How much do you know about God?  How certain are you of things?  Do you think you know enough?

Herod is the anti-king of Israel.  Herod's father was an Idumean who had converted to Judaism, and his mother was an Arabian princess from Nabatea - all of which we learn from Josephus in his Antiquities.  So, Herod is "kind of Jewish" which is why Caesar chose him - but to the Jews he is no better than the Goyim.   

St. Luke records in the 9th chapter of his Gospel, "Herod the tetrarch heard about everything that was going on. He was perplexed because some said that John had been raised from the dead, some that Elijah had appeared, and others that one of the ancient prophets had risen.  "I beheaded John," Herod said, "so, who is this I hear such things about?” And Herod wanted to see Jesus."  Herod was amazed by the stories of healing, casting out demons, walking on water and feeding thousands.  It is doubtful it was a spiritual curiosity - more a, "how could I use Jesus to become more powerful."   It's also possible he just wanted to be entertained.  In Jesus Christ, Superstar when Jesus appears before Herod the king says, "prove to me that you're no fool, walk across my swimming pool - prove to me that you're divine, turn my water into wine."  But, still, Herod is interested in Jesus of Nazareth.

There is much more to Biblical characters than I often grasp.  I've read the Bible a couple times - but there are still "aha" moments - like when I read Luke 9 a few months ago.  In Matthew 16 Jesus asks His disciples, "who do people say that I am?"  The disciples respond, "some say John the Baptist, others Elijah or one of the prophets" and Peter jumps in with, "You are the Christ, the Son of the living God."  I always assumed the disciples conducted a poll as they went through the countryside:  "excuse me, m'am, would you mind taking a brief survey?  Who do you think Jesus is?"  Luke 9 is important because it says Jesus and His miracles were the center of everyone's gossip - not just the religious community - which is where the disciples got their answer.   

Jesus had caused quite a stir with all His healings, exorcisms, feeding of the thousands, walking on water and witty sayings.  He had become a champion of the poor and the lost - which automatically put Him on the Pharisee's naughty list and on the people's hero list.

Starting in Sunday School - we tend to shape the people in the Bible into two-dimensional characters.  James and John have anger management problems.  Thomas has doubts.  Mary Magdalene was a lady of the evening.  Judas was a traitor.  Matthew an IRS agent.  Luke a doctor.  They are easier to manage when we put them in a box - and that is who the Bible says they are - or does it?  

Last week's Old Testament lesson was a doozy - God said, "a righteous man who sins and doesn't repent is lost - but a lost man who repents is saved."  And then God repeats Himself several times, "I know you don't think this is fair because you want everything to fit your beliefs - but this is the way it really is.  So don't think you can walk away from the faith and still be saved - and also don't think that someone who walked away from the faith and came back can't be saved."

I was on a flight to Chicago, Newark or Houston - long enough you can actually get some rest.  I had a window seat and leaned up against the fuselage using the blanket as a pillow.  Next thing I know the lights came on and the flight attendants were walking down the aisles doing the "seatbelts, seats in the upright position, tray tables up, headrests down."  My seatbelt was tight, I had not reclined my seat, my tray table was up - but so was my headrest.  That's when I realized my right arm - wedged between me and the plane - had fallen asleep - to be honest it had died.  I couldn't move it - it was attached to my body but had no feeling.  With my left arm I picked it up and plopped it on my lap.  The blood started to flow and pins and needles feelings assaulted my brain.  The flight attendant told me for the second time to lower my headrest.  I reached up with my left arm and tried to push it down but couldn't.  The flight attendant stared at me and I know she was thinking, "use both hands, idiot!"  But all my right arm at that point would do was flop around on my lap like a dying fish.  I kept trying and failing - she finally reached over the two people next to me, lowered the headrest, gave me stinkeye and went to her jumpseat.

On the way out of the plane I apologized and admitted my right arm had fallen asleep and was useless.  She laughed - instantly forgiving me and said, "at least your crewmates didn't record you drooling all over your uniform while you took a quick nap on a long-haul flight."  And suddenly we saw one-another in a very different light.  I was no longer the problem passenger and she was no longer the mean flight attendant.     

In our Epistle lesson, St. Paul says, "Not that I have already reached this goal or am already fully mature."  

I don't like to be wrong - but that doesn't mean I can always avoid it.  I'm in a job that requires me to see beyond the exterior of a person - the "what can I see right now" and try to find out what is beneath the surface.  There is always much more than we can see - but sometimes we're in such a hurry - or don't want to be bothered - or just assume someone is being a jerk - that we don't bother to ask if there might be a reason for the way they are acting or living.  

Even though the Lutheran church was founded on passages like Ephesians 2:8-9, "you are saved by grace, through faith, and this is not your work it is the gift of God" - many Lutherans - especially those in the academic and leadership circles tend to think they will be saved by precise theology.  This reminds me of my grandma who would say something was good enough - and then spend another hour or two working on it.

The whole purpose of God saving you - and you having nothing to do with the act of being saved - is so you could devote your life - your thoughts - your time, talent and treasure to living a life that makes a difference.  God didn't say, "first, become perfect - THEN go make disciples" because that would have been impossible.  God took the work out of being saved so as you find your life in Christ and begin to live it - you can help others find their life in Christ and help them live it as well.  

St. Paul - who wasn't St. Paul yet but just Paul from Tarsus - told the people in Philippi - he waffled between being an apostle who people view as a hero and expert in the faith - and a sinner in need of a Savior who struggles with doubts and fears.  When He said, "not that I have already obtained all this..." you can imagine the hearers thinking, "wait a minute - he's an apostle - what does he mean he doesn't have it all figured out yet?"  Paul goes on to say, "but I make every effort to take hold of it because I also have been taken hold of by Christ Jesus."

What do you think about St. Paul admitting he doesn't know everything?  That he still has things to discover about himself and the church and God?  And what do you make of him telling the church, "Jesus has taken hold of me?"  Does it bring your comfort - or make you more worried?

Between my 8th and 9th grade year, I had the opportunity to go to Philmont Scout Ranch in New Mexico.  My troop joined another troop for the 10 day, 150 mile hike through the wilderness.  We were on day five or six.  We followed the trail to a large meadow.  The trails were marked with stacked rocks - and your map told you which stack of rocks to look for.  The problem was between weather, animals and rude hikers - the stacked rocks sometimes got unstacked.  Pete, our leader, let us take a breather and then asked us senior patrol members which way we should go.  A quick scan of the meadow didn't reveal any stacked rocks.  We split up and started looking - but none of us found the stacked rocks we were supposed to find.

We looked at the map again.  There were three possible trails.  One would take us where we were going - the other two would not.  In fact, the other two would force us to turn around and try again or go way out of the way to get where we were going.  Pete stared at us and asked, "so - which trail are we going to take?"  Pete had done this trip dozens of times - and when it dawned on one of us (not me) that he knew which way to go - that scout asked, "do you know which is the right trailhead?"  Pete said "yes" and kept staring at us.  "Can you point it out to us?"  Pete again said "yes" and was still staring at us.  Finally, one of us (again, not me) said, "please point out the correct trailhead!"

Pete took out the map and asked us where we were and where the correct trailhead was on the map.  He asked us to look back and locate the trail we came from and the mountains directly behind it - then he had us look ahead and note the mountains directly behind the correct trailhead.  He asked if any of us saw something.  All of us had an "aha" moment at the same time.  The trailhead we needed was directly lined up with the Tooth of Time - a 9,000' very identifiable peak.  Pete said, "let's go" - and off we went - but not before restacking the rocks for the next group.

John 14:6, "I am the Way, the Truth and the Life - no one comes to the Father except through Me" sounds so straight forward.  If we know Jesus - everything is settled.  So, why is it still so hard?  Theology is necessary.  Doctrine is necessary.  But does that mean we will always know where we're going and never have doubts or questions?

My life, like yours, is what it is today because of what we believe.  Like St. Paul, I don't know everything - and still have "aha" moments which is what makes it challenging.  Theology and doctrine are not moving targets - but our life and this world is always moving - which is why when people knock the stacked rocks down - the things that are supposed to point the way - we need to make sure we know who to trust and not be afraid to ask the right questions.

I'll never know why King Herod wanted to meet Jesus.  When he finally did - the Jesus brought to him was beaten within an inch of His life, wearing a crown of thorns, covered in blood and barely alive.  Herod still asked for a party trick or two and was disappointed when Jesus said no - and then he sent Him back to Pilate.  

It's so easy to make Herod into a villain - and given his life and the violence he was known for there is no doubt he deserved it.  But for a moment - and it may have only been a moment - is it impossible to believe that he wanted to meet Jesus because Jesus might be able to fill the void in his life - and maybe save him from the void that made him into the person he had become?  
 
If we think we know who is saved and who isn't because we know all we need to know - it  just means we don't understand Grace.  If it weren't for grace - Saul would have never become St. Paul, Thomas would have doubted his way into hell, Matthew would have been so busy counting money he would have missed the cross and empty tomb, James and John, would have been so busy being the "sons of thunder" they would never have gotten around to running the church and writing some amazing books.  We struggle with grace because it is opposite of what we think we know.  But what we know isn't important - it's what Jesus knows that is important.

We were singing Amazing Grace the other day and got to the part where it says, "I once was blind, but now I see."  A thought popped into my head.  I don't always feel like I see Jesus clearly.  In fact most times my vision is like 20/20 when it comes to the things in this world and 20/900 when it comes to Jesus.  I see me and my stuff clearly - but Jesus is a really blurry image.   
 
Jesus loved to ask people, "what are you looking for?"  Everyone always had an answer.  "I want to be healed, I want to go to heaven, I want to be rich, I want, I want, I want..."  We can only guess what King Herod wanted.  Paul starts off our lesson today saying, "Everything I used to want - all my treasures - the things I held so close and were so important to me - I now consider rubbish."  

Paul's message is a hard one.  Like old Pete at Philmont, he asks us, "where did you come from?  Where are you going?  Do you see anything?" and he waits for the "aha."  Once Jesus took hold of Paul - Paul couldn't see anything but Jesus - and Paul knows once Jesus takes hold of us it won't be any different.  Even with our really bad spiritual eyesight - Jesus is always standing right in front of us with His arms outstretched.  We say we want a clearly marked trail to get us home to heaven - but it's not just satan knocking down those stacks of rocks - sometimes we're the one knocking them down because we think we know more than Jesus or we want to go down a different trail.   

It cannot be what I believe that matters - because if what I believe is wrong it doesn't matter how much I believe it - it's still wrong.  I need Jesus to show me the way.  You need Jesus to show you the way.  Theology is a part of it.  Doctrine is a part of it.  But our vision is so limited that we have to be careful of holding on to something so tightly that we miss Jesus.  And we need to learn to listen so we can ask the right questions.

If that sounds scary - it doesn't need to.  This is why St. Paul said - we hold on "because Jesus is holding on to us."  God puts people into our life to help us.  We always have everything we need because it's all about Jesus and not about us!  The miracles might get our attention - like they did old King Herod - but it's Grace that draws us to Him.
Grace is more than we will ever understand in this life.  It really is enough to get a finger or two wrapped around it because Jesus has His arms wrapped tightly around us.  Everytime we have an "aha" experience - the angels throw a party and Jesus says, "let's go" - but before we head off, we need to restack the rocks for the people behind us - in the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

