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EPISCOPAI CHURCH



  

Let us pray: Help us Lord, Help us to claim the authority that you have given us. AMEN. 

Two weeks ago, in the context of remembering The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. I posed a few challenging questions and pointed at some of the ways we Christians seem to have drained Jesus of life, authority, and therefore relevance.  Today, the lectionary seems to revisit the same theme with even more clarity.  But before I share my thoughts on that, allow me to share this note with you which was left by a person who attends our Wednesday evening Holy Conversation group: She writes, “Amjad, could we revisit ‘sin’ again next week.”  ( 

Somehow I feel like Paul, quite capable of revisiting sin but also never lacking ingenuity when it comes to matters concerning sin.  In today’s lectionary, Paul provides an ingenuous response to a new situation, arising from the new found openness in Christ that may become a stumbling block for those not there yet.  It is a complex argument.  So is eating foods sacrificed to idols or false gods right or wrong? A simple and clear response should be yes it is a sin as we have always believed, or no it is not a sin as we have always believed it to be, because, Jesus has changed the laws.  But, no, Paul is not a scribe, or a person who relies on knowledge or how we get that knowledge, or what happens to our knowledge, or all that stuff that the literate folks would rather indulge in.  He knows only one thing: “Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up”.  

I have been witness to that so many times in my life!  God gave me the opportunity to study at institutions like Duke and Yale; don’t get me wrong, they are wonderful institutions, but I learned through experience and observation, that which I once summed up at one of the Vestry meetings here at St. Paul’s: “Smart people don’t heal the world, loving people do.”  

So, of course, I believe that we tend to forget that very core truth about Jesus’ life and work. And because of that, waste our time, just like the church in Corinth, on pointless arguments that satisfy more our egos than the Good News we receive in Jesus Christ.  

One of the pointless arguments, that gets expressed in so many ways in our culture today, is the issue of authority.  Some fight over “is Jesus ‘the’ way or ‘a’ way”. Some fight saying, “I hate religion but I love Jesus.” Some are fighting to conserve what they have received as the true faith while others are fighting to what they think should be the understanding of faith in the new world order.  Some think that the time for a garage sale is near and that Christianity will have to reinvent itself to stay relevant, while others would point at the growth of Churches that think just the opposite.  I could go on and on about the theological divisions and fights that are near and dear to a lot of people and to the basic understanding of their own identities.  The point is not which food is lawful and which isn’t, but that at the heart of all theological debates is the issue of authority.  That is why we term some as fundamentalist because we think that their source of authority is in the literal understanding of the scripture, while others claim their authority in the use of reason.  

Interestingly, the Old Testament lesson today is also about authority.  How do we know whether a prophet is for real or not?  Well, it is good to know that prophets are supposed to be from amongst our own people!  But what does that really mean?  And has that always been true of all prophets?  How about Balaam or even Amos? Maybe it means staying within the tradition of the Mosaic Law.  How about Jeremiah, or Jesus?  Could it be that the words that the prophet speaks have to be given to him or her by God Himself? Okay, that sounds like a good way to distinguish a right prophet from the false one, but how do we tell in the moment if the word is really from God or not?  One way could be that if it is from God, it will come true, if it is not from God, it will not come true.  Okay, that’s fair enough, but how if what is said does not come true for a hundred years!  How are we to tell in the heat of the moment, when a decision of acceptance has to be made about the authenticity of the prophet’s message?

Those are issues of authority which are not so easily answerable through epistemology, philosophy, study of law or ethics, theology, or any other such activity that Paul would say, leads to puffing up!  

But Jesus settles that issue. He teaches with authority.  His audience is not very happy with his demeanor.  Jesus places himself in the line of the prophets who are able to speak with authority, often using the words, “thus says the Lord”.  He goes a step further, he is the Lord himself, so he does not need to say, “thus says me”; he just says what he needs to say.  

Interestingly, what he says is not a teaching in the sense of ideas that require discussion and debate or that which one can learn through intellectual engagement. What he says is a command to action, “be silent and come out of him”.  

Aren’t we lucky that Jesus has given us, his followers, that authority as well!  We have been given the authority to proclaim the word of God; yes, we can say and should say, “thus says the Lord”.  Yes, we should know that we have the authority to call people into action to be healed, restored, freed, to receive light, to exorcise darkness that snuffs God’s purpose in our lives.  

And dare I say, when we experience God’s authority in our lives, to be a living testimony to his actions in our lives is to claim that authority what God has given to His people.  Today I am so proud of one of our young people.  I met Griffin Cannon as he was going home from the hospital. He told me, I will be in church this Sunday.  I said, no I think you should take it easy and rest till you heal. And then I met his mother Anne. And Anne said to me, Griffin wants to be in church because he is so grateful for what God has done for him.  She said, he is even telling people on Face book that the Lord has saved me.

I thank Griffin for claiming the authority that God has given him to speak boldly about God’s saving acts in his life. {Thank you Griffin for claiming the authority that God has given you to speak boldly about His saving acts in your life.}  May we also claim that authority and may our actions be the words of the True God.  Amen.       
Rev. Amjad Samuel
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