In Whose Name?
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Holy Family

Preserve the works of your mercy, that (we) may persevere

steadfast in faith in the confession of your Name…

That’s what we prayed, a few moments ago; for mercy, that we might be faithful in confessing God’s name.  Why on earth do we need mercy to do that?  Have we replaced the confession of God’s name with the confession of something else?


The way we proclaim anything is largely by how we live our lives, I think.  Whatever it is that motivates us, that drives us, that meets our needs, even, proclaims who or what it is that is most important to us.  That goes for each of us individually, and for all of us as a community.  The thing is, the power something has over us often is subconscious; we simply go along, unaware of what has a hold on us.  


Today’s scripture can help us shine the light on those hidden places of ours.  Hopefully, we will find Jesus living in them, most of the time.  But sometimes, maybe something else has taken up that space that urges us to activity.  Let’s look at today’s gospel, for an example.
***************************  

The Pharisees and Herodians probably believe that their motivation is pure;  they both are protective of the power for which they feel responsible.  The Pharisees, for religious authority, the Herodians for political authority.  They, rightly as it turns out, see this Jesus person as a threat to them, but they really don’t understand why.


Jesus is one of those charismatic people that both fills us with admiration that   attracts us, and with fear that repels us.  That’s called “awe”, we are in awe of Him.  We know there is something about him that we need to hear, but we are afraid of it because we know our basic beliefs are going to be challenged.  And we hardly know what they are.


The Pharisees and Herodians decide to find out, sort of.  Actually, they want to disprove Jesus’ authority by catching him in a foolish response to a deceitful question. Put down the one who scares you, to raise yourself up.  Early bullies, perhaps.   Brave as they are, they send their disciples, rather than go themselves, to ask this:  Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?  


Now, if Jesus says “yes, it is”, he instantly alienates the nationalistic zealots who are all about overthrowing the emperor;  if he says “no”, Rome will be after him in a flash.  So he re-directs the whole question to a new one: whose head and title are on the coin with which you would pay it?  He doesn’t even question whether it’s lawful or not;  remember, He’s much more interested in the law of God than in political law.  It is what it is, sort of.  If we are under that authority, then obey it.  Give Caesar the coins that he says you owe.  But then comes the kicker:  and give to God, that which is God’s.


The Pharisees want the people to worship their hundreds of laws and obey them;  the Herodians want to appear at least to be loyal to the emperor so they can continue to benefit from his patronage.  Jesus does neither. “Those are false idols.  Obey God.  Give God your life.  Then decide what to do about the rest.”  We can almost hear him say, “You are not anywhere near being able to do that just yet.  Go, think about it.”

Those Pharisaic and Herodian disciples can learn from Moses, who found himself similarly challenged.  When we come upon him today, he had just come down from the mountain with the first set of the ten commandments of God, only to find the people reveling with Aaron and with their new god, the golden calf.  Even after all the time already spent with God, especially after being set free from Egypt, they needed some reassurance.  They had been wandering in the desert for quite a while, and their leader, Moses, had disappeared up onto the mountain for much too long.  They were fearful, I guess, and needed to have a god to worship that was close at hand.  So they convinced Aaron, who did not resist, to make them an idol.


They broke Moses’ heart, and he smashed the tablets.  That’s when we come upon him today.  God is once again telling him to lead these ornery people, and Moses says, “Okay, but I need reassurance too.  You won’t even tell me how we are going to do this settling in the so-called ‘promised land’; you know I need you near, and I can’t even see you.”  Once, they had met in the tent of meeting, and talked face to face.  No more.  God is saying, “I’ll let you see my glory pass by, but you will see my face no longer.”  And Moses is saying, “Well, I need to know you are with me.”  That’s what those challengers of Jesus need, too, to talk with God.  Clearly, they do not recognize God in Jesus.
***************************  

God is huge, beyond our imagining, and yet, there is something in us that yearns to be with God.  Historically, between Moses and us, there is Jesus.  We are not usually challengers like the Pharisees and Herodians, though sometimes we are; more often we are yearners.  We can, in fact, know Him.  We are known by Him.  And God, in and through Christ and empowered in us by the Spirit, speaks.  We can’t really see Him physically, but we can see the evidence of His presence.

First, we need to clear away obstructions.  Our golden calves and emperor’s coins.  Idols.  Those things that consume us and replace God.  I’ll give you a communal example.  You and I might very well become impatient, like those Israelites looking for Moses, or the Pharisees and Herodians proving their authority.  Especially in this transitional (search process) time we are in.  We might get impatient and try to move too fast. Our idol might be efficiency, or stability, or some such thing.  We need to stop and notice what it is that might distract us from hearing God’s guidance for us.  We need trust the people who have taken on the responsibility for the search and obtaining of new leadership.  Perhaps we need re-discover what it is God wants of us here, now?  All of us need be praying, as Moses did, asking ourselves, “How can we remember that God truly is present with us?  Do we want to see God now?  What about in icons?  What about in eucharist?  What about in the glory of God’s creation that surrounds us?”  In each other?
Where is it that you encounter God?  Nurture that place.  Nurture those symbols, icons, whatever it is that sensitizes you to the presence of God with you.  We all need to do that, that we might travel this course unafraid.  



I asked in the beginning why we need God’s mercy to proclaim God by our behavior; we need God’s mercy because we keep being distracted by our idols.  God is merciful… all we need do is listen, thankful for the reality of Jesus’ mandate:  Give unto God the things that are God’s.  We belong to God; we need give ourselves over to God’s desire for us.








Amen.
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