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THE THIRD SUNDAY AFTER THE EPIPHANY

Are We There Yet?
Judges 11:30-40; Mark 12:28-34

On the final day of my freshman year at Furman, just an hour or so
before I climbed into my packed car to drive home, I received a call from the
Chaplain’s office that Jim Pitts, the Assistant Chaplain, wanted to see me
before I left.  Expecting that he wanted to talk to me about a ministry
responsibility I had excepted for the following fall with the Baptist Student
Union, I stopped by Jim’s office.

I was wrong.  Jim had something else on his mind–something that he
felt could not wait until fall.  He told me that he, along with my former pastor
who was then part of the school’s administration, had observed the ways in
which I had been expressing my faith in BSU gatherings and around campus. 
They were concerned.

I had no idea what could be concerning them because I felt like my faith
had really come alive that year.  I was growing in faith and learning so much
about what it meant to be a Christian, so I was quite surprised when Jim said
to me, “We think that you are capable of a more intellectual approach to your
faith.”  Well, a slap to the face could not have shocked me more.  We talked
about my faith and what it meant to me.  We talked about some of the issues
on campus that I felt was important (I was actually involved with some other
students in praying for the souls of the Religion faculty!).  I mentioned a few
of my friends who were discipling me and noted that I thought they were “Men
of God.”  Jim picked up on that comment immediately and asked me, “Do you
think I am a man of God?”  Keep in mind that by then I was officially a
sophomore.  Without hesitation, I replied, “No!”  And, without batting an eye,
Jim concluded our conversation with good humor and best wishes for a good
summer, asking simply that I think about my faith and what he had said.

I did.  For two hours on the way home I thought about it because I was
angry.  How dare he challenge my faith that way!  Faith was a matter of the
heart and one of the problems in the world was that some people wanted to
study faith more than live it.  During that freshman year I had discovered that
faith had an emotional, energetic, experiential side and I had immersed myself
fully in it.  I didn’t have to think much about what I believed or was doing



because I had plenty of friends who were explaining it to me.  I could feel my
faith and follow what other people told me was good and true.

What did Jim mean?  I thought about it all summer as I worked in a
communications cable factory where the only other openly Christian on my
crew was someone so obnoxious that I didn't want to be around him.  Over
that summer and for the forty plus years since, I have been thinking about and
discovering exactly what Jim meant about having a more intellectual approach
to my faith.  Did he mean that I needed to immerse myself in scholarly studies
of the Bible and only consider what the best minds could teach me about
faith?  No, not at all.  Was he suggesting that knowledge instead of faith was
what mattered most in life?  Absolutely not!  I finally realized that Jim was
pointing me to Jesus and asking me to do what Jesus asks us all to do–use
all of our gifts to follow him.  As we heard earlier, Jesus said we are to love
God with our heart, soul, mind, and strength–basically all that we have, our
entire personality.  Leave out of the equation any one of those aspects of who
we are as a person, a child of God, and we are out of balance with God, with
ourselves, and with one another.

That year I had been fully exercising my heart for God.  I prayed.  I
talked with Christian friends about what God wanted for our lives.  I
worshiped.  I listened.  I listened a lot to other people.  And when I spoke, I
often parroted what I had heard other people say.  Jim could tell that while I
had grown a great deal in terms of my faith, to some extent, it was not really
my faith but a mirrored version of my friends’ faith.  He wanted me to get
serious about my faith and to think for myself so that I could believe for myself
and follow Jesus for myself.

We talk often about the importance of the Bible.  I can’t emphasize
enough how critical it is for our faith.  As we have long confessed, the Bible
is the record of God’s revelation of Godself to us.  Just as it often takes some
time to really get to know another person well, it also takes time and effort to
get to know God, especially since the writings which inform our faith are
between two thousand and three thousand years old and originated in
languages, times, and places that are vastly different from ours today.

I painfully remember when I began studies for my Doctor of Ministry
program, that one of the other participants, in particular, irked me.  I did not
like him from the start.  It was all jealousy.  He was confident, at ease,
obviously very smart, and not at all intimidated by the journey we were
beginning.  Before the first week was up, however, we were friends and he
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eventually became one of my closest, dearest, and most trusted friends.  Had
I not invested some time and energy in getting to know him and instead
allowed my assumptions about him to determine our relationship, I would
have missed a great friendship.

So it is with God.  We can read through the Bible and gather up all the
folklore and laws, the songs and sayings, the life of Jesus and letters of Paul
and assume that we know God as a result.  Yet, if we do not stick around long
enough to fully meet God in Jesus, then we will miss the most important
relationship we could ever have.

A good example is the story of Jephthah.  You may not even know who
Jephthah was because we preachers don’t talk about him often in
sermons–probably for good reason.

Jephthah has a very colorful story.  His mother was a prostitute.  His
father Gilead brought him into his family but, when his stepmother had other
sons, she didn’t care much for Jephthah.  His stepbrothers were cruel to him,
eventually pushing him out into the wilderness on his own.  Jephthah,
however, was a survivor.  Years of fending off his brothers’ attacks had honed
him into a warrior.  He became an outlaw and gathered a band of men who
were fearless and efficient at what they did.  When Israel was threatened by
the Ammonites, they had no true leader.  Knowing his prowess and skill, the
elders of the tribe of Gilead asked Jephthah for help.  He was shrewd and
asked, not for money, but for the authority to be the head of the tribe.  He was
also faithful to the God of Israel and believed only God could help him be
victorious.  Listen to what happened to Jephthah.

And Jephthah made a vow to the Lord, and said, “If you will
give the Ammonites into my hand, then whoever comes out of the
doors of my house to meet me, when I return victorious from the
Ammonites, shall be the Lord’s, to be offered up by me as a burnt
offering.”  So Jephthah crossed over to the Ammonites to fight
against them; and the Lord gave them into his hand.  He inflicted
a massive defeat on them from Aroer to the neighborhood of
Minnith, twenty towns, and as far as Abel-keramim.  So the
Ammonites were subdued before the people of Israel.

Then Jephthah came to his home at Mizpah; and there was
his daughter coming out to meet him with timbrels and with
dancing.  She was his only child; he had no son or daughter
except her.  When he saw her, he tore his clothes, and said,
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“Alas, my daughter!  You have brought me very low; you have
become the cause of great trouble to me.  For I have opened my
mouth to the Lord, and I cannot take back my vow.”  She said to
him, “My father, if you have opened your mouth to the Lord, do to
me according to what has gone out of your mouth, now that the
Lord has given you vengeance against your enemies, the
Ammonites.”  And she said to her father, “Let this thing be done
for me: Grant me two months, so that I may go and wander on the
mountains, and bewail my virginity, my companions and I.”  “Go,”
he said and sent her away for two months.

So she departed, she and her companions, and bewailed
her virginity on the mountains.  At the end of two months, she
returned to her father, who did with her according to the vow he
had made.  She had never slept with a man.  So there arose an
Israelite custom that for four days every year the daughters of
Israel would go out to lament the daughter of Jephthah the
Gileadite. Judges 11:30-40

Have you ever wished you could take back your words?  Jephthah
vowed that if God led him to victory, he would offer whoever came out of his
house first as a burnt offering.  Now it is unclear whether the word he used
meant “whoever” or “whatever.”  He could have been thinking that one of his
animals, which sometimes stayed in homes, might come wandering out when
he returned.  It would also be expected for family–especially women–to come
out dancing and singing when someone returned from battle.  Regardless, his
daughter–his only child–came running out when he came home and his heart
broke.  He had made an oath to God that he could not and would not break. 
He allowed her a couple of months to go into the mountains and bemoan her
fate which included that she would never bear children.  When she returned,
he offered his child as a sacrifice of thanksgiving to God.

I have to wonder why this story is even in the Bible.  I know that it is a
part of Israel’s history and apparently an actual event.  Jephthah is regarded
as a military victor because he saved Israel from the Ammonites, but he is
also considered a hero of the faith because he kept his promise to God.  The
writer of the Epistle to the Hebrews catalogues him in that long list of heroes
of the faith that includes the likes of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, David,
Gideon, Samson, Samuel and the prophets.

What do we think about Jephthah’s faith?  In order to gain God’s
support (or so he thought), he thought he must promise God a sacrifice if he
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won.  Is that how God looks on us?  Is God willing to help us only if God gets
something in return?  Somehow that seems counter to the concept of there
being no greater love than to lay down one’s life for a friend.  Why would
Jephthah be so careless as to put his daughter or wife or anyone else who
might come out of that door in danger?  Was his faith truly in the God of Israel
or was he hedging his bets in case Molech, the god of the Ammonites, was
the true god, a god to whom those people did sacrifice children?  If Jephthah
did believe in the one and only God, and if he did promise to honor God with
a sacrifice in the event of a victory, would this same God hold him to his vow
if it meant the sacrifice of his daughter?

Mark tells us that a scribe asked Jesus to name the first and foremost
commandment.  After Jesus did so, the scribe replied, “You are right,
Teacher; you have truly said that ‘he is one, and besides him there is no
other’; and ‘to love him with all the heart, and with all the understanding, and
with all the strength,’ and ‘to love one's neighbor as oneself.’” Then the scribe,
a student of the law, added, “. . . this is much more important than all whole
burnt offerings and sacrifices.”  Jesus responded, “You are not far from the
kingdom of God.”  You’re on the right track.  You’re heading in the right
direction.  You are almost there!  According to Jesus, the love and protection
of a human life is more important than the victories we desire in the battles we
choose to fight.  Although he proved to be a good leader, at that tragic point
in his life, Jephthah was far from the kingdom of God.

Today, so many years and victories, so many sacrifices and heartaches
and prayers later, we ask, “Are we there yet?  Are we near the kingdom of
God?”

One way to read Jephthah’s story is to understand that God is a God of
war and a God who chooses one people over another.  It is to assume that
God expects a sacrifice in return for a victory and that there is no sacrifice too
great to appease God.  Yet, that is not the God we meet in Jesus the Christ,
is it?  In Jesus, we see a God who loves us with heart, mind, soul, and
strength.  We see a God who heals instead of wounds, who lifts up rather
than puts down, who welcomes the exile instead of exiling the unwelcome. 
In Jesus, we see a God who yearns for peace and averts war.  We discover
a God who does not delight in our selfish pledges of sacrifice and instead
requests the willing gift of our lives.  In Jesus, we experience a God who will
lay down his life for us but never asks us to destroy another life in his name. 
In Jesus, we see God as incarnate love but never as carnal hate.
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It is far easier for us to want to co-opt God into being the mascot for
whatever crusade we are on than it is to follow Jesus down the narrow path
that actually leads to God’s kingdom and a life that is truly full and complete
for us all.

This is a dangerous time for our faith, because there are too many
Jephthahs attempting to make God complicit in battles God does not support. 
There are too many Jephthahs pledging sacrifice of other people’s lives in
order to protect and improve their own.  There are too many Jephthahs who
rely on strength and passion to guide their actions instead of also being ruled
by mind and soul.  There are too many Jephthahs who claim to follow the one,
true God but who, by their words and especially their actions, prove to follow
a false god that feeds off of hatred and revenge.

According to Jesus, it is no more right to invoke the name of God in
order to make the wealthy wealthier at the expense of the poorest than it is
to invoke the name of God in order to achieve our personal and political ends. 
According to Jesus, God cannot be called upon to ignore the cries of people
who have been put down, ignored, and mistreated for decades any more than
God can be expected to bless the desire to maim and kill people perceived
to be our enemies.  According to Jesus, scripture is not a weapon to be used
to wound our opponents but rather is a scalpel to cut out the cancerous
tumors of hate and lies from our hearts.  According to Jesus, no sacrifice
other than the sacrifice of our own self-serving ends for the benefit of our
sisters and brothers is pleasing to God.  According to Jesus, God demands
our all so that evil can have no part of us.

It is nothing less than heartbreaking and disgusting to see the ways in
which scripture, faith, and the name of Jesus are used to justify the very
things that scripture, faith, and Jesus condemn as unrighteous.  And that
indictment transcends all of the ways we identify ourselves politically, racially,
socially, religiously, philosophically, and intellectually.  That indictment
includes us all.

The other night I had a series of very strange dreams.  In one I met a
doctor who had discovered a lifesaving technique.  I said to him, “It must be
nice knowing that every night when you go to sleep, you have helped
somebody.”  In another snippet of a dream, I met several women who, at first
appeared very young but gradually aged as the dream progressed.  When I
asked what they were studying, one of them corrected my assumption and
told me that she was involved in cancer research.  Another informed me that
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she was a professor in a medical school.  The other two women were involved
in careers that were equally challenging and enhanced life for others.  I
commented to them as I had before, “You can go to sleep every night
knowing that you have helped someone.”

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your
soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength . . . You shall love your
neighbor as yourself.”  It seems to me that if we do this, as challenging as it
is, we, too, will be able to go to sleep every night knowing that we have
helped, and not harmed, someone else.

A long time ago, Jim Pitts loved God and loved me enough to point me
to Jesus and to suggest that my relationship with God would be a lot better
if I used all of the gifts God had given me–heart, soul, mind, and
strength–instead of passion alone.  He was right.  Jim died last week.  In
tributes made by former students, friends, and colleagues, it was obvious that
Jim was able to go to sleep every night knowing that he had helped many
people like me discover the One God through Jesus Christ.  Now, as Jim
enjoys eternal rest, he knows the extent of his gift to so many people.

May you and I and all people love God and one another with our heart
where our passions reside, with our soul which is the essence of who we are,
with our mind which is the ability to learn and reason and discern and create,
and our strength which is the ability to put our love into action, so that when
we go to bed at night (or lie down in eternal rest) we will know that we have
helped rather than harmed someone else.  That, my friends, will surely bring
us into the kingdom of heaven.  Amen.
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January 24, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We often wonder how far we are from your kingdom, O God.  We love
you, but are not always willing to give over our heart and mind and soul and
strength.  We are afraid that if we love you with all that we have there will be
nothing left for us.  Help us to understand these great commandments, we
pray, and to willingly, joyfully, fully live them day by day.

We come before you today as a particular people in a particular place
so our prayers have largely to do with what is going on around us.  We
continue to offer thanks for the vaccines that are being developed and
produced and pray that they will be effective for us all.  We continue to pray
for everyone who is ill with Covid that they might return to health and that one
day this silent killer might be banished completely.  We continue to pray for
all of the hardship and hurt this pandemic has caused and thank you for every
resource that comes our way.  And we thank you for all of the people who are
giving their all to keep the rest of us healthy and safe.  Bless them, O God.

We don’t have to remind you that our nation is wounded deeply and
hurting mightily.  We have become our own enemies in so many instances
and in so many ways that the unity which so long defined us has fractured
and failed.  Heal us and help us, we pray.

We ask your blessing on our leaders.  May President Biden and Vice-
President Harris know your guidance and feel your presence.  Lead them
every day to do what is right and best for our nation and the world.  Guide our
other elected leaders to rely upon the insight and creativity you have given
them to find the right path to solve our common problems.  May we all learn
to strive for the good regardless of party or platform.  Open minds and hearts,
souls and hands so that we glimpse the same path and walk it together.

It is a tough time, God, and we are weary.  Bring us rest.  We are
battered by our strife.  Bring us peace.  We are sick and suffering.  Bring us
health.  We are in danger of losing our hope.  Bring us an awareness that we
can overcome our challenges together but may likely perish if we try to go it
alone.  Lift our spirits.  Heal our divisions. Open the door to your kingdom and
welcome us all in, we pray, through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.


