
Shouting from the Rooftops

Jeremiah 20:7-13; Psalm 69:7-10, (11-15), 16-18; Romans 6:1b-11; Matthew 10:24-39

It’s a tough sell on a day when two people make a declaration of faith and join the long line of

people we call the “saints” of the church because today’s Gospel reading provides an example of

Christ’s more difficult teachings. The message of Christ comes not in a lot of warm fuzzy feelings but,

as it says in Revelation, as a two-edged sword. It brings comfort and peace to those who desperately

need it. It also brings discomfort and conflict to those who think they have it all together. “My yoke is

easy to bear, and my burden is light,” Jesus says (Matt 11:30 CEB). Just as we saw in the last

chapter of Matthew. Jesus healed a paralytic, called the sinful Matthew to a new way of life, healed a

woman with a twelve-year blood flow, healed a couple of blind men, and, to top it off, raised a young

girl from the dead. Not a bad day’s work for one whose occupation is to bring hope and life. But here

Jesus tells us that he comes not to bring peace but a sword. And he tells us that he has come to set

a son against his father and a daughter against her mother.

Jeremiah knew what this side of God’s message was about. In today’s reading we find a

prophet who has just been beaten and jailed for having proclaimed God’s word. He complains to

God, saying that even his friends are out to get him. We might call it paranoia, but he had the lumps

to prove it. And although we didn’t read it today, in the reading from the Psalms, the psalmist seems

to have crawled into Jeremiah’s own skin, too because he wrote: “I have become a stranger to my

own brothers, an immigrant to my mother’s children. . . . Insults have broken my heart. I’m sick about

it” (Ps 69:8, 20 CEB).

What is it about God’s message that’s so contrary that it drives faithful people to despair?

What is it about the message of Christ that’s so dangerous that it drives a wedge between parents

and children? It is simply this: the gospel is a message the world, by and large, does not want to
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hear. 

The gospel is, to be sure, good news to some. In his inaugural address, recorded in Luke,

Jesus says he comes to bring good news to the poor, release to the captives, sight to the blind, and

freedom to the oppressed. That is good news to those who are oppressed, bound, or blind. But most

of us are not; at least not physically. It’s good news, too, for those who acknowledge that they are

psychologically oppressed, or bound by sin, or blind to the light of Christ. Good news for those who

repent and seek God’s help in being restored and made whole.

But the gospel is bad news, lousy news, offensive news for those who are of the world and

don’t know their need to be made new in Christ.

When Matthew gathered these words into his Gospel, he had a church to uphold that was

being ostracized by the Jewish synagogue. This Jesus was still a burr under the burro’s blanket to

them.

Why was the message of Christ so offensive to them? Because he called for people to

change—not to live according to law but according to love. To be forgiving, to be inclusive, to be

willing to touch the filthy, unholy mess of humanity in order to share God’s love. To sink one’s hands

into the filth of poverty, into the open wounds of disease, into the white, leprous folds of putrefying

skin. To sit beside the smug, rank, slovenly sinner and share a meal with him; to ask him to pass the

bread and then eat it when it comes to you from his greasy, greedy hand. Or to smile at a harlot and

offer her the possibility of dignity; to look at her and see not her painted face and painted past but her

promising future. Jesus called for change, and when his followers lived a new kind of life, they got a

lot of trouble for their efforts.

Garrison Keillor tells a story of some wayward Catholics who return to their hometown, Lake

Wobegon, one Christmas Eve. They are spiritual exiles who, in having left home and church in order
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to find themselves, return to discover their loss:

“Dozens of exiles returned for Christmas. At Our Lady of Perpetual Responsibility, Father Emil

roused himself from bed, where he’s been down with cancer since Columbus Day, and said

Christmas Eve Mass. He was inspired by the sight of all the lapsed Catholics parading into church

with their unbaptized children, and he gave them a hard homily, strolling right down into the

congregation. ‘Shame. Shame on us for leaving what we were given that was true and good,’ he said.

‘To receive a great treasure in our younger days and to abandon it so that we can lie down in

the mud with swine.’ He stood, one hand on the back of  a pew, and everyone in that pew—children

of this church who grew up and moved away and did well and now tell humorous stories at parties

about Father Emil and what it was like to grow up Catholic—all of them shuddered a little, afraid he

might grab them by their Harris-tweed collars and stand them up and ask them questions. ‘What a

shame. What a shame.’ They came for Christmas, to hear music and see the candles and smell

incense and feel hopeful, and here was their old priest with hair in his ears whacking them

around—was it a brain cancer he had? Shame, shame on us. He looked around at all the little

children he’d given first communion to, now grown heavy and prosperous and sad and indolent, but

clever enough to explain their indolence and sadness as a rebellion against orthodoxy, a protest,

adventurous, intellectual, which really was only dullness of spirit. He stopped. It was so quiet you

could hear them not breathing. Then he said that this was why Our Lord had come, to rescue us from

dullness of spirit, and so the shepherds had found and so shall we, and then it was Christmas again.”

 — Garrison Keillor, “Exiles,” in Listening for God, Vol. 1: Contemporary Literature and the Life of Faith, eds. Paula J. Carlson and Peter S. Hawkins (Minneapolis: Augsburg

Fortress, 1994), 119–20.

In our day, Christians in North America aren’t often persecuted or ostracized for their faith in

Jesus. Oh, perhaps in small ways we are, like the funny looks you get when you fold your hands and
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bow your head at a restaurant. But most of us don’t know real persecution. Maybe we would have

more of a cross to bear if we proclaimed the gospel more boldly. What you have heard in secret,—

proclaim from the rooftops, Jesus instructed. What is it that we should shout? The same message

that’s always gotten Christians in trouble: that Jesus calls the world to change. To live by love, to

forgive each other, to seek justice, to be agents of reconciliation. To give up the stuff of this world

and give ourselves to its people. To seek out the unfriended and offer them a place at your table. To

avoid the charms of life and seek the challenges. To look hard into the face of temptation and stare it

down. To fight for the one whose arm is weak. To say no to self and yes to sacrifice. To believe in the

one who comes from God, who is God, and who will never settle for a world that is unrepentant. If we

were to shout a little of that from the rooftops, we might find ourselves on the outside of society and

shunned by family and friends. If you talk about that kind of life, the world might hate you for it.

The world has a different view of life. And it doesn’t want it upset any more than the ancient

Jews did. It’s not a way of life that leads to living. It’s living that leads to death. Live so you will die;

that is what the world says to us in countless ways. “Those who find their lives will lose it” Jesus

warns (Matt 10:39 CEB).

Buying into the ways of the world is a common enticement. Once while riding in a train

Frederick Buechner took notice of something that indicated one of its forms:

“It was a cigarette ad, and I forget what was in it exactly, but there was a pretty girl in it and a good-

looking boy, and they were sitting together somewhere—by a mountain stream, maybe, or a lake,

with a blue sky overhead, green trees. It was a crisp, sunlit scene full of beauty, of youth, full of life

more than anything else, and thus as different as it could have been from the drabness I’d been

looking at through the window. . . .

And then down in the lower left-hand corner of the picture, in letters large enough to read from
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where I was sitting, was the surgeon general’s familiar warning about how cigarette smoking can be

hazardous to your health, or whatever the words are that they use for saying that cigarette smoking

can cause lung cancer and kill you dead as a doornail. It wasn’t that I hadn’t seen such ads

thousands of times before and boggled at the macabre irony of them—those pretty pictures, that fatal

message—but for some reason. . . I was so stunned by this one that I haven’t forgotten it yet. ‘Buy

this and it will kill you,’ the ad said. ‘Choose out of all that is loveliest and greenest and most innocent

in the world - that which can make you sick before your time and bring your world to an end. Live so

you will die.’ — Frederick Buechner, A Room Called Remember: Uncollected Pieces (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1984), 14–15

How, then, are we to gain our lives? “Those who lose their lives because of me will find them,”

Jesus assures us. Bearing a cross suggests some form of death. It might be the death of giving up

the world. It might be the death of persecution or separation. In some parts of the world, it might even

be the genuine loss of life for proclaiming the gospel. A seminary student from a country in north

Africa returned to his homeland upon graduation not to be greeted by family and friends. He was met

at the airport by armed guards who took him immediately to jail to ensure that he didn’t undertake the

proclamation of the gospel.

The two-edged sword of the gospel cuts deeply for those who heed it today. Yet still it cuts

both ways. For the godly life is not just a life of separation and sacrifice. It’s also a life of fullness and

satisfaction. We die to the seductive ways of the world so that we will live. We proclaim a contrary

message that is filled with faith, and honesty, and compassion, and freedom, and justice, and love,

and—life. If we buy into this, we will live. If we buy into this, we will live forever. Thanks be to God.

Amen.
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