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          Luke 4:21-30, 1 Corinthians 13


A little while ago, I was trying to explain my understanding of God to my very strong-willed and independent sons.  This was not my first attempt at this task, and I was kind of struggling.  Somehow, in the middle of the conversation, I came up with this image:  Do you know what it’s like to canoe on a river with a current?  If you are going upstream, or attempting to go directly across the river, canoeing can be tremendously hard work.  You can do it, if you want to.  But you can feel the current working against you.  If, however, you’re canoeing with the current, you find that every stroke you make with the paddle is amplified by the flow of the current, and you are able to move a long way forward with just a moderate effort.  God’s will, or God’s way, or maybe you just want to call it Goodness, or Love, is like a current which flows through the world.  It doesn’t determine human behavior—you can paddle upstream if that’s what you decide to do—but you can feel the difficulty, the resistance.  However, if you paddle in the direction of the current, God amplifies your efforts


I offered that explanation to my sons, a bit pleased with myself for the simplicity and beauty of the analogy I had stumbled on.  They were quiet for a minute, and then Paul said, “Well, if God is like a current, then it’s a very weak current because it seems like its very easy for a lot of people to paddle in the wrong direction.”  I didn’t really know what to say to that, because his observation was pretty much correct.  In fact, the more I thought about it, the more it seemed to me that the most obvious, the strongest current that I can sense most of the time in my life is the current away from God.  Often, it seems to me that following Jesus, taking my Christian discipleship seriously, requires me to go against the flow of the world.  It feels like awfully hard paddling much of the time.  


What about you?  Do you ever think about your life in terms of flow?  


The end of January is a time of year when many of us are particularly aware of how difficult it is to make any kind of positive change in our lives.  The people at the gym tell me that about this time of year is when the “resolution people” start to thin out.  They told me this by way of reassurance that while exercise classes may be packed at the beginning of January, by about now I should be able to find a spot without a problem.  I guess that’s good news, but it’s also kind of depressing.  Are we that predictable?  Are we that prone to failure?


But then I reflect on my own resolutions.  I re-made my annual resolution to floss this year, and even made a chart for myself so I could have the satisfaction of checking a box each evening.  And yet, somehow, each evening I brush my teeth, put on my pajamas, get in bed, and ONLY THEN remember to floss.  At that point, the amount of effort required to get myself back out of my warm bed and back into the bathroom to go make my gums bleed is simply Herculean.  On the nights that I actually manage to do it, I feel like I should basically be given a Nobel Prize in flossing.  Surely mapping the human genome did not take any more effort than I have to exert in order to get myself to floss.


And that is just one small resolution.  When I add to that ALL the things that I know I should be doing to improve my life and to live more as Jesus calls me to live, it feels like more is being asked of me than is humanly possible.  Sometimes I have an image of my life being like the old Vaudeville routine of the man who is spinning plates on sticks.  You know the routine—he gets one plate up on the stick, starts spinning it, then he sets up another plate, spins it, then a third.  But by that time he has to go back and get the first one spinning again.  I think of this as I try to get myself into some kind of routine around flossing—when I get that habit going, I know I need to work on having a morning prayer routine, and then I need to reach out to friends I haven’t talked to for a while, and then I need to volunteer to help people in need, but by the time I do that, my flossing routine has fallen apart, and before I know it, the whole pile of plates is lying on the ground, and I end up lying on the couch which is—let’s face it—a whole lot easier.


If you read 1 Corinthians 13 at the end of January, around the time when your resolutions have started to fall apart, when your spinning plates have crashed, it’s pretty easy to hear in this passage a set of unrealistic, unreasonable demands.  You might find yourself shouting back at Paul something like, “So, it’s not enough that I’m praying and helping people out and contributing money to my church and regularly attending worship?  Now I have to love everybody too?  You saying I have to bear all things?  Give me a break!  I mean, if I’m not envious, I’m boastful!  If I’m can’t insist on my own way then I’m irritable!  Get off my back, Paul!”


Before you know it, it starts to look like the crowd at Jesus’ synagogue had the right idea when they all got up and tried to throw Jesus off a cliff.  Not only were they supposed to be healing the blind and setting free the captives, but now they had to give up any expectation that they would get a few special favors for having been Jesus’ life-long friends?  It’s too much to ask, they seem to all agree, and the flow of that congregation out of the synagogue and towards the cliff seems like just an illustration of the flow away from God, the flow against all of the claims that God makes on us.  I imagine that all of us have felt ourselves caught in that flow at one time or another, a current away from discipleship, a current towards the cliff that feels so strong that all our energy, all our strength isn’t enough to move in the other direction.


So how is it, then, that Jesus just slips through the crowd and walks away as everyone runs towards the cliff?  This is such a funny part of the story, it might be tempting to dismiss it as a little piece of magical story-telling.  It seems like Jesus just slipped on his Invisibility Cloak (like Harry Potter has) and walked away.  But what if this story isn’t an illustration of how clever Jesus can be?  What if this is an illustration of how he flows?  When I was a kid, I was always warned not to swim in the Mississippi River because of the dangers of the undertow—a current that moved under that surface of the water, and often in another different direction.  Can you imagine Jesus tapping into something like that?  Imagine him dropping down and finding a deeper current, one that pulls away from the cliff, one that pulls him back out into his ministry.  


Now, notice what the text says:  Jesus passed through them and went (did you catch it) on HIS WAY.  Remember that according to the Book of Acts, the name the early church gave itself was “the Way”.  I wonder if this name hints at some insight about flow.  I wonder if it is meant to suggest that there is a deeper current that we can swim in, a current that draws us alongside Jesus, a current that draws us toward compassion and healing and abundant life, a current that draws us away from violence and rejection and death.


Read First Corinthians 13 with this flow in mind, with The Way in mind, and it sounds a lot different.  It no longer sounds like a list of impossible demands, things that we’re required to do or be before we can call ourselves Christians.  It sounds a lot more like a current, a wave.  Maybe, in the end, that’s what this flow is:  Love.  Our job is not to manufacture love, or to force it on our selves of anyone else.  Our job is get so caught up in it, so immersed in it, that all of our attitudes and behaviors and commitments express that same current, and catch others up in it as well.  When you connect to this deeper flow, loving is just riding the wave.  We’re lifted and carried by love.  Can you feel it?


Thanks be to God.
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