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Transitions

It was seven years ago today that we arrived in Oregon from Michigan.  How do I know?  We arrived here on the fourth day of our granddaughter, Iona’s life.  On Thursday Iona celebrated her seventh birthday.  It doesn’t seem possible.

Seven is one of those magical numbers.  I have heard it said that every seven years a marriage has to be renegotiated.  Seven is a number representing completion, the end of something and the beginning of something new.  There are seven candles in a Jewish Menorah.  I remember my spiritual director saying that her life seemed to reformat itself every seven years.

And so I find myself at the end of a seven year pilgrimage and sure enough I am in transition.  Today, my last day at Willamette United Methodist Church finds us having communion together, sharing a potluck and saying goodbye.  My leaving Willamette will impact Clarkes for the better I think.  I will be able to be with you after church and we will be able to have our administrative meetings with me in attendance.  In the fall we can have adult education if you want with me teaching.  Clarkes is also in transition.

The new thing that is beginning, in terms of the other half of my time, has little form thus far.  But I trust it will take form.  We know that the new community will center on worship and teaching Jesus’ way of living in peace.  It will meet at a time different than the usual and in different places.  One of the first things we want to do is study how the early church worshipped.  We want to learn what we can from them and then adapt to our contemporary life and times.
Transitions!  Yes, our coming to Oregon was a huge transition for us.  It was tough at first but I am glad we did it.  I don’t think this next transition will be nearly as challenging.  Now we have community at multiple levels and the land itself seems more nurturing and reliable.  We know our way around and have connections with doctors, dentists, optometrists, mechanics and grocery store personal and other friendly faces that give us a sense of stability and “plantedness.”  Thank you for your part in helping us with all this.  I am grateful this next transition does not involve another geographical move.

Methodist pastors are in transition all over the country.  It’s almost like the lectionary writers knew this would be a Sunday of transition for clergy.  All three passages deal with the theme.  Elijah and Elisha are in transition with Elijah dying and Elisha taking his place.  The scene of separation is quite dramatic.  The writer of Kings puts it this way:

As they continued walking and talking, a chariot of fire and horses of fire separated the two of them, and Elijah ascended in a whirlwind into heaven.  Elisha kept watching and crying out, “Father, father! The chariots of Israel and its horsemen!”  But when he could no longer see him, he grasped his own cloths and tore them in two pieces.

Elisha then picks up the mantle that had fallen from Elijah as Elijah ascends and discovers that God’s power has now been transferred to God’s new leader—like software from one computer to another.  (Another transition—on Monday I will retire my old computer and make my laptop my primary work tool.)
The African American gospel hymn, “Swing Low Sweet Chariot”, captures the feel of Elijah’s departure.  Caught up in the whirlwind of God’s grace, Elijah is going home!  “I looked over Jordan and what did I see?  A band of angels coming after me, coming for to carry me home.”  There is comfort and grace in that.  A transition is happening.

The Ordination Service at Annual Conference was on Saturday night.  All the clergy gathered and processed wearing robes and red stoles.  When it came time to line up I was standing next to Jonathon Enz, the new pastor assigned to Molalla and Willamette.  As it happened our worship director had us line up and she began with John and me.  We processed in together.  It seemed right.  A transition was happening.

In Galatians a transition has already occurred and Paul is working hard to prevent his community from falling back into old ways—from transitioning back into slavery.  Paul puts it this way.  “For freedom Christ has set us free.  Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again to a joke of slavery.”  What follows suggests Paul thinks we are slaves to our own passions, our own desires, our own wants.  Could it be our desires are driving us and we are not free?  Are we enslaved to what we want and what we want is driven by our desire to have what we think our neighbor has?  Is it possible without our being fully aware of it that keeping up with, getting ahead of, or falling behind the Jones’ has become our obsession?

Don’t fall back into rivalry where each of you is trying to get ahead of the other.  Instead “through love become slaves to one another.”  The alternative to trying to best our neighbor is to love our neighbor as much as ourselves.  Paul seems to think we are going to be slaves one way or the other.  There is no escaping it.  And there will be consequences depending on which form of “slavery” we choose.  If we choose the slavery of love that grows from following Jesus we discover the fruits of the Spirit:  love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.

But we can also choose the other form of slavery with less wholesome consequences.  Paul talks about the human desires that run us as “the desires of the flesh” and he has a long list.  It’s fairly graphic for preaching from the pulpit and so I will mention just a few—enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, factions, and envy.  These are things we fall prey to when the desires of our flesh has in bondage.  (Really, they are our attempts at maintaining our self-esteem apart from Jesus’ love.)  Paul says these are not things of the Spirit and if we exhibit these patterns we “will not inherit the kingdom of God.”  In other words, you can’t live in peace when “you bite and devour one another.”  Makes sense to me.  Don’t transition back to the slavery from which you came and lose all you have gained.  That would be like Laura and me moving back to Michigan and leaving our children, grandchildren, family and friends here.  No way!
Strangely, in today’s gospel Jesus is also in transition.  “When the days drew near for him to be taken up, he set his face to go to Jerusalem.”  He is moving from Galilee to Jerusalem and we know what will happen there.  He and his disciples are traveling it appears that a Samaritan village they need to go through refuses to serve him. I think there is another way of understanding this text but today I am going to take this translation at face value.  When James and John see that Jesus has been snubbed by these Samaritans, they make a suggestion to Jesus.  “Lord, do you want us to command fire to come down from heaven and consume them?”  They want to call in a 1st century drone strike.  One cruise missile please!  They want to punish these enemies by destroying them.  What do you think Jesus will say?  How will he respond?  Does he command fire to come down and consume James and John for suggesting such a brutal and ungodly thing?  No, “he turned and rebuked them.  Then they went on to another village.”  Does Jesus believe in retribution?  Can his commitment to non-violence be any clearer?  Does he speak for God?

Will we follow him in being people of peace?  “As they were going along the road, someone said to him, ‘I will follow you wherever you go.’  And Jesus said to him, ‘Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.’”  What does he mean?  How does that relate?  Does he mean the way of peace has no place to rest in human culture—it can’t find a home here?  It just wanders about homeless?  Maybe this is why he has set his face toward Jerusalem.  He is about to show us the way of peace and establish it in history and until he does, peace has no home.  Maybe the way of peace begins with showing us our barbarous ways of wanting to command fire to come down from heaven and consume those we see as evil.  And then after showing us who we have become as a species he forgives us still and returns in resurrected form to speak to us his word of real peace.  Certainly James and John have just revealed the desire of their hearts in their brutal suggestion to Jesus and Jesus only rebukes them.  The gospel story leaves it open-ended and we move on.

“To another he said, ‘Follow me.’”  Do we want to follow Jesus?  Sometimes I am not so sure I do.  It sounds difficult and people might not like me anymore.  The one he first asked said, “Lord, first let me go and bury my father.”  Makes sense to me.  Burying ones father is important.  The second one said, “I will follow you, Lord; but let me first say farewell to those at my home.”  Saying good bye is important too.  That is what we are doing today.  I agree with this willing disciple who never-the-less has priorities.

What will Jesus say?  He says, “Let the dead bury their own dead; but as for you, go and proclaim the kingdom of God.”  He can’t mean that can he?  Then he says, “No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.”  Will I put my hand to the plow?  Will I follow him?  Will I look back?  Transitions!  Transitions.  
