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“Why Come to Jesus?” — July 31, 2016
Luke 12:13–15
13 Someone in the crowd said to him, “Teacher, tell my brother to divide the family inheritance with me.” 14But he said to him, “Friend, who set me to be a judge or arbitrator over you?” 15And he said to them, “Take care! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions.”

John 6:33–35
33 “For the bread of God is that which comes down from heaven and gives life to the world.” 34They said to him, “Sir, give us this bread always.”

35 Jesus said to them, “I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.”
Our two texts give us two different reasons for coming to Jesus. One is where someone tries to get Jesus to take his side in an inheritance dispute with his brother. Jesus does not honor this request.

The other is where Jesus himself tells us why we should come to him: because he is the bread of life, he supplies us with spiritual sustenance that gives us eternal life. I want to distinguish and unfold these two very different motives in today’s sermon.

Let’s look at the first story again. Do you notice that Jesus gets a little testy with the fellow? He only does this when people express base or materialistic motives, and that seems to be what this guy is doing. He is seeking to use Jesus to get material gain from his brother.

But I think that this is just one of the many ways that people have tried to use Jesus to their advantage. We probably do it all the time, maybe in small ways, maybe in big ways: try to get Jesus to do things for us that he is not going to do. 

Why is he not going to do certain things? There are really two reasons. First, he is not going to do something that goes against his nature. If we want him to beat up certain people for us, for instance, or take revenge on somebody, he’s not going to do that. He didn’t do that in life, he told us not to do it, and he doesn’t do it now. 

But there is a second reason why he won’t do some things, and that’s because they don’t fit with his focused mission. Jesus represents God to the individual. Jesus is spiritual bread to each human being. Just as we get bread in order to sustain our individual bodies, so Jesus—his spirit and his truth—is bread to our souls. He is personalizing God to each individual.

“Anyone who comes to me I will never drive away,” he says. He is talking about individuals. “Any one who comes.” It is individuals who make this choice for or against him. “Whoever eats this bread” (John 6:51) refers to an individual choice, not to whole groups or nations, although people may come together as a church and acknowledge their shared reverence. The whole communal side of life is left up to us; Jesus does not direct it. He hands over to us the keys of the social side of the kingdom.

So we need to understand what Jesus does and what he does not do for people. He does save us, each one. He does love us, sympathize with us, and listen to us, individually. But he is not our political leader, our arbitrator, or our judge. We have a right to choose political leaders and judges, but that is not a role for Jesus. Those are normal and necessary functions that certain human beings are elected to perform, but Jesus is not an alderman, a social director, or a judge. So we should not try to get Jesus to perform social responsibilities that we need to carry out. We should not try to enlist Jesus for our political party, or argue that Jesus would vote in a certain way. We can’t claim Jesus for our nation, our race, our style of music, our turf, our inheritance claims, or our personal tastes.

There is a legitimate place for inheritance disputes to be heard; it’s called a courtroom, a human courtroom. There is a venue for political debates and voting. But Jesus stands back from all that. Since he is the advocate for the individual, he can do something that no partisan leader can ever do; he can unify people who think differently, but only if they share a similar spiritual motivation. 

People who think differently but who are all sincere in their devotion to a higher power, can experience mutual respect and common motivation. They can discover spiritual unity, that rare, remarkable, but increasingly needed, quality of life—the source of interreligious peace.

Sincerity and truth-hunger are key. In the gospels, Jesus always honored and respected people who came to him for salvation and healing, even if they were a bit intrusive, like the group that tore open the roof over his head; or a little too friendly, like the Samaritan woman at the well who chatted him up about where was the best place to worship. As long as they were seeking God, he gave them God. But he had to rebuke those who were seeking material gain, even his own apostles, who were seeking positions of power at his right hand. But he also had to set straight those who tried to get him to perform social or political roles that were not part of his spiritual mission.

The only social role that he can perform is, by putting peace in people’s hearts and justice into their value systems, to empower people to bring peaceful and just motives with them when they go out into the world. He transforms the world only by transforming individuals. But that doesn’t mean Jesus has a particular political stance; it is actually deeper than that. It is foundational; it is motivational. Jesus transforms the individual, and those persons then need to go out into society and do their social duty as religious individuals—yes; but not as religious parties.

So, let us not come to Jesus so that he may win the game for us, or take our side in any judicial or political dispute, but let us seek him for spiritual bread and strength, for guidance and attunement to the will of God, to guide us through difficult times and to share the joy with us in better times. Jesus leads us in our quest for truth and eternal life. 

Now, maybe your needs are more immediate and down to earth. Maybe you need help pulling your life together and stabilizing it. He can help you with that, too. He knows our secret needs and longings. He cares for the individual, because that individual, is his child. Every parent cares for the development of each child, and knows that each one is different.

That’s actually much better for us than having him take our side in disputes. It means he loves each one of us uniquely. As the song “In the Garden” says, “and the joy we share as we tarry there, none other has ever known.” That doesn’t mean that others don’t have their joys in their walks with God; it just means that my walk with God is so special, so personal, that it brings joys that are unique to me.

Think back on your times with God, when you’ve felt that hand on your shoulder, or that support underneath. You can have that experience again. Jesus is waiting, and he can empower you. Every day he can walk with you, and fill you with new energy.

