomes more serious.

I admit that Pauls letter to the Romans isn’t my favourite and maybe that’s because there are parts that I find disturbing, parts I find very disturbing and it is challenging. I read this week that it is a little bit like a theological symphony and in order to appreciate a particular passage it is essential first to listen to the entire masterpiece in case you miss the recurring themes of sin and grace and law that carry over from one movement to the next. I didn’t manage the whole symphony this week! But I did do a lot of pondering on the passage for today.
Here Paul is disturbed when he realises that people have heard his message of Gods free grace and taken it as
a signal that they can do what they want and get away with it. True God’s forgiveness is offered freely, it doesn’t
have to be earned and never can be. But accepting it means stepping out of one life and into another and there

is only one way to do that. Stepping out of this life an into the life of the crucified and risen Christ. 

Paul reminds us that our baptism is more than simply a rite of passage. It is a radical change in identity, one that
opens up new possibilities. There is a “before” and “after”. Before when we were slaves to sin  and after where

we have the opportunity to be “alive to God in Christ Jesus”. But we have to embrace. this new identity each in 

order for our lives to change and move us into action.
Baptism brings about a radical change in our identity, a change that has implications for every aspect of our
lives. It is not a demand but a glorious possibility – to be alive to God and that should be music to our ears. At
the end of the baptism service, we say “Shine as a light in the world to the glory of God the Father” . Baptism
isn’t a onetime deal . Baptism is a process. It is a daily practice of dying to the old self and living in the power of
Jesus’ resurrection. Each and every day we live out our baptism, we embrace our new identity and then connect 

faith  with our action.  “Shine as a light in the world.”
So now what? Face with the enormity of our discipleship the spiritual danger is that we may fall into despair,
which is paralysing. Too much discomfort and many for us freeze, gripped by the monster of our own inadequacy.
Yet too much comfort and we rest at ease and grow spiritually flabby and undernourished. We need to run to
the God who knows the number of hairs on our heads as well as our many failings. Come running to God in
search of the strength to speak up, the courage to bear up, the willingness to grow up into the person God sees
us to be, the one he saw at our baptism.
In this way disturbance leads us back to God and opens up new possibilities. Comfort keeps us from despair and opens the doorway to deeper trust, firmer faith and renews willingness to walk the Jeus way. 

Today warning and encouragement are woven together and we need both elements. We are called to reevaluate our priorities and reset the compass of our lives. Jesus disturbs our self-satisfaction and comforts our despair.  This is the path to life in all its fullness. 
Amen 
/
