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       Matthew 16:21-28


This week, Jerry Goethe, took his last breath.  Jerry served this congregation as Enabling Minister for 27 out of 40 years of KC’s life, and after surviving two bouts with lymphoma, he died of pancreatic cancer early Thursday morning, about four months after he was diagnosed.  Now, even as I tell you that Jerry died this week, I hear him reminding me that he didn’t see it that way.  He told me again and again, as I know he told many of you, “I’ve died a thousand times already in this life, and each time I’ve been re-born.  Why would this time be any different?”  I have thought of these words many, many times since I first heard Jerry say them, and I had an opportunity to use them again this week.  


On Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday I was teaching a class on evangelism in Georgia to 20 newly-ordained young ministers who are part of a two-year program for mentoring and support called The First Parish project.  Of the twenty pastors, at least 15 were serving congregations that were desperate to get more people to come to their church so that they could balance their budget, repair the roof, and pay their own salary for another year.  And yet, these young pastors knew in their hearts that this kind of deperate grabbing at people in order to hold on to their aging building was the opposite of what it meant to follow Jesus.  They had a sense that sharing faith was a much more open-handed process, one that released any expectation around results.  As we struggled to put words to that insight, I told them about Jerry, and his sense that if we practice time and time again, eventually we see death not as an ending, but as a opportunity to step into a whole new life.


“For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it.”

I want to talk to you today about letting go.  This is a point of Jesus’ teaching which sincerely confounded Jesus’ original disciples, and it is seriously confounding to most people I know and to me.  It’s not that I can’t figure out what Jesus’ words mean:  a white-knuckled clench on life misses the point, and an open-handed giving over of life to God is the way to discover what life really is in the first place.  My problem is that this is one of Jesus’ lessons that is easier said than done.


Who here has a problem letting go?  I’m guessing we all do.  How about this:  turn to your neighbor and share one thing that you have trouble letting go of.  How many of you talked about material objects of one kind or another?  Those are the easy ones to admit, aren’t they?  But I’ve watched enough episodes of “Clean House” to know that physical clutter usually indicates that we’re holding on emotionally as well.  Our hearts can be as cluttered as our garages, after all.  We find ourselves holding onto anger, or pain, or fantasies, or relationships, or habits, or grudges, or regrets long, long after these things have served any use in our lives.  Anyone here know what I’m talking about?


When I sit down and think of everything that I’m holding onto in my life, Jesus’ words come to me like a breath of fresh air.  They take the weight off of my chest—they let me breathe again.  There’s another way to be, he promises.  You can unclench your fists, you can let it all go, and you will find that there is a kind of life that you haven’t been able to have, to imagine, waiting for you, pouring into your life as soon as you give it some space.


But how do we really integrate this teaching into our lives?  How can we move from affirming it with our lips to showing it forth with our life?  Our tendency to hold onto things is such a deep part of the human psyche it’s not enough to talk about letting go.  We need practices to help us integrate this profound teaching of Jesus into our lives.  Here are a few practices I’ve thought of—perhaps you’ll add your own idea to this list.


Promise:  Letting go is much easier if we imagine ourselves opening up space to receive something more wonderful that the thing we let go.  And that’s what is at the heart of Jesus promise to us in the passage we read today, a promise made visible in his life through his death and resurrection.  Whenever there is death, there is the possibility of new life.  That’s the message of the “Hymn of Promise” which we sang at the start of this service:  “In the bulb there is a flower, in a seed, an apple tree.”  As the bulb, the seed breaks apart and dissolves into the earth, it give birth to the flower, to the tree.  So it is with Jesus and so it is with us. 


Practice:  Jerry understood the resurrection promise of Jesus, and he understood as well that death isn’t a one-time thing.  It gave him confidence at the end of his life to remember the many other loses and endings that he had lived through during his life.  Each of us can practice this kind of remembering.  When we’re faced with something that we need to let go of, we remember other experiences in our lives where we let go of something, another loss, another transition, and we remember the new opportunities, new insights, new life that we encountered on the other side of that death.  When we start to keep in mind how often we’ve practiced this discipline of letting go, it becomes easier and easier to do it again.


Patience:  This has to be part of the equation too, because even when we decide to let something go, even when we really want the new life that we know lies on the other side, it’s still hard.  We can find ourselves acting just like the people on “Clean House” who start hiding things under the bed that they’ve promised to sell in the yard sale.  This isn’t easy, and while we need to be firm with ourselves, we also have to be patient.


Prayer:  And lastly, letting go is so hard we have to be sure to ask for some divine assistance with the project.  This past week, I learned a new prayer technique from one of the young pastors at our workshop.  She said she’s started to do this prayer every morning as part of her morning stretch.  It’s good for the body and the soul!  Here’s what it looks like:  First cup your hands in front of you, and imagine yourself gently holding something—a concern, a worry, a habit, and expectation.  Whatever you need to let go of.  Now, lift your cupped hand up, offering that thing to God.  And then, as a third step, open your hands up and a lift them over your head, letting that thing go.  


Repeat as often as you like.  Remember, we all need practice at this, and usually we’ll find that we can release things only bit by bit.


When I first learned this prayer technique this week, I enjoyed doing it for the first few times.  Then, by about the third or fourth go-around, I discovered I was holding something quite unexpectedly heavy.  I was remembering my last conversation with Jerry Goethe.  I had a really delightful visit with him last week, a visit that made me think he had a fair amount longer to live than he actually did.  He was sitting at his kitchen table, talking and eating a little lunch with Marge and I.  I took the opportunity to thank him for his sharing of a few weeks ago when he spoke to the KC community during a special evening service.  I hadn’t been able to attend, but I had listened to his sharing on tape, and had really been touched by it.  Jerry thanked me, and then said, “But listen, Heather.  I’ve got part two for you!”  I tried to him to tell me part two then and there, but he was getting tired, and said I had to come back in a few days to hear it.  And by the time I got back from my trip, he had died.  So I never heard part two—and now that’s something I have to let go.


How about you?  What are you holding?  Listen again to the words of Christ:  “For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it.”
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