June 25, 2023           Matthew 10, selected verses             “Fearless and Forward Facing”
 “A disciple is not above his teacher, nor a slave above his master. It is enough for the disciple that he becomes like his teacher, and the slave like his master. If they have called the head of the house Beelzebub, how much more will they malign the members of his household! “Therefore do not fear them, for there is nothing concealed that will not be revealed, or hidden that will not be known. What I tell you in the darkness, speak in the light; and what you hear whispered in your ear, proclaim upon the housetops. Do not fear those who kill the body but are unable to kill the soul; but rather fear Him who is able to destroy both soul and body in hell.  Are not two sparrows sold for a cent? And yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from your Father.  But the very hairs of your head are all numbered. So do not fear; you are more valuable than many sparrows.


They are some of the most famous lines ever to come out of the mouths of Tweedledum and Tweedledee, good friends of Alice.  There in Wonderland, they recite an epic poem that symbolically compares and contrasts world religions…and the opening line is quite familiar; "The time has come," the Walrus said, "To talk of many things: Of shoes—and ships—and sealing-wax— Of cabbages—and kings— And why the sea is boiling hot— And whether pigs have wings."


Kind of a goofy way to open a sermon, Pastor Dave.  And that it is, my friends; but there is method to my madness.  For we engage a text today that is every bit as garbled as this famous poem, featuring odd names like Beelzebub, a text that compares and contrasts religious systems, and ends with odd pairings like sparrows and numbered hairs.  Most of all, though, our text today is about parity, balance, and shared ministry.  Somehow, a poem by Tweedledum and Tweedledee just seemed appropriate. 


The time has come, the Master said, to talk of many things.  And there they are, gathered; Jesus and the followers, and they are starting to get a rough handling from the religious establishment of their day.   And thus they have many things to talk about, first among them being the relationship between the leaders and the rank and file in their new version of Judaism, that fearless, forward-facing phenomenon that will someday become known as Christianity.


We get a pretty clear picture from the Gospels what Jesus thought of the religious leadership of his time; whitewashed tombs, he called them at one point, clean and sparkling on the outside, but inside, full of carnage and decay.  They are arrogant, haughty, and follow a clear class structure within the ranks.  If Judaism were an army, and often enough it was, the priests and the scribes would be officers, with all the privileges pertaining thereunto.  But Jesus has a different view of how this could work better; hear his words again:  “A disciple is not above his teacher, nor a slave above his master. It is enough for the disciple that he becomes like his teacher, and the slave like his master. It is not a radical departure, except for this: the disciple is not much below his master, either; and the goal is for them to rise together to the same level of spiritual maturity.  It is a fascinating variation, a world-changing variation, one of the distinctive aspects of early Christianity, this parity, this fellowship of equals, brothers and sisters in Christ.  One more evidence that Jesus was a Methodist after all! 


Our Jesus, apparently, isn’t too warm about the notion of a rank and file.  There’s a catchall term, like cabbages and kings, which needs some explaining.  My online dictionary says this about that:  RANK AND FILE:

1. The enlisted troops, excluding noncommissioned officers, in an army.

2. The people who form the major portion of a group, organization, or society, excluding the leaders and officers.


So, the rank and file are the ordinary soldiers, the non- officers, the expendable ones…you can see why this imagery would not work for the new faith that Jesus was cobbling together.  In his view none were expendable; all were significant.  And thus he dissolves the worldly lines between student and teacher, between slave and master.  Some still lead, sure; but in the new religion, everyone will be called to lead in their own special way.  And it doesn’t take long for this idea to catch on and become quite popular.


The next sentence brings a bit of balance and reality testing to the blossoming excitement over our newfound parity; he reminds them that the current “officers” think he is Beelzebub, so they should be prepared, if they are going to try and be like him, for what the current leaders will think of them.  Guilt by association, my mom would say; known by the company you keep.  But they know the real deal about their leader, this Jesus, no Beelzebub is he.  And although we trip over the odd name, it was no mystery then what they were implying when they called him that, listen to this…Beelzebub is the original name of a pagan deity in the city of Ekron, eventually, it came to be the title of a well-known, much feared demon.  The name, like most things the leadership says about Jesus, is derogatory; Lord of the flies is its literal translation, implying a large pile of the stuff flies usually congregate around, and disparaging the content of the teaching, comparing it to manure.  By extension, then, he is telling them, and us, what the world will think of us, that we are just so many flies buzzing around a pile of poo.   Charming…


In spite of their nasty verbal habits, Jesus says, do not fear them.  And this just might be the timeless nugget to take home today; do not fear what the world will say about us because we are followers of Christ.  Much of our post-modern world thinks little of him, and will think little of us, too.   But there is no need to fear, for God has things in hand, and the eternal laws are still, in fact, in effect.  Our brothers and sisters in Buddhism and Hinduism make much of this notion of karma; the spiritual side of cause and effect.  But Jesus understood this, too; here are his words again:  for there is nothing concealed that will not be revealed, or hidden that will not be known. They seem so smug, so above it all, but rest assured; the clergy put their dresses on one leg at a time, just like everybody else.  Turns out that the antidote, to all the half-truths and hypocrisy promulgated by corrupt religious leadership, is the same now as always; our primary weapon is truth: plain, unadorned, liberating truth.  And so Jesus can boldly tell his followers, What I tell you in the darkness, speak in the light; and what you hear whispered in your ear, proclaim upon the housetops. 

Of all the things in this world that there are to fear, we must learn not to fear the truth, and the telling of it.  We know in advance that most of what the world will think of us will be rubbish, anyway.  No sense adding to the pile with our own nonsense.  Because as we grow to be more like Jesus, one of the ways we measure our increase of faith is the frequency of, and the growing easiness of, our truth-telling. 


What have we learned so far?  That we are all in this together; that there is no rank and file, with a special officers club tastefully hidden away; and that truth is our friend.   Pretty good stuff, but there is more…specifically, that the fearless, forward -facing ways to which we are called are rooted, not in the world’s high opinion of us, but in God’s high opinion of us.  The radical stuff just keeps flowing from this Jesus; God, for him, is not a remote five-star general who can never be approached, but is one who cares about, and actively participates in, our lives.  The one who holds life and death, the one who knows the status of every hair and every sparrow.   Hard to calculate the liberating effect this must have had on a religion under persecution, in a country under military occupation, where one could pretty easily run afoul of the current law and lose one’s life and liberty.  This idea that God not only knows but cares, watches, guides, helps, upholds, this is world-changing stuff.  In Jesus’ new way, we are not expendable; we matter to God, and therefore we need to matter to one another.  
We have not talked about shoes and ships and sealing wax, or cabbages, or kings…but I hope the many things we have talked about will be helpful to you this week.  Maybe the image of Tweedledum and Tweedledee will stay with you, reminding you of the parity, the relatedness that we share in Christ.  Maybe you will see a fly and remember Beelzebub, and remember again that God-esteem, not self- esteem, will get us through.  Or maybe you will see a sparrow, or even a stray hair, and remember that God knows and cares, even when things seem contrary.  For though the wrong seems oft so strong, the great hymn writer penned, God is the ruler yet.   We are called to leave the rank and file behind, discarded in history’s waste bin of ineffective systems.  And in its place, a little army whose weapon of choice is truth and whose leadership is shared, whose general is near at hand and whose causes are just.  So let’s waste no more time fretting that the world doesn’t respect us and that Jesus is just so unattainably holy.  It is enough for the students to be like the master…that is what we are working on, now and always. Amen.   
