Judas, Come Home~pt 3

“Judas come home, all is forgiven!” 
~part 3
1 John 4: 7-21
Luke 24: 36-43

“Can God make a door so small
he can’t get through it?”
~from the poem, “I’ll Fly Away,” 	
by Michael Chitwood

Note to reader~ These three messages are based on Roy Anderson’s book by the same title.

POWERPOINT ONE: Title & line from poem above.

Randy Hunt grew up in Northern Idaho.  He was a sensitive and what one would call a “sweet” boy--anxious to please.  Early on it was recognized that he had a musical gift—begin the serious study of organ at the age of 9.  One day in his 11th year his father, having experienced a failure in real estate, climbed into the back seat of his car and took his own life.
It didn’t seem to be something Randy could get over, and yet, through his music he made a life.  His mother remarried a kind and very prominent man who became a U.S Representative.
Randy distinguished himself and went to UPS on scholarship where he experienced a call to full time ministry through our United Methodist Church.
The combination of vulnerability, kindness, intellect and music was stunning.  He was becoming known as one of the finest young organists in the Pacific Northwest and a skillful pastor.
His first appointment was a small rural church in Orifino, Idaho.  It was a heaven made match.
In the small town, he became first son as a single pastor and anchor to music not only in his church but throughout the county.  He was home at last, he said--a place he could make a difference.

Randy became a good friend—we both were ordained within a year of each other…talked most weeks—he was in my clergy covenant group.  They let him stay in Orifino for 5 years, but he was just too talented to stay forever in a small town the cabinet discerned --so he was sent to Seattle.  During the move he suffered a minor stroke, but told no one.  He wrote of feeling so lost in the large city parish among strangers.  He went into depression.  One Sunday night, he left a note on his office door and then went into the parsonage garage, climbed in the back seat of his car with the engine running and some say curled up in the old company of his father’s pain and went to sleep.
The note found the next morning read:  “I find I have no room inside to come home to.”

Chosen disciple, talented and called by God, who in that one act betrayed all those who loved him--or so it seemed for such a long time.  Had he climbed through a door so small that not even God could fit through to him?  Had he been eternally swallowed by the same black hole that had taken Judas 2000 years before.  Were they both now out of reach?

Do you have a name to add?  Judas, Randy and?  Some son, some daughter--some uncle, a child of some friend—and if not suicide, then a life seemingly so far from God.  Or do you wonder like the women I told you of last week who wrote to me saying :
POWERPOINT TWO:  “If there’s even one who can’t be forgiven, then maybe there is another and maybe it is me.” 

Who can find their way home?  Will we make it?  Will our loved ones be there?  These are desperately important questions, I think.  And that is why this plea, “Judas come home, all is forgiven,” written in felt tip pen on a bathroom mirror in San Francisco restaurant is so powerful because it touches something deep in us.  I believed it is a central longing placed in us by God—this longing to be at home.

The predilection of the human heart reminds me of a short story by Ernest Hemingway.  About a Spanish father who decided to reconcile with his son who had run away to Madrid.  Now remorseful, the father took out this ad in the local newspaper:

POWERPOINT THREE:  PACO, MEET ME AT THE HOTEL MONTANA, NOON TUESDAY.  ALL IS FORGIVEN. PAPA.
When the father arrived at the square outside the hotel, he found 800 young men named Paco, waiting for their fathers.

I believe all honest people spend some time in that square outside that hotel.  That’s where we need to talk this morning to awake to our longing, in the presence of the forgiving and loving God, but to get there, we need to begin with fear.

POWERPOINT FOUR:  The problem of fear: turn or burn.
Too many of us grew up with Christian leaders who felt that love though compelling was not enough.
Theo. Philip Gulley describes the deal this way:  Jesus and God were presented as partners in a mission to save the world.  Jesus is the good cop, gentle and sympathetic, willing to take a bullet for us, appealing to our conscience and promising reward if we do the right thing.
God is the bad cop…standing in the background with arms folded.
Don’t go with the Jesus program--well then, Jesus leaves the room.  Door closes & then it is just God and you--and God begins to flex his broad shoulders and crack his knuckles and scowl.

Some find this silly—but there is too much of this in too many of us. 
Early in the Hebrew scripture there is a very different image of God:  Exodus 34: 6-7:  God who is “merciful and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness…forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin…”  --this image became flesh and blood in Jesus who claimed God as loving parent--not remote and not hostile.
If we understand God as Jesus did, then—how to reconcile Loving parent God with one who frightens us into submission and eternally consents to the torture  of others?  
How does that work?

One of Jesus’ favorite lines is, “Don’t be afraid!”  His appeal was one of good news not dire consequences.  He proclaimed the coming Kingdom of Gods’ favor not God’s wrath.

POWERPOINT FIVE:  “There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection in love.” 1 John 4:8
To move toward home in Christ Jesus we need to move from a theology of fear to grace.  Fear is not only manipulative it is also ineffective in arriving at Love’s home.

ADD TO FIVE:  1.  Fear cripples our ability to love and act wisely.
Fear and love are incompatible.  Fear indicates distrust of the one who claims to love us.  A child trembles when a parent threatens:  “If you don’t behave I will send you away.”
Battered spouse syndrome:  thinks love and fear are unavoidable in a normal relationship.
How different is God from the abusive husband who says, “If you leave me, I will kill you!”
“Serve me, obey me or I will damn you to hell!”  In the Bible—fear the Lord=honor, & awe--grateful obedience.

ADD TO FIVE:  2. Where fear is encouraged, love withers.
Pastor James Mulholland’s mother came from what is called a broken home.  She became convinced her father left because she misbehaved.  She was bad and he left because of it.  Indeed, the night before her marriage her grandfather thinking he was being kind said, “This man you are marrying is too good for you, but if he leaves you we will take you back.”
His father tells of the first night he left her alone…returned to find her hysterical, sobbing in the living room.  “What’s wrong,” he said.  “I was afraid you wouldn’t come back!”  Though he assured her he would never leave her it took years for her to be absolutely convinced of his love.

Only unconditional love has the power to heal our deepest wounds, calm our secret fears and transform us into the mature and beautiful human beings God calls us to be.  
Where love is triumphant, fear ends.
Only in the rich soil of unconditional love can we truly grow—this assurance that we will never be disowned, abandoned or destroyed is the true saving knowledge of God in Christ….
Paul finally got it right in Romans 8:  If God is for us then who can be against us….what shall separate us then from the love of God?  Nothing.  Not one thing.

Yet, it is not enough to move away from a hell fearing to a home coming.  We must also be released from a heaven-earning religion.

POWERPOINT SIX:  Earning grace: the problem of reward.
“Christianity is the best investment I have ever made.”  That is a shabby, shallow and selfish statement.  Hell was the stick; here heaven becomes the carrot.  
Heaven is a competiton--God no longer motivating us primarily with fear but now with rewards.
Such a view causes one to approach God not with gratitude but rather with greed--point system and prizes.
When asked whether Jesus was his personal Savior, a monk said, “No, I like to share him.”

My personal Savior~~read personal trainer, concierge, divined bell-hop, Lassie, investment counselor…me, me, me, me…I sit on the right hand, right?  Right Jesus, buddy, ole pal?
To this Jesus challenged them with these words:
ADD TO SIX:  “You know that among the Gentiles those whom they recognize as their rulers lord over them, and their great ones are tyrant over them.  But it is not so among you; but whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all.”  Mark 10:42-44
He wanted his disciples to approach their life with God as an opportunity for intimate relationship and service, not as a calculation designed to assure power and prestige.

Trappist monk Thomas Merton:  “To consider persons and events and situations only in the light of their effect on myself is to live on the doorstep of hell.”
Brian MacLaren, most eloquent in book “Generous Orthodoxy” talks about how selfish Christians can seem—personal salvation becomes the ultimate consumerism and narcissism.  Puts us in danger of being like people on the Titanic who were scrambling for the life rafts, more concerned about themselves, than others….sanctified self-centeredness that Jesus condemns. ..a temptation to want heaven more than good and justice for neighbors here on earth  and certainly more than wanting God.  (pg. 101)

Then MacLaren says one of the most thrilling and profound things—one of the most heart healing things  I’ve read in years:
POWERPOINT SEVEN:  “I do believe that Jesus Christ is my personal Savior, but I am not a Christian for that reason.  I am a Christian because I believe Jesus Christ is the Savior of the whole world.”  Generous Orthodoxy, pg. 100
Jesus Christ is good news for everyone.  His disciples are called and chosen to be good news for everyone, Christian and non-Christian alike.  Something that Jesus brought to us that can be a blessing carried and taught and learned through the heart to every person.
Not the carrot and not the stick.--not fear or greed, but there is a prize.
Here is the prize:
POWERPOINT EIGHT:  Knowing the God that Jesus knows is the prize.
Knowing God is the prize. Not about earning heaven or escaping hell…but knowing who we truly are:  not created to be cowering supplicants or greedy schemers….but to see ourselves as God sees us:  Beloved, crown of creation, peculiar treasures, precious, capable of loving as we have been loved, destined to dwell with and enjoy God forever.

Jesus lived to challenge one of the most damaging of lies: believing ourselves unlovable & others unlovable.  Nothing you can do to make God love you more.  Nothing you can do to make God love you less.  To be saved is to experience judgment—exposes the truth of what is wrong and mercy—not receiving the consequences of what we might deserve…out this comes gratitude:
Live in love and try to be extravagant about it.  Important to know…

ADD TO EIGHT:  “When God looks at us, God smiles.  Pure religion is learning to smile back.”  Philip Gulley

Too many people have not learned to smile back.  The resurrection stories are all about smile restoration in the very deepest and most profound sense—this morning we heard read the stories that follow the grief breaking Emmaus road encounter.
You mean to tell me that when the story teller told of the stranger breaking the bread and then there Jesus was, and their hearts just burned that he didn’t smile?
Then Jesus himself comes back…back though horrible suffering and death…hard to take, he knew it….it’s okay he says…its all gonna be alright….look it’s me..no ghost…nothing for fear….here see the scars..go ahead and touch….no smiling then?…don’t think joy is sizzling though….?  Okay look I’m hungry…got a nice piece of fish…sits and eats it right there….like to think somebody had the courage to say,  “Want some chips with that, a napkin?”  No, I’m good, I’m good.  But you have a scripture scroll…let me show you how this all works out…telling me no smiles then?
Learning to smile back.
And Randy and Judas—do they ever get back home…ever get their smiles back?

I don’t know but I do hope.  And this hope is not some thin, frail thing, but rooted and grounded in the muscular, glorious grace of God.
Failure need not be fatal.  God’s choosing counts more than our losing.  No one is beyond the hope of God.  God judges persons, not individual deeds, and the moment in one’s life when a sinful deed occurs does not determine one’s fate… God more concerned at the nature of one’s life than the cause of one’s death.
Paul certainly agreed.  
POWERPOINT NINE: “We were children of wrath like everyone else. But God, who is rich in mercy, out of the great love which he loved us, even when we were dead through our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ—by grace you have been saved-- and raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places.  Ephesians 2: 4-6
Grace of God extended beyond death?  Yes.  This is what Paul believes.  Only limit to grace is the resurrection of Jesus Christ.

In an African-American slave song there is the strangest line:  
“When you get to heaven, rub poor lil’ Judas’s head.”
Best I can figure is that those that were suffering so much realized that sin, a terrible force, also kind of shrinks the distance between us—since no one is without it--sin—so rubbing lil’ old Judas’s head is a way of saying our job is to have compassion on everyone.

In those last hours of despair my friend Randy wrote:  “I have no home inside to come home to.”
I think his earthly dad failed him. I think his friends in some ways failed him…just as Judas’ did.
I think I failed him.  And yes, finally he failed us.  But I do not believe God failed him, but has prepared a room…. and a message, a sign, a holy sacred sentence as clear as the day it was written in Beloved blood on Calvary, indelible and powerful and bright enough to still be read from the depths of hell itself 

POWERPOINT TEN:  Come home, all is forgiven.

In Randy’s will I was left this stole.  His ordination stole.  The one he received as a sign of his call and vacation in God.  I place in on this morning as I always do…in love, in honor, in remembrance and in hope--to sing the song prayer….words of the gracious, loving God on him, on Judas…on each of us..


· Put up words to song-prayer
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