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“MASTER AND FRIEND”

September 15, 2024 Texts: 2 Corinthians 4:5-6; John 15:12-17

Reed Baer West Parish of Barnstable

Introduction to Scripture


“Who do you say that I am?” is a question Jesus asks of his disciples, and it is a question Christians – including those early believers whose writings were eventually incorporated into the Bible --  have wrestled with ever since. A corollary to that question, of course, is “Who are we?” – how do we stand in relation to this Jesus? 


Today we are going to take a look at how two of the giants of the early church answered those questions. Our first reading is from the Apostle Paul, from his Second Letter to the Corinthians. The second reading is from the Gospel according to John, which the biblical experts tell us was written some decades after Paul’s letter.

-----------------


Some years ago I was in Philadelphia to see its fabulous National Museum of the Constitution, which was the site of the debate this past week between the two candidates for President. If a trip to the birthplace of this great nation teaches anything, it is that we colonials rebelled against British tyranny and a foreign king in pursuit of liberty, of freedom, and that we enshrined that love of liberty in our founding documents, the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution of the United States. Our national insistence that we be governed by no other, but be answerable only to ourselves, is emphasized by the first three words of the Constitution: “We the people….” It is us, we, the people, not kings nor priests nor royalty nor a wealthy elite, who will take matters into our own hands, and set up a government of the people, by the people, for the people.  And if we compromised a bit on the issue of freedom by permitting the abomination of slavery to continue for some of the people, the Civil War eventually brought that injustice closer to an over-due close.


Against this backdrop, it is uncomfortable, to say the least, to hear Paul say, “I am your slave for Jesus’ sake.” This is one of the many places where Paul refers to the Christian life as slavery. It flows directly, of course, from Paul’s identification of the risen Christ as “Lord”. We tend to think of “Lord” as just another way of referring to God, but the meaning of “Lord” implies mastery, it connotes the supremacy of one and the servitude of all others. To confess Jesus as Lord, which for Paul was the hallmark of a member of the church, of a Christian, was to acknowledge the absolute sovereignty and mastery of the risen Christ over one’s life. It naturally followed that if Jesus was Lord, his followers were his slaves, or, to put it a bit less harshly, his servants. Under either translation, Christian life is imaged as one of subordination and service.


You may find this image offensive. After all, we live in a culture where personal autonomy, individual freedom, and the liberation of the self from external constraints is highly valued. You know that this freedom thing is pretty well universally ingrained in this country when a nine year-old, on being sent to her room as a form of discipline, tartly replies, “You can’t make me – it’s a free country”!  When I was younger, the popular claim was that everyone was free to “do his own thing”; we couldn’t run away from institutions and their confining rules and demands fast enough, we were convinced that the freedom to be found “on the road” (the title of Jack Kerouac’s highly popular book) was our key to happiness. 

And yet, I think that many of us have found that the unbridled pursuit of freedom leads not to freedom, but to another form of bondage as well. We are free to buy anything we want, or so we say – but we end up in bondage to the need to earn more and more, so that we might consume more and more. We are free to do anything we want, or so we say – and then we blithely submit to bondage to the bottle, to a pack a day, to a calorie-packed “Mac-diet”, any and all of which can lead to obesity, chronic illness, and even an early demise. We say that we are free to experience life to the fullest – but we end up enslaved to the desire for the bigger rush, the bigger thrill, never satisfied with who we are, who we are with, or what we are doing. We say we are free from religious obligations – but then find ourselves confined to the self-made prison of  the new age  trinitarian religion of “me, myself and I”.  


Maybe Paul was not that far off the mark after all. Paul, in posing the image of the Christian life as slavery, is relying on a conceptual framework which posits that there is no such thing as a truly autonomous individual, a person wholly free from a sphere of influence. He saw that there are many authorities in this world which compete for our allegiance, and many of them seek to convince us that they are the way to freedom. A more recent theologian,  Bob Dylan, echoed Paul’s theme, that we always under the influence of some  sphere of influence, in one of his songs: “You may be an ambassador to England or France, You may like to gamble, you might like to dance, You may be the heavyweight champion of the world, You may be a socialite with a long string of pearls, But you're gonna have to serve somebody, yes indeed you're gonna have to serve somebody, Well, it may be the devil or it may be the Lord, But you're gonna have to serve somebody.”


The Apostle Paul says to us, “You’re gonna have to serve somebody”, so choose wisely whom that is going to be. Choose Christ, place your faith and your trust in the crucified and risen Lord,  give yourself in service to him – and to each other. Use your freedom, he argues, to forego your exercise of freedom to pursue your own agenda; you are only truly free, he argues, when you bind yourself in service to the risen Christ and seek the well-being of others. 


Still, you may find this image of the Christian life as one of service or even slavery to be an unfortunate one, and so let us turn to our second reading, where John gives us the image of the Christian life as involving friendship. Jesus says to his followers, here in his farewell discourse to them, “No longer do I call you slaves . . . but I have called you friends.” Friends -- what a refreshing change from Paul’s harsh characterization of the Christian life as slavery! Prof. Sarah Coakley, Harvard Divinity School professor and recently ordained priest in the Church of England, puts the significance of Jesus’ pronouncement this way: “In an extraordinary moment of egalitarianism he [Jesus] wipes away all distinctions, all self-abnegations, all false humility, and declares ‘friendship’ to be both the source and goal of divine intervention for us. It is, when you come to think of it, a moment of enormous revolutionary significance – the erasure of ‘status’, the explicit rejection of ‘servanthood’ (so beloved of St. Paul), the eradication of class.” 


Sarah Coakley has it right -- John offers a wonderful corrective to those who misinterpret Paul and his image of the Christian life as servanthood, with the erroneous implication that this Lord whom we are to serve is a demanding and all-powerful tyrant who seeks our groveling submission – a mis-reading which serves to legitimize structures of hierarchy and subordination. John gives us this refreshing and empowering image of Jesus as friend, as one who calls us into partnership with him in his ongoing act of redemption for us and the world. 


Later on in his gospel, after Jesus has been raised from the dead, John gives us the image of Mary Magdalene alone in the garden, weeping outside the empty tomb. She sees a figure standing there – it is the risen Christ – but she does not recognize him at first. The Rev. Donna Schaper tells us that John includes this misunderstanding by Mary Magdalene and Jesus’ earlier comment about friendship to show the radical nature of the risen Christ. She writes, “he is more like a friend, more like a gardener, more like a woman. He is not big but little, not strong but weak, not above us but one of us. We will be raised from the dead when we understand that Jesus is accurately confused with the gardener. He is more like the gardener that he is like the owner of the garden.” (Calmly Plotting the Resurrection, p.84).


I like that image – our Lord and Savior is more like a gardener than the owner of the garden; less like that bearded and omnipotent creator of the Garden of Eden and more like a sun-tanned woman in clogs and gardening gloves kneeling among daylilies and climbing rose bushes, gently working the soil, pruning back where necessary, always encouraging new growth and beauty; less a wealthy patrician demanding our service and more a friend inviting us to share the good and noble work of healing, caring, and creation. Surely this image of divine friendship which John presents to us is a worthy and attractive alternative to Paul’s image of the Christian life as a form of bondage.


And yet, before we throw Paul onto the theological scrap heap, consider how, for all their differences, John and Paul are alike. 

Yes, for Paul the risen Christ is, above all, Lord, the one in whom we ought to place our full faith and trust, the one whom we should serve and in whose name we should serve others – but this Lord is the crucified Lord. This is the one, Paul tells us in his letter to the Philippians, “who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness.” (Phil. 2:6-7).  This is a Lord whose power is made manifest in weakness. If this is a Lord who invites us into a life of service to others, this is also a Lord who modeled that life of service by serving us first. 

And, while Paul’s image for the Christian life as one of slavery may shock us, leading us to prefer John’s friendship image, John reports that Jesus conditions his calling of his followers as “friends”. “You are my friends”, he says, “if you do what I command you”, and that command, while seemingly simple, is in fact quite onerous: “that you love one another.”  Friendship with Jesus implies that we seek always to love one another, and not love as simply an emotion, but love as a way of being, a way of life and action which seeks the good for the neighbor.  Jesus expects a lot from his friends: he expects that his friends will join with him in his work of healing and reconciliation of the world. It is impossible, of course, a calling we can never live up to – but it is a calling which is so enticing we simply must, hand in hand with each other, arm in arm with our friend Jesus, set our face towards.

So which shall we choose? Shall it me Paul, or John? Shall it be master, or friend? John Bode, the author of the hymn we are about to sing, saw no need to choose.  “O Jesus, I have promised, to serve thee to the end; O give me grace to follow, My master and my friend.” 

Perhaps we need not choose, either. Perhaps, in reliance upon Jesus’ promise that “the Father will give you whatever you ask him in my name”, we might simply choose to pray John Bode’s prayer: Give us grace to follow, our master, and our friend. Give us grace to follow.   Amen.

