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Jeremiah 15:15-21 

    O Lord, you know;

        remember me and visit me,

        and bring down retribution for me on my persecutors.

    In your forbearance do not take me away;

        know that on your account I suffer insult. 

    [16] Your words were found, and I ate them,

        and your words became to me a joy

        and the delight of my heart;

    for I am called by your name,

        O Lord, God of hosts. 

    [17] I did not sit in the company of merrymakers,

        nor did I rejoice;

    under the weight of your hand I sat alone,

        for you had filled me with indignation. 

    [18] Why is my pain unceasing,

        my wound incurable,

        refusing to be healed?

    Truly, you are to me like a deceitful brook,

        like waters that fail.

    [19] Therefore thus says the Lord:

    If you turn back, I will take you back,

        and you shall stand before me.

    If you utter what is precious, and not what is worthless,

        you shall serve as my mouth.

    It is they who will turn to you,

        not you who will turn to them. 

    [20] And I will make you to this people

        a fortified wall of bronze;

    they will fight against you,

        but they shall not prevail over you,

    for I am with you

        to save you and deliver you, says the Lord. 

    [21] I will deliver you out of the hand of the wicked,

        and redeem you from the grasp of the ruthless.

Romans 12:9-21 

    Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honor. Do not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve the Lord. Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer. Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality to strangers. 

    Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all. If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, "Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord." No, "if your enemies are hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning coals on their heads." Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

Matthew 16:21-28 

From that time on, Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and undergo great suffering at the hands of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised. And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him, saying, "God forbid it, Lord! This must never happen to you." But he turned and said to Peter, "Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to me; for you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things." 

    Then Jesus told his disciples, "If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it. For what will it profit them if they gain the whole world but forfeit their life? Or what will they give in return for their life? 

    "For the Son of Man is to come with his angels in the glory of his Father, and then he will repay everyone for what has been done. Truly I tell you, there are some standing here who will not taste death before they see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom." 

We Do What We Are
I’m sure by now almost all of you have heard the news that I will be leaving my call at Augustana in a few weeks to join the staff of the Saint Paul Area Synod. One of the things I will miss most about being a pastor here is our relationship with San Agustín Lutheran Church in the village of La Esmeralda, Guatemala. I have had the opportunity to visit them three times during my time here, the most recent being earlier this month, when I was part of a ten person delegation that spent 11 days in the country, and five in La Esmeralda. It’s a community of around 600 people, most of whom spent years in refugee camps in Mexico before being encouraged by the government to return to build a new community in the mid-1990’s. I’ve come to know the people of San Agustin as hard-working, generous, and resourceful, and, even though the village is home to people from eight different Mayan tribes, they have formed a strong sense of community.


I was looking forward to renewing my friendships with the people there, hearing their stories, and seeing the progress they had made as they continue to build up their community and raise their standard of living. I have to admit, however, that when we arrived in the village on a hot and humid Thursday afternoon in early August, I was a bit disappointed. There have been some tensions in the village, and things hadn’t been going that well in the church. I’ll spare you the details, but suffice it to say that differences in personality and priorities had led to some conflict in the community, and the people there weren’t quite as selfless and humble as I wanted them to be. They were, I suppose, a lot like us; sinners and saints, redeemed and in need of redemption, children of God and people of the world. They, like us, need to hear once again the words of St. Paul as he encourages the church in Rome, “Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all. If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.” 
This is the vision that God has for all of our lives, even though we all fall short, time and time again. We put ourselves and our needs and desires first, we fail to seek common ground, and when someone wrongs us, we strike back at least as often as we turn the other cheek. Of course, most of this isn’t visible at first glance, and with the people of La Esmeralda, I came to realize that, as I have gotten to know them better over the years, I have come to a deeper understanding of the fullness of who they are, the good and the bad. I have had to leave behind my romanticized, idealized view of them and accept the fact that they are both beautiful and scarred. And I have come to the conclusion that we cannot be deterred by the conflict and tension that is simply a part of our human condition, but we must pledge to walk with them, step by step and side by side, through all the challenges and opportunities of our life together, all the joys and all the struggles.
For the rest of us, Paul’s words invite us into a deeper understanding of how we do what we are, or how our actions flow from our being. The question is, which part of our being shall our actions flow from? That is, if we are both saint and sinner, if we are both a child of God and a creature of this world, which of these two conflicting natures will drive our behavior? This is where our free will comes in, and this is where we have some choices to make. We can choose to act out of our selfish nature, following the rules of our competitive and conflicted world. You know, the rules that seem to govern our lives when it comes to politics, sports, and business, and which seem to spill over into almost every other sphere of life, as well. The rules which teach us to fight for everything we want, to not trust anyone, and to look out for our own needs before anything else. These are the rules which flow from an understanding that life is competitive and combative in nature, and if we don’t look out for ourselves, we run the risk of losing everything.
There is, however, another way, for there is another side to our identity, in which we are blessed to be called children of the living God. When we claim this identity, and we choose to operate out of this understanding, then everything looks different. When we trust that our lives and our futures are safe in God’s hands, we are free to be generous with what we have and gracious in our forgiving. When we believe that we are the creatures and not the creator and that God is ultimately in charge, we are liberated from the need to exact revenge every time we are wronged. When we recognize that our ultimate worth is defined by God and not by how often we are right or how much we have won, we can live peaceably with those who differ from us or those with whom we disagree. 

It may not be easy, but I firmly believe that the apostle Paul invites us and the Holy Spirit empowers us to claim and live out of our identity as children of the God of peace and love, forgiving one another, being gracious to one another, trusting one another even, and perhaps especially, when we don’t deserve it. After all, this is how our God chooses to treat us, even, and perhaps especially, when we don’t deserve it. For that, and for so much else, let’s all say, thanks be to God; amen.
