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Jeremiah 20:7-13 

    O Lord, you have enticed me, and I was enticed; you have overpowered me, and you have prevailed. I have become a laughingstock all day long; everyone mocks me. For whenever I speak, I must cry out, I must shout, "Violence and destruction!" For the word of the Lord has become for me a reproach and derision all day long. If I say, "I will not mention him, or speak any more in his name," then within me there is something like a burning fire shut up in my bones; I am weary with holding it in, and I cannot.  For I hear many whispering: "Terror is all around! Denounce him! Let us denounce him!" All my close friends are watching for me to stumble. "Perhaps he can be enticed, and we can prevail against him, and take our revenge on him." But the Lord is with me like a dread warrior; therefore my persecutors will stumble, and they will not prevail. They will be greatly shamed, for they will not succeed. Their eternal dishonor will never be forgotten. O Lord of hosts, you test the righteous, you see the heart and the mind; let me see your retribution upon them, for to you I have committed my cause. Sing to the Lord; praise the Lord! For he has delivered the life of the needy from the hands of evildoers. The word of the Lord.
Romans 6:1b-11

Should we continue in sin in order that grace may abound?  By no means! How can we who died to sin go on living in it?  Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?  Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life.  For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his.  We know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be destroyed, and we might no longer be enslaved to sin.  For whoever has died is freed from sin.  But if we have died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him.  We know that Christ, being raised from the dead, will never die again; death no longer has dominion over him.  The death he died, he died to sin, once for all; but the life he lives, he lives to God.  So you also must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus. The Word of the Lord.

Matthew 10:24-39

[Jesus said to his disciples,] "A disciple is not above the teacher, nor a slave above the master; it is enough for the disciple to be like the teacher, and the slave like the master. If they have called the master of the house Beelzebul, how much more will they malign those of his household!  So have no fear of them; for nothing is covered up that will not be uncovered, and nothing secret that will not become known.  What I say to you in the dark, tell in the light; and what you hear whispered, proclaim from the housetops.  Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul; rather fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell. Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from your Father.  And even the hairs of your head are all counted.  So do not be afraid; you are of more value than many sparrows.  Everyone therefore who acknowledges me before others, I also will acknowledge before my Father in heaven; but whoever denies me before others, I also will deny before my Father in heaven.  Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth; I have not come to bring peace, but a sword.


For I have come to set a man against his father,


and a daughter against her mother,


and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law;


and one's foes will be members of one's own household.

Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; and whoever loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me; and whoever does not take up the cross and follow me is not worthy of me.  Those who find their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it.” The Gospel of our Lord.

Time to Let Go
“Trust is good, but control is better.” Ever hear that before? Apparently, it’s a German expression, but I think it has universal appeal. We are a people who like to be in control, we frown upon being “out of control,” and we will often do whatever we can to remain in control, either of ourselves or of the situation. For some of us, money is control, so we do whatever we can do accumulate more and more money, so that we can control our destiny. For others of us, information is control, especially when facing a medical or other crisis, and so we read and research and do whatever we can to accumulate more and more knowledge, believing that knowledge is power, and it allows us to at least have the illusion that we are on top of the situation. And for others, relationships are the path to power and influence, so we network and cultivate our relationships, so that whenever we are faced with a challenge or problem, we will know whom to call and how to use our relationships to get what we want and need. 

Now, while none of these things—money, information, relationships—are bad in themselves, what would you think if I said that our desire for control is at the root of almost all of our sin? Think about it; in the Garden of Eden, the original sin of Adam and Eve was not so much that they broke the rules, or that they ate fruit from the forbidden tree. It was that they wanted to be like God, they wanted to have the wisdom and power to control their destiny. Throughout the Bible and throughout human history, whenever people have created an idol, it was because they wanted to make a god out of something they could control, and understand, and design themselves. 

We can even do this with the elements of our religious life:  our worship, our theology, even the Bible itself. Whenever we think we’ve got it all figured out, that we know the one right way to worship, or the one correct understanding of God, or the one and only way to read Scripture, we have put ourselves in the cockpit, and taken over control from God. 


This desire for control also spills over into our understanding of forgiveness, or should I say, our difficulty in accepting forgiveness. As theologian Arne Rasmussen writes, “It is more difficult to accept forgiveness than to give it. It is so because to accept forgiveness means giving up the control of one’s own life and consequently to trust someone else. . . . It is through accepting the forgiveness of God one can receive the capacity to give up this control and acknowledge that one’s life also is in other hands. Christians must therefore be a people that risk trusting others and not fear the new, the different, and the surprising.”
 

Or, to paraphrase Jesus in Matthew’s gospel, those who seek to control their life will lose it, and those who give up control of their life for my sake will find it. If we can find a way to just let it all go, to trust God so much that we will relinquish control of every single aspect of our lives, we will then experience the new, the different, and the surprising life that God has in store for us.

I know, I know; easier said than done. This is hard even for us pastors to do. We like to think we’re on top of things, that we know how to think and act and speak about God, and it’s hard for us to acknowledge that we, too, know only in part. But it’s true, and I have found that some of the greatest joys I have experienced as a pastor have come when I have been forced to recognize that I am not in control. Times when I feel called to prepare a family for the death of their loved one, only to discover that their loved one has defied the doctors’ expectations and been given new life. Or times when I feel my preaching has missed the mark and I have failed to clearly communicate the gospel, only to have someone tell me that the words I spoke were exactly what they needed to hear. Or times when I have made a mistake, and spoken or acted out of selfishness or foolishness, only to find that my failure has opened the door for new growth to take place, either in my own life or in someone else’s. There is a force, a power, a life present in this universe that I cannot fully understand, or control, or even sometimes recognize. It is the grace and the power and the love of God that comes to us and surrounds us all the time, but which enters us only when we let go of our need to understand and direct and control it. 

I’m not a big fan of roller coasters, but that’s what life seems like sometimes, doesn’t it? With all its twists and turns, ups and downs, and you can never see what’s around the next corner, or when or how the ride will end. The only way I can talk myself into getting on a real roller coaster is to put my trust in the fact that the architect and engineer, whom I will never meet, were intelligent and professional people, and that the maintenance workers have done their job. The difference is with life, we know the architect, and we know the plans that he has made for us, plans to bring life from death, hope from despair, and joy from sadness. We just need to find a way to trust God enough to let go of the steering wheel and enjoy the ride. It’s a wild ride, a great adventure, but I wouldn’t miss it for anything. Thanks be to God; amen.
� Arne Rasmussen, The Church as Polis: From Political Theology to Theological Politics as Exemplified by Jürgen Moltmann and Stanley Hauerwas (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1995), p. 195.





