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“An Opportunity to Testify” — Nov. 13, 2016
Psalm 98:2, 9b
2 The Lord has made known his victory; he has revealed his vindication in the sight of the nations. . . .

9b He will judge the world with righteousness, and the peoples with equity.
Luke 21:5–20 
5 When some were speaking about the temple, how it was adorned with beautiful stones and gifts dedicated to God, he said, 6 “As for these things that you see, the days will come when not one stone will be left upon another; all will be thrown down.”
. . . . 11 “There will be great earthquakes, and in various places famines and plagues; and there will be dreadful portents and great signs from heaven.
12 “But before all this occurs, they will arrest you and persecute you; they will hand you over to synagogues and prisons, and you will be brought before kings and governors because of my name. 13 This will give you an opportunity to testify. 14 So make up your minds not to prepare your defense in advance; 15 for I will give you words and a wisdom that none of your opponents will be able to withstand or contradict. 16 You will be betrayed even by parents and brothers, by relatives and friends; and they will put some of you to death. 17 You will be hated by all because of my name. 18 But not a hair of your head will perish. 19 By your endurance you will gain your souls.
20 “When you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies, then know that its desolation has come near.
This is a prophecy of the fall of Jerusalem and of the persecution of the early Jesus movement. Jesus is warning his disciples of events that will occur within their lifetimes. First he says that the temple will be overthrown, then he warns about war coming to Jerusalem. Finally, he has some words about the persecution of Christians.

The fate of Jerusalem sounds as though there were a certain inevitability about it. And I think it really was inevitable that Judaea would fall into foolish nationalism, once the rabbis and priests rejected Jesus and thereby lost Judaism’s universalizing impulse: the openness to the Gentiles. The intense energy of their religion had to go in some direction, and nationalism is what was left after the internationalizing impulse was rejected. Within forty years of Jesus’ departure, the Jews had started a rebellion against Rome. The war ended disastrously for the Jews in the year 70 a.d., with the destruction of the Temple and the flight of many Jews from the area. Christians were not blamed for this Revolt, but they were being persecuted by the Romans both before and after this event for their refusal to participate in the public worship of Rome.

The problem that early Christians had to face was that Rome had been turned into a god, actually a goddess called Roma, which was Rome personified. Populations within the Roman Republic were expected to participate in public rituals that paid homage to Roma and, later on, to the imperial family. It was commonly said that Rome had brought peace and prosperity, and so was worthy of honor and even of worship. This is something in which neither Jews nor Christians could participate. The Jews, as a result of a special dispensation granted by Julius Caesar, were not expected to participate in the worship of Rome. Christians wanted to be covered by the Jewish exemption, but the Jews heatedly denied that the Christians were with them, so Christians ended up in the general category, expected to participate in public rituals. They would not worship Rome, and so they were exposed to persecution, even to the accusation that they were “atheists” for not acknowledging the Empire and its pantheon of gods. 

There are some things that a true believer in God cannot do, and worshiping empire is one of them. But it is not just Rome that has demanded too much, and has persecuted Christians. Some of the severest abusers of Christians have been other supposed Christians. Besides the widespread Catholic persecution of Protestants, there were Protestants who persecuted other Protestants: Anglicans beat Quakers, Lutherans and Calvinists killed Mennonites and Anabaptists. Some Christians have been persecuted for refusing to bear arms and perform military service. The targets of all these persecutions felt that they were being asked to do things that went against their essential loyalty to God—that the demands placed upon them were idolatrous. We cannot worship Roma, or the church, or even a particular Christian doctrine that is being pushed upon us. We have a responsibility to read the Bible and follow it according to our own consciences. Each Christian has to follow his or her own conscience, and not cooperate with any authority that claims the loyalty and worship that are due to God alone. Your foundational loyalty is between you and God. And each Christian has a different understanding of what that basic loyalty involves.
Desmond Doss was a soldier whose religious principles forbad him from shooting another human being, but he became a very active medic in the battle of Okinawa, and was constantly crawling out into contested territory to rescue wounded soldiers. Once when he himself was injured, he got off the stretcher when they came upon someone with worse injuries. He is believed to have rescued from 75 to 100 soldiers at the cost of many injuries to himself. His religious principles stopped him from using a gun, but not from using his limbs and his medical knowledge to save others.

Following your loyalties applies even in a country where you are not likely to be killed for your beliefs. You still may have to take a stand against an idolatrous demand that is placed upon you.

Branch Rickey, partly motivated by his Methodist faith, took a stand against an unwritten law that he considered unjust: the exclusion of black players from the Major Leagues. He brought up Jackie Robinson and got him on the team in 1946, where he promptly became Rookie of the Year and one of the pillars on which Dodger success was built over the next ten years. The unwritten law against black players was a false idol, and Branch Rickey took it down.

Now in the rest of my sermon I must say something about spiritual unity, which needs to allow a place for those who think differently .

Jesus said “I will give you words and a wisdom that none of your opponents will be able to withstand or contradict” (Luke 21:15). Well, I have been given words to speak about spiritual unity. Spiritual unity develops when people learn to respect the spiritual motives of people who do not think like themselves. It is especially important that this happen within a church. For if people start judging others who do not think like themselves, and if the pastor takes part in that, the spirituality of a church goes down the tubes and it becomes a think-alike club where only those who think alike can tolerate remaining in the church. But then it’s a dying church. Real church will always be a place where you meet and learn about people who are not exactly like you. In Paul’s time, this meant the Jews and Gentiles respecting each other, but also coming to understand that they had different instincts about God, and to learn to appreciate each other. Even earlier, Jesus tried to get people to think differently about Samaritans, and tried to get his Jewish apostles to recognize the faith that a Roman soldier had (Matt 8:5–10). The church was never meant to be a think-alike club, but a place where unexpected friendships and conversations can happen that don’t happen elsewhere. You can respect someone’s spiritual loyalties without needing to agree with their theological ideas—or their political ones. It is a matter of a spiritual, not a mental, agreement.

Instead, Christians have all too often allowed secondary points in their theology, or political points in their thinking, to dominate, and to be the basis upon which they judge others. Then there is no limit to the cruelty and name-calling in which Christians can engage. Such Christians have lost their way, and have become fear-dominated. Jesus would restore self-respect to anyone who has lost it, which gives us a basis for respecting and loving others. This empowers us to recognize the higher values and motives of others, even others who voted differently from ourselves. Unless there is some spiritual unity between people who have different beliefs, there is no genuine church. 

There may be false church, or dying church, but live church is a community of strivers for God’s will who recognize that the spirit is deeper than the mind, that fundamental loyalties are more important than opinions. Opinions and beliefs can actually be somewhat superficial, or can be tied up with people’s fragility and insecurity. The vehemence of some expressions of opinion may hint at a secret insecurity. Sometimes the healthiest response is to step back with dignity from some arguments, and refuse to be drawn in.
The secure faith of the heart is not dependent on agreement from others, but it does work toward mutual respect and eventual understanding. Unity does not mean conformity. It means discernment of the personality of the other. The religious life and principles of Jesus empower us to resist the tyranny of politics, on one side, and the anarchy of individualism, on the other. Real community means a community of those who are not enslaved to any opinions, who know that opinions may change, while the loyalty to God remains steady, and the commitment of brotherly love should remain steady. Jesus said, “You have one Teacher, and you are all brothers” (Matt 23:8 RSV). He also said “There will be one flock, one shepherd” (John 10:16 NRSV). 
Only the Spirit of Jesus can prevent diversity from becoming destructive. Let diversity be our spice of life, leading us to appreciate how different people’s concepts can sometimes be, while yet they share a similarity of spiritual loyalty. I am asking you to make an effort to practice spiritual unity. Learn to listen more closely to one more person today. Well, heck! Maybe four more persons. Let’s move the kingdom forward in Jesus’ name, and in the spirit of unity that he, the Good Shepherd, provides!

