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Allen Pruitt

I always find it interesting when Judas shows up in church.

Different gospel writers treat Judas with varying degrees of contempt.
Each one is quick to point out,

from the time they introduce Judas,
that he was “the one who would betray Jesus.”

And that is true.

Some of the writers seem to pin the blame
on a demon taking possession of Judas,

while others seem to credit the betrayal
as Judas’ own action.

Today’s selection from the book of Acts,
a book written as a sequel to the Gospel of Luke,

this selection leaves out some of the gruesome details
about the demise of Judas after the betrayal.

I will spare you those details,
but suffice to say,
the Bible is no children’s book.

Here in this reading from Acts,
the disciples are trying to determine a replacement for Judas.

“And they cast lots for them,
and the lot fell on Matthias;
and he was added to the eleven apostles.”
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They cast lots.
A little different from the process of finding a new rector

or a new bishop.
No parish profiles,
no conference calls,

just a couple of people,
a little prayer
and a decision.

I love the way that the Greek is translated.
“And the lot fell on Matthias.”

It fell on him.
It is a burden.

And it is a burden to be a disciple of Jesus Christ.

Paul says that we are yoked with Christ.
We are bound to him in service to the Gospel,

in service to the good news.

It’s not easy work.
We have to love our neighbors.
We have to love ourselves.

Not easy work at all.

Last week we celebrated a baptism here at St. Mark’s,
and we had a chance to renew our baptismal covenant.

The covenant we make
as a pledge to our work as disciples of Jesus Christ.
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And if you want to know what hard work looks like,
you can find it in the promises of that covenant.

“Seek and serve Christ in all persons.
Respect the dignity of every human being.”

It is good news.
It’s also hard work.

No matter where you look in scripture,
you will find instructions for loving your neighbor

and loving yourself,

and in so doing,
loving the Lord your God.

It starts with God calling the creation good. 
because if it’s good,

then you better treat it good.

And then we move to the 10 commandments,
which are all about how you treat your neighbor

and how you treat the Lord your God.

After that, it’s on to the book of Micah in the Old Testament.

“He has told you,
O mortal, what is good;

and what does the Lord require of you
but to do justice
and to love kindness,
and to walk humbly with your God?

It’s simple.
But it is not easy.
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Jesus takes the Law and he summarizes it this way:
“‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart

and with all your soul
and with all your mind.’

This is the first and greatest commandment.
And the second is like it:

‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’
All the law and the prophets

hang on these two commandments.”

Two commandments:
simple,
definitely not easy.

He’s trying to tell us that we can’t do anything
if we aren’t loving God,
if we aren’t loving our neighbors.

If you are loving God,
if you are loving your neighbor as yourself,

you are doing everything already.

It’s simple,
but it is never easy.
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There is a short quote that I think expresses
just how difficult the gospel is:

“You only love God
as much as the person you love the least.”

Think about the person that you love the least.
Think about how much they annoy you,

how much they drive you crazy,
how much they’ve hurt you,

and try to imagine loving them
as a way to love God.

I promise you,
that is neither simple,
nor is it easy in the least.

But that is what we are called to do.

We are called to love our partners and our children
in the name of God.

We are called to love our enemies
in the name of God.

No wonder the Bible says
that the job fell

on poor Matthias.

That is a heavy burden to bear.
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Believing is a heavy burden.
Believing that you are called,

called by God,
called by God out of yourself

and into the world.

I don’t tremble nearly enough,
to know that I have been called by this great big God,

to love more
than my little old self.

Believing is hard;
because the world gives us plenty of reasons not to believe.

We are drowning in the sadness and brokenness
of the world,

so don’t ever let anyone
tell you that believing

is a simple thing.

Faith is never simple,
because we’re trying to believe in a God

that is bigger than we can imagine.
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Frederick Buechner puts it this way:

If you tell me Christian commitment
is a kind of thing that has happened to you once and for all

like some kind of spiritual plastic surgery,

I say… you’re either pulling the wool over your own eyes
or trying to pull it over mine.

Every morning you should wake up in your bed
and ask yourself:

“Can I believe it all again today?”

No, better still,
don’t ask it till after you’ve read The New York Times,

till after you’ve studied that daily record
of the world’s brokenness and corruption,

which should always stand side by side with your Bible.

Then ask yourself
if you can believe in the Gospel of Jesus Christ again

for that particular day.

If your answer is always Yes,
then you probably don’t know what believing means.

At least five times out of ten
the answer should be No

because the No is as important as the Yes,
maybe more so.
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The No is what proves you’re human
in case you should ever doubt it.

And then
if some morning

the answer happens to be really Yes,

it should be a Yes
that is choked with confession

and tears
and...great laughter.

I reckon my answer is “no”
at least five times out of ten.

Sometimes I actually say it out loud,
but most times I say “no”

with what I do
or how I love
or with the casual way

I dismiss my own redemption.

No,
no,
no,
nine times out of ten.
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We all wish we could say yes,
nothing but yes.

But if your answer is no,
no to loving like we could,
no to forgiving like you'd like to be forgiven,
no to even believing that those things are possible.

If you haven’t said yes
in longer than you can remember,

then just remember those disciples.

They were always saying “no.”
They couldn’t find “yes” when he was staring them in the face.

Remember those disciples;
remember that after all of the betrayal,

after they fled and ran for their lives,
after they denied Jesus again and again.

Remember that he came right back to them,
wounded,
resurrected.

After all of the ways they found to say “no”,
Jesus came back

with an almighty

“YES!”


