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Matthew 16: 21-28 (Life)
I’d like to share a story that Lilia Mendoza read at our Spanish service a couple of weeks ago.
  Here’s the gist of it:

They say that years ago, God decided to come down to Earth, to see how things were going.  He decided to dress in white and meet with the most intelligent man in a community of farmers.  The farmers elected an old man for the great interview, to be held at the top of the nearest mountain.

The old farmer plucked up his courage, and with a nervous voice said:  “It may be that you are God and have created this world.  Probably you have made all things well, but from what I have learned in the fields, you know nothing of agriculture.  It’s good that you have come to Earth, because you have things to learn and rectify.

“With pleasure I am at your disposal,” said God.  “I will listen to your advice and all you have to teach.”

“I believe there are many problems with the cycles of the Moon, the Sun, and the stars, to say nothing of storms and earthquakes, but I don’t want to overwhelm you.  We ask only that you do things in our way, for one year.  We are convinced that nobody will suffer poverty.”

“What do you want me to do?” asked the Most High.

“For 12 months we do not want thunder and clouds, dust-storms, pests ruining the crops, or too high temperatures.  We want everything to be comfortable for the Earth, perfect for wheat, vineyards and flowers.”

God agreed.  For a year everything was comfortable, convenient, and pleasant.  The sun was warm, but not hot.  The rain was sweet and gentle.  Everything was perfect, and the wheat and plants grew much more than in previous years.

At the end of the year, God returned to speak with the old farmer, who said, “Look, Lord.  Take note of the good harvests.  All our labor has been worth it, and we will have plenty of food for years, even without working.”

But when the time came to harvest the crops, to the surprise of the farmers, the wheat held no grain, the oranges were cartilaginous, the roses had no scent.  “Lord!  What could have caused this?” the old farmer asked.

“The error was,” God said, “in eliminating the natural elements that gave the power to germinate and grow the seed.  The dust-storms, thunder and lightning are indispensable to mature the soul of the crop.”

After reading this story to us, Lilia said that she believed a marriage also needs dust-storms, thunder and lightning in order to mature.  Then she gave thanks for her 25th wedding anniversary with Reynaldo.
In our gospel today, Jesus tells us that if we want to save our life we will lose it, and if we lose our lives for his sake we will find it.  The old farmer, along with the other farmers, wanted to save their lives – to eliminate poverty and the risks of the harvest – but ended up losing it.  And those of us blessed with a good and long marriage, like Lilia, know that it depends on how we weather the storms of life.  Losing ourselves, and finding ourselves surprised by joy as a result. 

This teaching, that we must lose our life to save it, was repeated by Jesus over and over again, in many different places and settings.  Today’s gospel follows on the heels of Peter’s confession of Jesus as the Messiah, and is  found in this same setting in the gospels of Mark
 and Luke.
  It is found in Matthew, in a different setting, as part of Jesus’ instruction to the 12 disciples before sending them out.  Here Jesus says, “Anyone who loves his father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; anyone who loves his son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me; and anyone who does not take his cross and follow me is not worthy of me.  Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.”

It is found in Luke in Jesus’ teaching on the coming of the Kingdom of God: “It will be just like this on the day the Son of Man is revealed . . . no one in the field should go back for anything.  Remember Lot’s wife!  Whoever tries to keep his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life will preserve it.”

And it is found in the Gospel of John.  After his triumphal entry into Jerusalem, Jesus says, “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified.  Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit.  Those who love their life lose it, and those who hate their life in this world will keep it for eternal life.”

So we hear the same words from Jesus in many settings.  Several times, explicitly or implicitly, linked to the words, “Take up your cross . . .”  The meaning of this has become softened for us, 2000 years later.  For us today, the cross is a symbol of our faith.  It is often worn as jewelry.  Mostly, in the protestant tradition, it is an empty cross, signifying the risen Christ.  How different it would have sounded in Jesus’ day, when it was not uncommon to see people publically tortured to death in this barbaric manner.

Jesus’ warning came to pass.  Peter is said to have been crucified upside down.  Nero had Christians slaughtered by having them crucified, then coated with tar and set on fire to serve as torches during the night.  Despite being banned by the Roman Emperor Constantine in 337 A.D. out of veneration of Jesus Christ, crucifixion continued to be inflicted on Christians through the ages.  In some countries, Jesus’ words about “taking up your cross” could still be literal.

But not for us.  For us, our “cross” is extraordinarily limited.  Taking up our cross means giving up some of our time and money to church and charities.   It means that we try not to spend too much, or eat too much, or drink too much.  It means trying to act “christian” when others treat us otherwise.

Yet we all know that it can mean much more to us.  If we put it into practice.  If we put it into practice when we don’t want to, when all our desires and emotions are driving us to say, “Enough.  I’m done.”  There are times when all we want to do is to retreat, to withdraw from the useless controversies and hostilities of life.  But as Barbara Brown Taylor writes:

You can try to save your own life.  You can try to stockpile it, being very, very careful about what you say yes to; being very, very cautious about whom you let into your life, frisking everyone at the door and letting only the most harmless people inside; and being very, very wary about going outside yourself, venturing forth only under very heavy guard and ready to retreat at the first sign of trouble.

You can live that way, but do not expect to enjoy it very much, or to accomplish very much, and do not expect to be missed when your safe, comfortable, life finally comes to an end . . .  To be where God is – to follow Jesus – means going beyond the limits of our own comfort and safety.

Taylor wrote these words in 1990 when she was a young Episcopal priest in Atlanta.  Thirteen years later she wrote a book called Leaving Church.  Here she writes:

Like every believer I know, my search for real life has led me through at least three distinct seasons of faith, not once or twice but over and over again.  Jesus called them finding life, losing life, and finding life again, with the paradoxical promise that finders will be losers while those who lose their lives for his sake will wind up finding them again . . . As hard as preachers may work to clarify this koan, I do not believe it can be done.  The promise contains truth that can only be experienced, and even when it is I do not know anyone who readily volunteers for loss again.

There is an apocryphal gospel called the Gospel according to Thomas.  It is unlike the four canonical gospels which tell of the life of Jesus.  It is simply  a series of pithy sayings and discourses attributed to him.  Some think it was written as early as 60 A.D., others as late as 140.  Nonetheless, it is a very early document, and many sayings have parallels in the gospels of Matthew and Luke.

This is the case with our gospel today.  The Gospel of Thomas has Jesus saying, “If you bring forth what is within you, what you bring forth will save you.  If you do not bring forth what is within you, what you do not bring forth will destroy you.”

Let me say it again: “If you bring forth what is within you, what you bring forth will save you.  If you do not bring forth what is within you, what you do not bring forth will destroy you.”

Ask yourself this – what is within you that is struggling to come out.  Ask what is giving you life right now, and what is not.  Don’t get this wrong.  Don’t start thinking that your marriage is killing you, and what would give you life is an affair.  Or that your job is killing you, and telling off your boss would bring life to your soul.  Or that your family is killing you, and what you really need is to just run away.  This has nothing to do with picking up your cross as a disciple of Jesus.

But there are times when people need marital counseling.  There are times when people should try and find a different job.  There are times when family estrangements need to be acknowledged and an attempt made at reconciliation.  All of these contain an element of the cross, all involve risk and the need to look beyond ourselves.

So don’t be afraid to ask, “What would bring me life?”  This is what Jesus promises all of us:  “I came to give you life, and life in abundance.”
  So ask, “What would bring me life?”  Then pick up your cross, and live.
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