Choosing What Really Matters

Hosea 3    
Colossians 2:6-19

            “As you have received Christ Jesus the Lord, continue to live your lives in him, rooted and built up in him…abounding in thanksgiving.”

            

            Sometimes reading the Bible out loud is an embarrassment. There are parts that we definitely don’t want to explain to the children. We all like the stories of Jesus that picture God as a good shepherd, diligently seeking a lost lamb. We like the one that pictures God as a thrifty homemaker sweeping the whole house in search of a lost coin. When she finds it, she throws a party for the neighbors. We can dig that.

            We get a little embarrassed when we read about Hosea taking back his wayward wife.  In front of all the neighbors, with the whole town watching, -- who know all about her wild side; her wandering feet, her lustful eye cast in so many other directions – he takes her back home. The neighbors are shaking their heads as he brings her home.  What a fool he is for letting her back into the house. It is a scandal. It is the talk of everyone at the club. 

            Yet Hosea says that is what God is like. God is like a jealous husband, who will not give up on his adulterous wife. God is like a jilted lover, who keeps coming back to his beloved and trying one more time. Israel has left the God of her rescue from Egypt, the God she made vows to in the wilderness when the covenant of Sinai was established. Israel keeps falling for the local, lustful, fancy shmancy gods of Canaan land. And they leave her with nothing, not even her dignity. 

            The lawyers have a term for this:  alienation of affection;  drawing someone away from the vows that were have made.  The scriptures call it idolatry; the lust for something other than what God intended.  

            Hosea’s wife Gomer has broken her marriage vows. She either became a woman of the streets, or an employee of the pagan fertility cult temple. She has betrayed him and their children.  But Hosea loves Gomer. And God loves wayward Israel. Hosea takes her back on divine instruction. Hosea refuses to give her up or to give her over to her wandering feet. God refuses to give up on God’s people.  

            Sometimes the Bible is an embarrassment. It is a scandal the way this God keeps giving people another chance.  

            Colossians, Paul’s letter to a very small town up in Macedonia, contains something of the same scandal.  Paul brags about the all-sufficiency of Christ. Christ is the very spittin’ image of the invisible God. He is the first born of all creation, the number one son; the source of all our life; our breath; he is also the first born back from the dead; the resurrected one, so that he may be the head of the church, his body, us.

            Just as Hosea paid the price and bought back his beloved Gomer, so Christ paid the price on the cross, and bought back his beloved church. With baptism we make our vows, we accept this offer of love and fidelity.  We bring our children and tell them that all this is important. That God is love and that God loves us. 

            But then our eye begins to wander. Our feet get itchy to add a little variety, a little newness. Christ is good and all that. We really appreciate him, BUT he is kind of old school. He can get a little stale:  love your neighbor as yourself; do unto others as you would have them do unto you. This sounds like a Hallmark greeting card. 

            The problem in the church at Colossae seems to be this:  they like Christ and all that. But he is not quite enough.  They want to cover their bases with some other local deities; a little magic amulet here and there; a prayer or two tossed into the waters at the local Roman shrine. Burn some incense at a roadside shrine on their way to market, and maybe have a good day of business. 

            In Great Britain, there is a wall along the northern border with Scotland. It was built by the Romans. The Romans gave up trying to civilize the wild and wooly Scots, so they just built a wall and guarded it with their soldiers. In a small museum at one of the outposts today, there is a case showing the religious devotion of the common solider. On the top shelf is an emblem representing Caesar as divine, as the Lord. Then the second level, each legion had its own patron saint kind of god; maybe Mars or Jupiter; it tended to be one of the big names. Then on the third level are small carved figures that each soldier brought from home, which represent their personal figures of divine protection. These they wore around the neck, or maybe carried in a pocket (if Roman soldiers had pockets). Three levels of religious loyalty displayed there in the case. Each soldier was trying to cover all the bases.

            Which raises the question for me: what other deities do I harbor, just in case. What other loyalties linger in my pockets, that tempt me to make Christ a stand by; an also ran?

            Let’s see what is in my pocket.  Some money, a chapstick, a cheap pocket knife (because the airlines kept taking my good ones away), and a cellphone, with family pictures on it. 

            Let’s start with money:  cash, credit cards, investments, salary, income.  We are a mercantile society.  Nobody gets very far without having to pay some bills. Money is a necessity.

            But we all know the tendency to make it something more than that. To place our trust in the greenbacks; to lie awake worrying that there won’t be enough of them. To spend our souls in devotion to getting them to line up for us, without any reference at all to God as sovereign over our lives, without any reference to ethics or community good, or what my neighbors may need.  The temptation is to treat the finances as though they were a separate power that might guarantee our future apart from Christ. 

            There used to be a song when I was a child, and the chorus went “St. Peter don’t you call me, ‘cause I can’t go. I owe my soul to the company store.”  That song was about debt, especially in the coal mines. But the same phrase could express a loyalty that leads our hearts in the wrong direction. 

            Scripture knows that money is one of the great temptations. Jesus even warns us that we cannot serve both God and Mammon. If this priority gets out of line, it can lead our feet to stray. Lust for things that are shiny and new can turn our hearts in the wrong direction. 

            Something else found in pockets, including mine, are pictures of family: Children, grandchildren, special moments. (I also have a picture of a six and half pound large mouth bass, but I will save that for another sermon, maybe on Jonah and the whale.)

            We all carry pictures of family.  Surely these loved ones are one of God’s greatest gifts, one of life’s most obvious blessings. I absolutely agree. 

            But again, there is a temptation to divinize something that is not a deity. We can make an idol out of family about as quickly as anything I know. We sacrifice to it, take our self worth from it, make it the center of all our decisions, and pretty soon Christ is there only to be a patron saint of protecting my family.  We think that the church should help me raise my children to be good, meaning good within in own family system.  I turn to Christ if my family needs something, and I leave him on the shelf the rest of the time. Family comes first is an idolatry that gets a lot of praise in our community. From the outside it looks really good.

            William Willimon was the Dean of the Chapel at Duke University for many years. He apparently got this kind of phone call on a number of occasions, because he talks about it fairly often.

            It would be a day or two after graduation, with all the pomp and circumstance of bright, intelligent young people completing the milestone of a college education. The phone would ring in his study, and an angry parent, usually a father, would be on the other end of the line.  The parent would say something like this.  “What on earth are you guys teaching at the University?!  I paid umpteen thousand dollars so my child could get a fine education. And now this child (here you can fill in the blank with several things) is going to do volunteer mission work in Africa for two years; is going to be a teacher in Appalachia; is going to work with school drop outs in inner city Boston; is going to attend seminary. What on earth have you done?”  The young people are breaking away both from the immediate service to money, and to the local deities of that family. They have broken some of the idols of that household.

            To which Willimon learned to say, “Look, you are the ones who took that child in for baptism. You are the ones who promised to raise them to love and serve the Lord. You are the ones who had in them in worship and Sunday school, and taught them the stories of Jesus. All we did was water the seed that you planted.” 

            The anger in the call means that the call of Christ has interfered with some family idol. And we can find plenty in the teaching of Jesus that warns us to beware of placing any loyalty above his call. 

            Our pockets tell us something about our values and out temptations. Side things are always trying to become the main thing; trying to steal center stage.

            Paul’s letter to the Colossians is both a comfort and a challenge. He brags on the all sufficiency of Christ, who has bought us with a price, and nailed our sins to the cross for evermore. He warns that we are to keep this Christ front and center in our lives, lest our wandering feet and lustful eyes lead us down the wrong path.           

            So you who have received Christ, walk in him, stay rooted in him, build upon him…with thanksgiving. 

            But the bottom line is still Gospel.  God has come looking for us in Christ the way Hosea went looking for Gomer.  Again and again and again, Christ brings our wandering feet back home. Our priorities get out of line, and we have to repent, and turn again to the One whose love will not let us go. 

            Let us place our feet under his table, our finances into his hands, our families into his arms; and our hearts in grateful service to his kingdom.  Then everything else will fall into its rightful place.

            Thanks be to God.
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