St. John, as he tells the story of Good Friday gets to the pinnacle moment where Jesus looks into Pontius Pilate's eyes and says, "My kingdom is not of this world."  What should we do with that?  

When I ask, "what do you think Jesus looks like?" or "what should the church look like?" - they are open ended questions.  While I cannot say, "there are no wrong answers" - my purpose is to get you to think, so I'm not too worried about what you come up with.  The same cannot be said about some media sources I read and personalities who misuse and even abuse God's Word and His church to suit their own purposes.  

When a business or individual feigns a relationship with a church or Jesus in order to get you to buy their product or service or recognized leader - and it doesn't matter if they are a leader in business, government, the entertainment industry or are famous for almost being famous - uses their influence to lead people astray - Jesus has a lot of say about such people in the Gospels - and it's not good - but these people are not listening because the only thing they care about is themselves.

We no longer live in a society that worries about God or the Church or even society shaming or punishing someone for their actions.  Gone are the days when people were afraid of God.  Events like Ananias and Sapphira from Acts 5, Simon Magus in Acts 8, Uzziah in 2 Samuel and the sons of Korah in Numbers 16 used to bring people to their knees.  But God has not been as active smiting people in the last 2,000 years.  Oh, there are those today who point to various natural and unnatural disasters and claim it's God's vengeance - but such arguments fall apart pretty quickly when you realize there are people and cities far more sinful, rebellious and deserving of being smited - and they are doing quite nicely.

In last week's Gospel, Jesus goes home to Nazareth and preaches a sermon that ticks His home town off so much they try to throw him off a cliff (if you were wondering, the cliff was probably Mt. Precipice, 1,296 feet high). Jesus instantly becomes a polarizing figure.  A lot of people love Him - a lot of people hate Him - most don't fully understand Him.

The Sanhredin understand Him all to well.  They come up with a long list of charges against Jesus.  He knocked over tables and chased people out of the Temple courts not once - but twice.  He hung out with a sinful Samaritan divorcee at a well in the middle of the day which isn't Kosher.  He went to parties with tax collectors and drunks.  He forgave a woman who was caught in the act of adultery.  He made fun of church leaders.  He worked on the Sabbath day and let His disciples work on the Sabbath day.  He challenged rules set by well respected teachers.  He said Goyim (notJews) could go to heaven.  And worst of all - He claimed God was okay with all of it - in fact, He was doing the work and will of God.   

Are you the sum of your parts - or are your parts the sum of you?  It's a philosophical question like, "which came first - the chicken or the egg?"  Let me put it this way - are you what you say you are - or are you what you actually do?  If I want to know who you really are - should I read your diary, go through your personal calendar, credit card statements and social media accounts - or just let you tell me who you are?  Which will give me a more accurate truth?  And is it fair for me to judge you based on things you said or did twenty or thirty years ago?  Or should I judge you based on the things you say you are going to do starting tomorrow?
Most sermons start off talking about God - and end up talking about people.  There are those who take St. Paul in 1 Corinthians literally, "I didn’t think it was a good idea to know anything among you except Jesus Christ and Him crucified" - which means we should only talk about God in church.  There are others who think you don't need to talk about God at all - especially the dark and scary and offensive stuff - which has us sitting around talking about how much we enjoyed lunch - which might be fun - but it' not church.  The purpose of the sermon is to help us figure out where we fit into God's purpose and plan - and for that we need to talk about God and us - that is definition of theology.

The seminary teaches sermons must have a proper balance between Law, Gospel and Sanctification.  The closing verse of our Gospel is a perfect example: "The one who believes in the Son has eternal life, but the one who refuses to believe in the Son will not see life; instead, the wrath of God remains on him."  If you are looking for the sanctification - the "what now" part - it's found in first verse of Chapter 4, "the Pharisees heard Jesus was making and baptizing more disciples than John..."  

The Great Commission is self-evident when it says the purpose of the church is to "Go and Make Disciples..."  A disciple is someone who not only knows the truth - but begins to live the truth.  Key words: "begins to live..."  They don't live it perfectly - it's a work in process - but they seek to become like the one they are following.  And in theory - disciples are unified by the teachings and practices of the one they are a disciple of.  There should be agreement among disciples.

In the Garden of Gethsemane - just hours before He is arrested and crucified - Jesus prays that the church would be one as He and His Father were one.  On another day and another time He said, "if you want to be my disciple - you have to take up your cross and follow Me" and "you are My disciples if you do what I say."  The church - and it doesn't matter which one we are talking about - isn't good at either of these.  Churches tend to take Jesus' words, "few enter heaven by the narrow gate" as a challenge - and hope to slam the gate closed after they get through it to prove they are Jesus' only real disciples.  Churches are anything but "one as Jesus and the Father are one."

The book of Romans points out, "all things work together for good for those who love God and are called according to His purpose."  Much of the differences and confusion in today's churches is because they take one particular verse or one particular teaching and elevate it above all the others - it becomes their distinction.  Our theology and practice cannot be "one-off's" - built around a single verse or even single book of the Bible.  We take the whole of Scripture to define us - not the individual parts separately.  And there should be unity in what we - the plural of all us disciples - believe, teach and confess.  But we allow our culture, our traditions, our heritage, our passions to rule over our souls which is where the trouble comes in.

Churches don't like to share - so when Jesus says, "The one who believes in the Son has eternal life, but the one who refuses to believe in the Son will not see life; instead, the wrath of God remains on him" - some churches choose to apply that - not just to NotBelievers - but also to all the churches that are NotThem.  Heaven becomes a very small place where only one particular denomination, Synod or faith group reside.

Quick Rabbit Hole - the Christian Science church (not to be confused with Tom Cruise and the Church of Scientology) was founded by Mary Baker Eddy in 1879.  They believe we are living in a dream - everything around us is a mirage or illusion and the goal of life is find your way out of the illusion to the spiritual reality.

Meanwhile, contrast that with Seventh Day Adventists who hold that in the end fire will purify this planet and using the ashes God will create a new earth that is perfect for them to live in.

I bring those two beliefs up because - even churches that we don't agree with - teach this earth - the one we are on - is not eternal.  In the end - either it was a figment of everyone's imagination or it will be destroyed.  Jesus said, "My kingdom is not of this world" for good reason.

Pilate, Herod and the Sanhedrin put Jesus to death because they didn't want to give up their earthly kingdoms.  This life - all they had worked for - was too important to let some Carpenter from Galilee mess it up - even if He was right about everything He said and did.  To them - this life, this earth - their kingdom is all there was.  So, when Pilate says to Jesus, "so, You are a King!" and Jesus responds, "My kingdom is not of this world" - it's important to note.
If Jesus' kingdom is not of this world - what should we do with that?   

The past few years have not been good to the church or the earth.  Whether it's the war in the Middle East or the rise of Christian Nationalism or the continued conflicts between Protestants and Catholics in Ireland - Muslims and Christians in Turkiye, Indonesia and Africa - or the continued suppression of all things Jesus in China - too many people are battling to make the earth their own - they are demanding this earth become their private kingdom.  The only thing I have to say to that is - they can have it.

Doesn't mean I'm not going to recycle and reduce my carbon footprint and be kind to animals.  But I don't need this planet - nor do I need a kingdom on this planet.  When I was a kid in the Baptist Church - every few months a traveling missionary would arrive and stir us up - the rallying cry was always the same, "we will take the world for Jesus!"  We'd sing "Onward Christian Soldiers" and "Stand up, Stand up for Jesus" and then head back to our neighborhoods.  

While highly motivational - it's not Biblical.  First of all, Jesus already conquered the world - says that in John 16:33.  Secondly, He didn't tell us to conquer the world or our nation or our community - He told us to make disciples - which involves loving people and forgiving them.   

Faith is a matter of the soul.  And this is what worries me as I read about what churches and people are doing these days.  They think it's enough to make everyone look like them or sound like them or act like them.  It's not.  Matthew 25 is all about people who think wearing a cross or going to church or telling people they are a Christian makes them a Christian - it doesn't.  Faith is a matter of the soul.  And it's no different when churches or people force others into wearing a cross or go to church or tell them to act like a Christian.  If faith is not in their soul - it's not going to get them into heaven no matter what they are wearing, saying or doing.  

A few years back the Coast Guard Chief of Staff was a member - so when we did our annual Makapuu Lighthouse hike - he grabbed the keys and we got to go beyond the "keep out - government property fence" and climb up into the lighthouse.  You would be surprised how many people tried to follow us - and when we told them why we got to go in - many offered to "join our church" "make a donation" or said they were Lutheran.  We left them on the other side of the gate.

Some terms you should probably look up and become familiar with because of what's happening in the world today: Christian Nationalism, Replacement Theology and Manifest Destiny.  The only thing I'm going to say is - our church body does not agree with any of them.

We were called to make disciples - not create a kingdom or conquer a people or a world.  Not everyone wants to be a Christian - and some do not want to believe in Jesus or heaven or anything that smacks of religion.  To ride off on our war horses to conquer them is the complete opposite of what Jesus asked us to do when He said, "love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you."

Jesus had His chance to conquer the world through power - when Judas betrayed Him and the guards were arresting Him - Peter took out his tiny sword and cut off the ear of Malchus' servant and made threatening noises at everyone.  Jesus healed the ear and told Peter to put the sword away - then said if He snapped His fingers 12 legions of angels would swoop in and make quick work of not just those guards - but the entire Roman army.  Jesus said - "My kingdom is not of this world." 

One of my rants is that there is no such thing as Christian Music or Christian art or a Christian Organization.  It might be even pushing it to say Christian Church.  There are Christians who write music, create art, work in all sorts of organizations and attend a church.  The rationale is simple - to name something as Christian - whether it's music, art or a company - or even a church - doesn't make it Christian. 

When people ask me if we are a Christian Nation - my response is simple:  we are a nation that has Christians living, working, worshiping, loving, forgiving and serving in it - and that's all that matters.  Christ as King and His Kingdom is the exact opposite of the earthly power and kingdoms everyone is often trying to create.  Jesus calls us to follow Him through love - love for our neighbors (even when they aren't like us) and love for our enemies (who are especially not like us).  We are to testify before governors and kings and presidents and anyone else about the love of Christ and trust the Spirit to work in them.

If anyone wants this island, this nation, this world - they can have it.  What we want is for them to know Jesus - and for that we don't need a building, an army, a law or anything else.  Jesus said - "if you want to be great - you must become the least of these."

While it's always easier if everyone likes what you like and does what you do and believes what  you believe - that's not what the world is or ever has been - unless you go all the way back to the Garden of Eden.  

We have heaven waiting for us - a place where we will surrender not only our sins, hurts and pains - but also all the things that we are so adamant and demanding of in this world - because it's not our heaven - it's God's and we don't get to vote on what it's like there.

And just because we have heaven waiting for us - we will still take care of this earth and our children and animals because it's what we do.  This earth and what we've done to it - it's not worth saving - but you are - which is why Jesus did what He did.  It's all in the eternal perspective of the cross and empty tomb which lead not to an earthly kingdom but a heavenly one.  In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
