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Sermon 8.9.26

1 Kings 19:9-13

At that place he came to a cave, and spent the night there. Then the word of the Lord came
to him, saying, "What are you doing here, Elijah?" He answered, "I have been very zealous
for the Lord, the God of hosts; for the Israelites have forsaken your covenant, thrown down
your altars, and killed your prophets with the sword. I alone am left, and they are seeking
my life, to take it away"

He said, "Go out and stand on the mountain before the Lord, for the Lord is about to pass
by." Now there was a great wind, so strong that it was splitting mountains and breaking
rocks in pieces before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the wind; and after the wind an
earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake;and after the earthquake a fire, but the
Lord was not in the fire; and after the fire a sound of sheer silence.

When Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in his mantle and went out and stood at the
entrance of the cave.

Matthew 14:22-33

Immediately he made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead to the other side,
while he dismissed the crowds. And after he had dismissed the crowds, he went up the
mountain by himself to pray. When evening came, he was there alone, but by this time the
boat, battered by the waves, was far from the land, for the wind was against them. And early
in the morning he came walking toward them on the sea. But when the disciples saw him
walking on the sea, they were terrified, saying, "It is a ghost!" And they cried out in fear. But
immediately Jesus spoke to them and said, "Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid." Peter
answered him, "Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water." He said,
"Come." So Peter got out of the boat, started walking on the water, and came toward Jesus.
But when he noticed the strong wind, he became frightened, and beginning to sink, he
cried out, "Lord, save me!" Jesus immediately reached out his hand and caught him, saying
to him, "You of little faith, why did you doubt?" When they got into the boat, the wind
ceased. And those in the boat worshiped him, saying, "Truly you are the Son of God." (588)

Words from the Resurrection: “..indeed he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there
you will see him?” It was an angel who said it, according to Matthew, an angel whose
appearance was like lightning and his clothing white as snow. He was sitting on the stone

that had been rolled away from the entrance of the tomb, and the tomb was empty-though



it shouldn't have been. Jesus should have been in it-his body anyway. Crucified and dead,
he should have been in this tomb. But, no. “..he is going ahead of you”

We're in the midst of a time in the story when Jesus was trying to stay behind, trying
to get his followers to go ahead, trying indeed to get a moment to recover from the news.

It had finally reached him.

John had been killed, beheaded.

John, of course, was Jesus’ cousin and was (come to think of it) himself someone who
went ahead of Jesus. He was the herald of the Messiah, sent into the world to prepare a way
in the world for the one who was coming.

More basic facts are, according to the Gospel of Luke, that John’s mother Elizabeth
was pregnant with him when her kinswoman Mary became pregnant as well. Elizabeth was
old and Mary was young and the two would spend their pregnancies together, Elizabeth six
months ahead in her gestation than Mary. Since both were unlikely soon-to-be mothers
they had more in common than just their family ties. And, indeed, when Mary arrived at her
kinswoman’s house and greeted her, Elizabeth said the baby in her womb leapt at the sound
of Mary’s voice, John and Jesus in mutual response even in utero.

And now John had been killed, beheaded, ever the one to go before Jesus now
stopped in his tracks.

It gives you pause.

John had baptized Jesus in the river Jordan, back when that’s what John was
primarily doing, baptizing with water for repentance, repentance both a return to some
original state of grace but also a transformation of mind so now tuned to God, repentance
both return and change, return and future-facing, a gracious stretch between the Alpha
and the Omega, the beginning and the end: repentance.

And it’'s wondered, of course, what Jesus was doing being baptized. Having been
born in a state of grace and living his life (somehow!) without violating that state, Jesus even
himself had to assure John, when John wondered as much, “I need to be baptized by you,
and do you come to me?” answering him, “Let it be so for now,” at which he consented.

What John was slower in consenting to was the way by which Jesus would save the
world. John was convinced that it would be saved the way the world always tries to save

itself. Through sacred violence, through acts of righteous violence that would get rid of



what’s bad so to save what’s good, the one to come would bear a winnowing fork in his
hand, would clear his threshing floor and gather his wheat into the granary, but the chaff
he will burn with unquenchable fire. This is what John promised when he first declared his
baptism, one with water to be distinguished from the baptism with the Holy Spirit and with
fire, the baptism John declared Jesus would bring, fire.

The thing is, Jesus didn't operate in the world as with a winnowing fork. He didn't
gather in the worthy while burning off the unworthy. Rather, he gathered in the weak and
the sick. He cured the ailing and set free the haunted. This, while also keeping company
with tax collectors and having dinner with sinners. Really, John lived an ascetic life to
presage an even more intensely ascetic savior-which is always the case, by the way. We
always imagine the savior will be like us, yet more so. But Jesus, hardly an ascetic, seemed
more of a libertine, enjoying himself really quite a lot, enjoying himself even when it
violated the Law.

So, he sent his disciples to ask about this. John sent his disciples to ask as much:
“Are you the one who is to come or are we to wait for another?” He sent his disciples, see,
because he himself was in prison. Held captive by Herod, John would spend the rest of his
days in the palace dungeon where Herod held him close because he liked to listen to John,
but also held him away from the people among whom he’d been prophesying, saying things
Herod didn’'t want to have heard.

Because, he had been saying it, what Herod didn't want said, what Herodias (his wife)
wanted even less said. John had been saying it all over the place, that Herod was wrong,
deeply wrong. To have killed his own brother, to have taken his brother’s wife, and even to
have used his brother’s wife’s daughter as entertainment for his guests at dinner parties,
Herod was truly a libertine, and powerful one at that. Living vainly and without any limits
on what he'd do, ruling cruelly and shamelessly, his appetites unchecked and his intellect
second-rate, he royally grasped and unregally groped with deadly effect.

And now he had John, who was himself wondering, probably urgently, desperately
wondering, “Are you the one who is to come or are we to wait for another?”

Because, turns out, the world needs saving, like, now. Because the world is right now

in the hands of the people who deserve the sharp tines of that winnowing fork. The world is



right now in the blood-soaked grasp of people who, reckless and carefree, should be
treated like chaff, should be burned.

Burned!

“Are you the one who is to come or are we to wait for another?”

John had been wrong about Jesus, about how he would save, about how such saving
can be done at all, which is only by not doing so as the world would have it done, rather as
doing so as only God can do-through love, through grace, through the appeal of eternal life
and peace.

Turns out you can't save the world from its violence by inflicting further violence.

Turns out you can't free the world from sin by further committing sin.

Turns out you can't untether the world from the snares of revenge (so falsely
promising!) and the traps of retribution (so deceptively satisfying) by committing acts that
will only increase a desire for revenge and retribution. There needs to be a more radical
interruption of such deadly dynamics. There needs to be a deeper movement of trust and
extended kindness.

“Go and tell John what you hear and see,” Jesus would say to John'’s disciples, send
them back to their teacher imprisoned. “Tell him what you hear and see: the blind receive
their sight, the lame walk, those with a skin disease are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead
are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them. And blessed is anyone who takes
no offense at me”

That would be the last time Jesus and John would interact.

The one ever to go before Jesus, John would never be heard from again. Only word
of his death, only word of his having been killed, beheaded.

Which suggests something rather strongly about what would come next for Jesus.

Sad in its own right, horrific in its own right, John’s gruesome death at the hands of
the politically powerful suggests something rather strongly about what was next for Jesus.

Which is, I think, why Jesus has been trying to stay behind, trying to get a moment
to recover from the news.

Last week’s gospel reading thus began: “Now when Jesus heard this...” But it doesn’t

include what “this” was.



This is what it was: that John had been killed, beheaded, at the request of the girl,
Herodias’ daughter, who'd been made to dance at her step-father’s dinner party, a lurid
party favor for some lecherous men. For this, she would be given whatever she asked, so
what she asked was the one thing she probably figured her step-father would least want to
give: John, his pet-prisoner, John, his head on a platter, brought then and given to the girl,
who then brought it to her mother. How they must have hated this man whom they were
duty-bound to love. Because that’s how power works. Everyone wants to be close to it, but
the closer to it you get the more likely it is to turn on you. So you love it, you fear it, you
hate it. It’s attractive, it's sublime, and it's repulsive, eventually it's gruesome.

As for the rest of the body: John’s disciples came and took the body, and then they
went and told Jesus.

And when Jesus heard this, he withdrew from there in a boat to a deserted place by
himself. Where we began in the gospel last week, a sentence of four phrases that basically
say the same thing: Jesus wanted to be alone, indeed needed to be alone. He withdrew from
there, in a boat, to a deserted place, by himself. But when the crowds heard it, they
followed him on foot from the towns. In other words, news of John's death had Jesus in
need of being alone, and it had the crowds in need of Jesus, whether to see how he was
doing or to receive assurance from him that everything would be okay, that he would be
okay and they would be okay, that Herod wouldn't take this as a start to a killing spree.

Which he could have done, wasn't above doing.

And once the crowds had gathered in this deserted place and evening was beginning
to fall, the disciples noticed the growing hunger among the crowds, over 5,000 in number,
a count that didn't include the women and children.

And we remember this as the miraculous feeding of the five thousand, all sufficiently
fed of but five loaves of bread and two fish. What we might forget about this is Jesus
imploring the disciples to feed them. They'd suggested sending the crowds away since the
day was ending, but Jesus had another idea: “You give them something to eat”

As if to see whether they could?

Jesus was perhaps wondering whether someone else might be able to do this...?

Someone else, and not he alone, might be able to do this-and not just to feed

sufficiently from provisions clearly insufficient, but also to serve as the Messiah?



To save the world?

Must it be him alone?

Funny, the last time Jesus was asked to multiply food in the wilderness, it was the
devil who was asking him, and he resisted-a resistance to reveal how he’d handle all the
power that would come with being the Messiah. He wouldn't abuse it. He wouldn't use it to
attract and hold captive followers, the way free food can do, bread when otherwise it's just
hunger and starvation. Autocrats long have known that with bread for the masses comes
ultimate power over them. This time asked to multiply food in the wilderness, it is the
hungry crowd to ask him, and he reveals himself as one who'd rather share in that power, if
not rather have someone else take it up altogether.

Which the disciples did to a degree, enough of a degree, for the story says, taking
the five loaves and the two fish, Jesus looked up to heaven and blessed and broke the loaves
and gave them to the disciples, and the disciples gave them to the crowds. And all ate and
were filled, and they took up what was left over of the broken pieces, twelve baskets full.

Which means maybe now they could go ahead without him. Maybe now, in this
terrible moment when Jesus no longer had the herald going before him, when Jesus was
himself on that terrifying front line, the disciples could go on, could go ahead.

“You first”

Just so, immediately following this, Jesus made the disciples get into the boat and go
on ahead to the other side, while he dismissed the crowds. And after he had dismissed the
crowds, he went up the mountain by himself to pray, the thing he'd been trying to make
happen for a while now, a couple of weeks in liturgical time, this whole event stretched out
since last Sunday: the disciples had managed success in the deserted place, surely they
could manage success in crossing the sea, going ahead of him while he stayed behind,
perhaps even manage success without him altogether.

Funny, we think of the temptation in the wilderness by which Jesus began his
ministry as the first and last time Jesus was so tempted. To be or not to be the Messiah, the
devil even using the subjunctive mood, “If you are the Son of God...” Like, maybe you are
and maybe you're not. Like, maybe you will be but probably you won't. Like, you're going to
prove it to yourself, and to me. Which is the same phrasing Peter would use from the place

of his own storm-tossed faith. Caught in the flash, finding himself out front of Jesus, made



to take on what he had no understanding of, he would shout across the terrifying waves,
“Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water."

Funny, when the devil told Jesus to command a spectacle, he resisted. Now Peter
doing it, Jesus would acquiesce: “Come.” Which Peter would obey, and which Peter would
manage to do, until fear overwhelmed his trust and he began to sink.

He wasn’t ready. They weren't ready. They got back in the boat, crossed to the other
side, and Jesus began his relentless ministry once again, with no one in front of him.

For what it’'s worth, Peter would once again find himself out of line, but this time at
his own doing. When Jesus had come to terms with the looming fact that he would be next
to die, that he would for this one final time follow in John’s heralding, that he shall indeed
be crucified, when he had begun to speak of it to the disciples, Peter’s first response was to
resist it: “God forbid it, Lord! This must never happen to you!” at which Jesus said, “Get
behind me, Satan. For you are a stumbling block to me.” This is to say that Peter, in getting
out front with this urge for Savior not to suffer, with this urge for the Savior not to have to
die but rather to survive, perhaps to survive at any cost, he was presenting a temptation
akin to the temptation in the wilderness.

He was also making himself vulnerable, though it’s likely he didn’t know it. Because
someone was going to be killed in this movement, as John already had. Someone else was
going to suffer the cruel consequence of the political unrest that would result of radical
love, healing love, a politics of resistance to evil and an utter, thorough embrace of the
good. Someone was going to suffer the violence that would come of this thoroughly
peaceful resistance to violence. And it had to be Jesus. It had to be the Messiah. Only he
could endure it and then bring it to rest. So, “Get behind me, Satan, for you are being more
tempter to me than the tempter. You are being a stumbling block to me”

There is something important in this gospel about the order of things. There is
something insistent in this gospel narrative, as in Mark as well, about Jesus going first, Jesus
going on ahead. It’s subtle but it’s essential.

It’s also essential to me. So it has become essential to me. To my Christology, my
understanding of Christ; to my prayer life, my experience of Christ: that he has gone on

ahead.



Because I also often find the future overwhelming. The future, so dark with
unknowns and so clouded over with what’s predicted as looming crises: I find it
overwhelming like a storm that would have me, far from walking over its waves, rather
sinking into it, unable to move.

I know I'm not alone. Future shock is what it’s called, when the future seems known
enough to be frightening but not known enough to have revealed a good and gracious step
into it. It makes a person anxious, sleeplessly anxious. It makes a politics reactive and
destructive, madly trying to grasp its way into the past, which if nothing else at least is
known.

But Jesus has gone ahead of us. That's what the gospel tells us. Jesus has gone ahead,
and beckons us to proceed, a movement of faith that all shall be well, that we can follow,
that grace will abound, wisdom will be on offer, providence will persist, and we shall live.

Words from the Resurrection, words from the tombs of time: “..he is not
here...indeed he is going ahead of you. Keep going. You shall see him.

Thanks be to God.



