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A prayer from our opening hymn:

“Redeemer come!  I open wide my heart to thee: her, Lord, abide!  Let me thy inner presence feel: thy grace and love in me reveal.

“So come, my Sovereign; enter in!  Let new and nobler life begin.”
Parker Palmer provides a poignant image at the beginning of his recent book A Hidden Wholeness.  The book is all about the human attempt to live what Palmer calls an “undivided life,” the attempt to live lives that are true to our souls, to live soulful, grounded lives from our sacred center outward, rather than living, as so many of us do, in a kind of hectic reaction to the swirling chaos around us, never having enough time, never having enough money, trying desperately but never feeling as if we can please everybody….

The image Parker Palmer gives is one I’ve used a number of times to try to articulate the enormous challenge we all face in trying to live meaningful, spiritual lives today.  There was a time, Palmer says, when farmers on the Great Plains would take special precautions at the first signs of a blizzard.  Too many farmers had died in the past, when they left had their houses during a whiteout trying to get to their barns to tend to their animals.  

The blinding severity of the storm was such that many of them never made it back to their home from the barn.  They simply couldn’t see where they were going, couldn’t see two feet ahead of them, and they wandered off into the deadly storm, groping for their home, only to perish in the snow.  Later, they would be found frozen to death in their own back yards, only a few yards from the home they had tried to find in vain.

To avoid this fate, Parker Palmer says, at the first sign of a blizzard, farmers would tie a rope from their backdoor all the way to their barn, so that they would have a guide, something to hold onto, when the storm became severe, and they could find their way home again.

It’s a powerful image, because we all know about storms in our lives.  We know about the blinding swirl all around us that can obscure our vision and cause us to veer off course.  We know about the need we all have for a guide, the need for something to hold onto when our lives become chaotic, and the need to return home.

Well, in today’s Gospel lesson, Pontius Pilate definitely has a storm on his hands.  

Thousands have poured into his region for a religious festival, and an intriguing man is at the center of a tumultuous controversy.  Pilate wishes he could just get on with his life.  He has a good life, after all.  He’s the most powerful Roman official in the region, and this angry mob is a mess and a nuisance.  The easiest thing would simply be to hand Jesus over to be crucified and be done with it.  A cooked up charge of sedition would do it, so he tries to get Jesus to say that he is King of the Jews and thus a challenge to Rome.

So, Pilate asks, “Are you King of the Jews?”  But what Jesus says in response stops Pilate in his tracks.  Although Jesus is the one under arrest, what Jesus says arrests Pilate. “Do you say this of your own accord, or did others say it to you about me?”  In other words, Jesus asks, “Are you just repeating what other people have said, or are you speaking from your own heart and your own experience?”

That simple question says it all.  It challenges our integrity.  Are you speaking about what you know inside, or are you just repeating what others are saying?  Are you living your life from that place of truth within yourself, or are you just reacting to the chaos around you and parroting what others are saying?

This is the kind of thing Jesus does all the time.  He knows how prone we are to be swayed by the crowd and wander off, how prone we are to neglect our souls, and lose our way in life.  

So time and again, Jesus arrests us.  “Are you just parroting what others are saying and doing, or are you living from the truth that God has put within yourself?”  It is a question that comes as an all-important invitation – stop and think about what you are saying.  Stop, and look around at how you are living.  If you choose, you can return to the sacred center, you can go back to your true home.

Some of us do actually stop and consider Jesus’ question.  The Prodigal Son woke up one day, looked around at how far he had veered off course, realized that he had ended up living like a selfish pig, and said to himself, “Wait a minute.  This isn’t my life.  This isn’t where I belong; it’s not how I was made to live.  I know what I’m going to do.  I’m going to go home.”

This is what Jesus offers Pilate.  In effect, Jesus says, “What are you doing, Pilate?”  It is a question that comes as an invitation.  And Pilate is intrigued.  

Instead of dismissing Jesus right away, Pilate pauses.  He even goes back to Jesus’ accusers and says that he finds no fault with this man.  But in the end, the pressure of the crowd is too great.  The good life he has made for himself is too precious to jeopardize.  Ultimately, Pilate cast away the rope that Jesus had tossed him, the lifeline that could have gotten him home to the truth about his life.  Ultimately, Pilate tragically scoffs at Jesus, “What is truth?” 

Most of us have seen this tragic dynamic in others, and many of us have experienced this tragic foolishness in ourselves – the storm out there separates us from the truth.  The discord and ugliness we experience in our daily life can stir up discord and ugliness in ourselves.  The greed and materialism we see in the world can generate insatiable desires in our own hearts.  The judgment we experience from others can become judgment we inflict on others.

But the outer world does not have to define us.  In fact, the point of the Christian Life is that we actually have the potential to define the outer world.  Because, as Jesus said, the very Kingdom of God is within you.  The storm out there does not have to generate a storm in here.  Instead, the Peace in here can become the Peace God intends out there.  

The reality is that love generates love.  When you love the people around you, the effect over time is that the people around you become more loving.

Very specifically, Jesus put it this way:

Do not judge, and you will not be judged.

Do not condemn, and you will not be condemned.

Forgive, and you will be forgiven.

Give, and it will be given to you.

What is true inside, can become true outside.  Jesus taught that the truth within you can become the truth around you. 

And when we pray, “Thy Kingdom come on earth as in heaven,” this is what we are asking, that we might live from the inside-out, that the truth that God has already placed within us might become a reality in the world around us.

So, “Redeemer come!  I open wide my heart to thee: her, Lord, abide!  Let me thy inner presence feel: thy grace and love in me reveal.

“So come, my Sovereign; enter in!  Let new and nobler life begin.”







from Hymn 436, “Lift up your heads” 
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