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 Luke 9:28-36, Philippians 3:17-4:1


As we begin to consider the scriptures we’ve read this morning and what they might have to say to our life and our world, I’d like to invite you to think of a time in your life when you were away from home, away from your usual routine, away from the things you usually have on hand.  Maybe you were travelling, maybe you were in the hospital, maybe you were camping, maybe you had just moved to a new city and your boxes hadn’t yet arrived or been unpacked.  For whatever reason, you didn’t have your stuff—you know, your clothes, your books, your pots and pans.  Can you think of a time like that?  What was that experience like?  Was it disorienting?  Was it freeing?  Take a moment, and find someone near you, preferably not the person you came here with, and take a moment to share that experience with the other person.


For me, one of the most curious elements of experiences like this is the feeling that we are suddenly “not ourselves”.  Somehow, our identity is shaken, disrupted by our displacement.  This can be marvelous while traveling—we suddenly find ourselves willing to talk to strangers when we never would at home, willing to eat something new, willing, even, to entertain a new idea.  But the same phenomenon can be quite disturbing when we are suddenly in the hospital, or suddenly need to evacuate our homes due to a gas leak or a power outage or a fire.  We can’t quite get our bearings, we can’t settle down until we’ve brushed our hair with our own hairbrush, until we’ve drunk coffee out of our usual mug.  We desperately want to return home in part to remember who we are.


In T. S. Eliot’s famous poem, “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” the narrator muses about his attachment to the mundane repetition of life:  “For I have known them all already, known them all—known evenings, mornings, afternoons.  I have measured out my life in coffee spoons.”  Those words have been much on my mind over the past week and a half.  Along with some of you, I have been observing the “Daniel Fast” during Lent this year, a diet somewhat modeled on one that Daniel in the Old Testament observe while in captivity in Babylon.  Our congregation was invited by the Living in Love church to join them in this fast during Lent, and I’m glad that some of us are participating because I think it strengthens our connection with that African-American congregation and takes us one small step closer towards addressing the racial and ethnic segregation of our two churches.  That’s a tough problem to address in a church, and I figured giving up meat and eggs and dairy and white flour and sugar and alcohol and caffeine would be a doable way to take a small step forward.


Little did I know!  The first seven days of this fast just about undid me.  Since our family mostly eats vegetarian, the food wasn’t really a problem.  I miss chocolate and I miss wine, but I can pretty much live without them.  But caffeine?  I had no idea.  I’m not a coffee drinker, but I love black tea, and I usually drink four or five cups of tea a day.   I had no idea how important it was to me until I gave it up.  Without tea, I found it difficult to read or to write.  I found myself unsure of how to start the day or start a project.  I couldn’t focus—and the raging headache was only part of that.  About three days into the fast I had a very disturbing thought:  Is my entire life propped up by four cups of tea?  Is my sense of self so rooted in a habit, in a beverage, that without it I don’t even know who I am?


Even though that question makes me squirm, it feels like one that is worth examining.  In recent years, I haven’t been giving something up for Lent.  I had given up sweets or other food when I was a teenager obsessing about my weight, but as I’d grown older I come to see these practices as being the opposite of spiritual.  They made me even more self-focused than I already was, not more focused on Jesus.  So I started observing Lent by adding something to my life.  I’ve tried to read a book on a spiritual theme or take on a service project or exercise more or spend more time listening.  And while each of these practices has been instructive, none have been as disturbing and disruptive to my sense of self as the Daniel Fast.  Adding a discipline led me to wonder, “How can my life be more spiritual?” as if spirituality was a “special extra”, an enriching addition to a life that was essentially on track.  Taking away tea has led me to wonder if spirituality is something much more profound, a way to re-assemble my sense of self which until this point seems to have been a house of cards, build on ritual and caffeine.


It’s interesting to go back and look at the story of Jesus’ transfiguration on the mountain with Lenten eyes.  Before Lent began, I read that story and wondered how they could stand being up there with Jesus.  The bright light, the appearance of dead people—we mused with Chris about how often we put up barriers, veils of all kinds to distance ourselves from God.  But looking at the story again now, two weeks later, I find myself wondering how they ever left the mountain.  You can see their resistance in Peter’s comment, as they are about to leave:  “Master, it is good for us to be here.  Let us make three dwellings, one for you, one for Moses and one for Elijah."  One powerful encounter, one moment of revelation and Peter’s had his fill.  He’s had enough for a lifetime.  He’s ready to stop traveling, stop seeking and start building a structure.  For him, that’s what it means to be faithful—honoring the memory of what once happened, creating a framework, a ritual for remembrance.  


But Jesus has something else in mind entirely.  He pauses on the mountain and honors what happens there, but when it is over, he moves on.  He is, throughout his adult ministry, an itinerant, a “rolling stone”.  He never establishes a home base, he doesn’t start a school or a synagogue or a church.  I’ve often wondered why that is, mused about whether it was a strategic choice, a way to evade control by the Roman imperial government or conservative Jewish leaders.  But my Lenten struggles lead me to wonder if Jesus’ itinerancy wasn’t as much a spiritual discipline as it was a strategic maneuver.  Jesus keeps moving because it means his disciples must travel light.  They—we—must let go of so much of what we use to construct our lives, objects, habits, practices we’ve adopted thoughtlessly but which have become stand-ins for a real sense of self, grounded not in habit but in something much deeper.


The irony, of course, is almost as soon as Jesus was out of the picture, after his death and resurrection, when he was no longer leading the way, his disciples started acting a lot more like Peter on the mountain top, building structures to memorialize the moments of spiritual insight and awareness we or others once had.  Looking at the history of the Christian movement leads us to ask, does anyone really want to follow Jesus?  Or do we just want to praise him, worship him, and memorialize him?  Jesus doesn’t ask for any of these responses.  His request to us is much simpler but much harder:  Will you follow me?


Will I follow you?  My few days of Lenten practice have shown me to see that my response to Jesus invitation is a question of my own.  Who will I be if I do?  So much of my sense of self depends on where I’ve planted myself, the habits of life I’ve created, and the patterns of interaction I repeat, day in and day out.  If I follow you, I have to be willing to let these things go.  Then who will I be?


Paul gives words to Jesus’ response—and it is certainly because he asked Jesus that same question.   His commitment to following Jesus meant he left behind an identity that he had worked hard to construct:  a strict observer of Jewish law, a defender of his faith, one who held himself apart from Gentiles and saw himself as fundamentally separate from them.  Leaving these things behind, he found a new identity through imitating Christ and he urges the church in Philippi to do the same by imitating him.  Earlier in that same letter, he tells the Philippians that Jesus is, most essentially, one who lets go instead of grasping, one who empties himself.    

Why is this characteristic so essential to Christ?  Why is it so essential for his disciples?  Because in letting go, we release not just our things, our habits, and our rituals.  We release our sense of self, our identity that we have constructed around those things.  And then our true discipleship can begin, a discipleship not just of actions or attitudes, but a discipleship of identity.  Unmoored from a false sense of self, we attach ourselves to Jesus Christ who leads us forward into our true humanity, our true self, one that cannot be destroyed when our circumstances or our setting changes.  We are—we discover to our delight—so much more than what we have constructed.  “In Christ”, Paul says, there is neither Jew nor Greek, neither male nor female.  We are God’s beloved children, with whom he is well pleased.
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