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 When paired together, they are two of my favorite words in the English language.  

Road trip!  As much as anything, I love to hit the open highway and explore virgin 

territory.  I have made some of the best discoveries of my life on such random trips.  A 

hidden canyon in the back of beyond, a back road leading to a herd of buffalo, a 

rainbow arching directly through a sandstone arch, a funky watering hole in the middle 

of nowhere with the best barbecue ever, a precipitous dirt road leading to an ocean 

alcove and an abandoned beach.   

 I do however, have what some would call a dysfunctional habit while I am driving 

down that highway of life.  I read.  I read everything.  Street signs, billboards, store 

signs, advertisements, will work for food placards, license plates, t-shirts, text 

messages, words written in snowdrifts, words written in rocks, words scrawled in 

window car dirt, tree carvings, graffiti, and body writing.  Anything that has letters on it, I 

read.  I readily admit that I might be a bit obsessive about this. Sometimes, for example, 

I speed up or slow down to read bumper stickers on a Volkswagen bus or a car like 

Holly Shinn’s.  

 I love when I discover a new bumper sticker or any message along the highway I 

have never seen before.  And every once in a while, I see one that that is so profound it 

ends up in a sermon.  Such is the case this morning.  As soon as I saw it, I immediately 

thought of today’s lessons.  It said, Jesus Loves You...The Rest of Us think you’re a 

Jerk.

 The idea that Jesus loves us, no matter how poorly we come across to others, is 

as theologically sound a concept as any we have.  You can’t argue with a religious 
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philosophy that begins with the realization that God loves us, no matter what.  I am 

convinced that the overriding emotion of our Creator is a love so deep and so intense 

that we cannot imagine it. 

 But those of us in mainline Christian churches are often accused of overdoing 

this understanding of God.  In fact, The Christian Century, a major voice for mainline 

Christianity, has run articles on this topic.  One was called, “Our God is too Nice.”  The 

story suggests that we are dumbing down our faith, creating a warm, fuzzy God that 

wants us to be pleasant to one another.  For years, my fundamentalist friends have told 

me the same thing.  “You’ve turned God into a pansy,” one of them recently said to me.  

“Your God doesn’t judge anybody.  Rather than a God who unleashes awesome fury on 

sinners, shooting lightning bolts at us for our sinful ways, we have reduced God,” so I 

am informed, “to a smiley face caricature that loves us no matter what.”

 It is easy to get defensive when someone attacks our understanding of God.  But 

today’s lessons suggest that our friends have a point.  After all, if we suggest that others 

may over simplify faith when they make it black and white, we need to be able to see 

when we are doing the same thing.  If we are not moving beyond “Jesus loves me this I 

know,” then we too are freezing our faith in a pre-critical stage of development. 

  In both our reading from Jeremiah and the Gospel, neither God or Jesus are 

very warm or fuzzy.  In fact, they are mad as hell and they’re not going to take it 

anymore.

 These stories are also not isolated incidents.  In fact, part of the job description of 

all prophets is to rage against the machine on a regular basis.  It happens over and over 

in the text.  I am heartened by this, because as a priest, not only am I called to be your 
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teacher, your worship leader, your counselor, your pastoral caretaker, your maintenance 

man, and your friend, but also your prophet.  So if I don’t yell at you, I am not properly 

doing my job.  How cool is that?  

 Sometimes, of course, these roles directly conflict.  But a good prophet/priest 

knows when to be each.  You don’t prophesy to people on their death bed, you care for 

them.  And you don’t tell people who are suffering because of societal injustice that they 

should just pray about and maybe things will get better.  

 But even the most skillful balancers of the priest/prophet roles are going to get 

themselves into trouble if they are true to their prophetic calling.  Telling people stuff 

they don’t want to hear can get you killed.  Just ask Jeremiah and Jesus.

 One of the sure fire ways a prophet is bound to offend is to attempt to expand 

people’s images of God.  Just as many of us respond poorly when others tell us that our 

vision of God is too nice, Jeremiah and Jesus get abused for suggesting to their hearers 

that God is bigger than they imagine.    

 In our first lesson, Jeremiah does that by suggesting that God is not just the far 

away presence beyond the universe.  He tells his people that Yahweh is well aware of 

all the crap they have participated in, because God is not just a transcendent God, like 

they have imagined, but is also a God that is sitting right there with them.  He tells them 

this very plainly.  “Am I a God near by, says the Lord, and not a God far off?  Do I not fill 

heaven AND earth?”  That’s what God said to Jeremiah, and as a prophet, he knows he 

must tell it to the people.  And as you might expect, the people laughed at him.  Then 

they threw him down a well.  Then they put him in jail.  But Jeremiah kept being a 

prophet, kept pushing this image of God.  And when the trouble came and their land of 
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promise lay desolate, only then did the people realize that Jeremiah was right, that God 

was far away, but was also right there with them.

 I love Jeremiah.  That’s because I relate directly to his predicament.  Years ago, I 

described God during a radio interview, as Jeremiah does today, the one who is all 

around us and within us and beyond us.  The local ministerial association responded 

very similarly to the Jeremiah crowd.  They did not throw me down a well, but they 

ridiculed me in the local paper, and then kicked me out of their clergy club.  I believe 

they tried to get me thrown in jail too, but there was nothing in the city statutes that 

spoke against panentheism.  I believe that was only the case because no one there, 

including the clergy, knew what panentheism meant.   

 In today’s Gospel, Jesus also lets God out of the box.  He suggests that God is 

not just about peace, goodwill and being nice, but that sometimes God creates conflict, 

on purpose.  Jesus creates his own conflict by taking on the most sacred cow in first 

century Mediterranean society, the family.  It is not very difficult to understand why 

Jesus was put to death when we hear comments like these attacking the very fabric of 

that society.  This is the role of the prophet, to point out how and why the system must 

change if we are to bring about God’s kingdom.  It is this prophetic role that Jesus does 

better than anyone has, before or since.

 By attacking the whole idea of family, Jesus is obviously angering a huge number 

of people. I get in enough trouble when I point out how Jesus assaults the idea of family 

in the Gospels.  Our culture, though, is not centered in family.  Our culture revolves 

around the individual.  But in the first century, family was everything.  There was no 

such thing as individual rights.  No one had any identity outside of their tribe, their clan, 
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and most importantly, their family.  Indigenous cultures today are much closer to this 

form of societal ordering than Western European culture, but it is still an option for an 

indigenous person to leave family.  In the first century world, that was impossible.  Being 

removed from the family was a death sentence.  “Family” was who you were, much 

more so than it is in say, a New York Italian family.  And in that first century structure, the 

male called all the shots, women were property, and children had no voice.  They did as 

they were told, or they were kicked out and literally left to die.  THAT is the family 

system that Jesus is attacking today.  Jesus is mad as hell today.  In fact, that is his 

metaphor to describe his anger, suggesting that he has come to bring fire to the earth.  

He is enraged at a system that creates inequality for so many people.

 Now if you think this is just an anomaly, let me remind you of Jesus’ comments 

on family throughout the Gospels.  Remember, “whoever does not hate father and 

mother cannot be a follower of me, and whoever does not hate brothers and 

sisters...will not be worthy of me?”  And from the Gospel of Mark, “Then his mothers and 

his brothers came;...they sent to him...and he replied, ‘who are my mother and my 

brothers?  Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and mother.’”  Jesus 

consistently attacks the institution of family.  Because of the harshness of these words 

coming from the mouth of Jesus and the fact that some people want to sell you a Jesus 

that was a family values man, these passages have often taken on a very different 

meaning today.  Jesus’ suggestion that he has come to purposely split families in half, 

has been interpreted by some today as what happens to families when some of them do 

not believe in Christ.  This is a classic example of reading scripture without putting it in 

historical and social context.  It is similar to an interpretation experienced by a college 
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professor at Duke who was teaching a class on the book of Isaiah.  When they reached 

chapter 40 and the verse about “every valley shall be exalted,” a student responded, 

“So...Isaiah borrowed those words from Handel?”

 It is only by doing what that student did, reading the text in the light of recent 

history, that we could come to the conclusion that today’s Gospel is about families 

fighting over belief in Christ.     

 A closer look at the words of today’s Gospel clinches Jesus’ real intention.  Notice 

the specific relationships Jesus says will be split.  “A son against his father, and a 

daughter against her mother, and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law.  The split 

that Jesus will cause is between generations.  Why?  Because they are the haves and 

the have-nots in Mediterranean society.  Jesus, most certainly IS admonishing family 

values as understood in the first century Palestinian Jewish environment in which he 

lived. His point is that the contemporary “family” of the day was abusive to people.  It 

was a hierarchical structure composed of those that had power and those that did not.  

At the same time, Jesus shows us that family means much more than just our blood 

ties, but also extends to the greater community, where all will be welcome, and all will 

be treated with respect.

 Okay, so what?  We’ve learned that God and Jesus both get angry.  But why 

should we care that God blows up at an ancient group of Hebrews?  How is it helpful to 

us to know that Jesus wanted to break up the family system of antiquity?  What do 

abuses in first century tribal society have to do with us?  

 To understand that, we need to interpret God and Jesus’s anger for how it relates 

to us.  The question is how do we create injustice toward others or create haves and 
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have nots?  In antiquity, it was the abusive family structure that created the inequity, but 

for us, I would suggest that it is the opposite.  It is the culture of individualism.

 In this new world of individuals striking out on their own, I believe we as the 

church must play a role we have never done before.  If we are going to bring justice as 

Jesus does, we need to be family for the large majority of us who live hundreds or 

thousands of miles away from our families of origin.  That is a central role of what 

church must become in the 21st century.  As we begin writing our vision for the future, I 

hope this will be one of the central tenets of what GSP is all about.  

   Living by the prophetic words of Jesus therefore, does not mean that we go out 

and destroy family life in America today.  And of course, it also does not mean that we 

suggest that first century family life was a Jesus value, because that is exactly what he 

raged against.  

 Instead, what Jesus asks us to do, interpreted for our time and place, is this.  

First, discern a new way to create family in a world where so many have none, or are 

separated from, their biological family.  Second, identify the aspects of our society that 

create injustice and stand up and rage against it.  We are to image God and Jesus by 

throwing a prophetic monkey wrench into the inner workings of any system that creates 

injustice, until we shatter all of those abusive systems. 

 Finally, when we believe that Christianity is all about being “nice” at all costs, then 

we have turned God into a pansy, as my friends put it.  Perhaps the most dangerous 

thing about this is the imago dei.  If we are called to be images of God and we believe 

that God is first and foremost “nice”, then we believe our first job is to make nice with 

each other.  This has been one of the most destructive habits in the history of the 
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church.  When we treat people nicely, even when they run roughshod over other 

parishioners and hurt them, we are not helping anyone.  We are destroying lives and 

the church.  Instead, we are called to hold everyone accountable for their actions.

 It is also this misinterpretation of our sacred text that has allowed some of the 

worst evils in the history of the world. If the church had followed Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s 

lead from his prison cell in World War II, we could have stopped Adolph Hitler and The 

Third Reich.  We are not called to treat people “nice” when they participate in hurting 

others, in degrading others, in destroying God’s world, in making anyone feel unworthy.  

When we become aware of systems or groups of people that allow one group to be 

treated with less than full respect, we too are called to respond in righteous anger.

 That is why my prayer is that all of you will continue to stand up and be heard 

whenever anyone treats another as a second class citizen.  That is why I pray that you 

will continue to be a royal pain in the side of anyone who does not treat everyone with 

full dignity.  That is why I pray that you will continue to create chaos in any system that 

oppresses another, just as Jesus does today.  “True peace”, as Dr. King reminded us, is 

not merely the absence of tension, it is the presence of justice.”  So let us forget the 

pleasantries in the midst of injustice and let us respond in righteous anger until every 

human being and every element of creation is embraced and honored as the gift they 

are for all of the world.  Amen.
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