
Under Authority

Genesis 1:1-2:4a; Psalm 8; 2 Corinthians 13:11-13; Matthew 28:16-20

Jesus came near and spoke to them, “I’ve received all authority in heaven and on earth.

Therefore, go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the

Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to obey everything that I’ve commanded you” (Matthew

28:19-20)

In Amber Scorah’s recent book on why she left the Jehovah’s Witnesses, Leaving the Witness

(Penguin, 2019), she narrates her life under the control of a demanding religious group. She talks

about the way that every aspect of her life as a child and young adult were totally controlled by the

sect. When she became pregnant as a teenager, she and the young man who was responsible (a

fellow Jehovah’s witness) were condemned and ostracized. She was unable to communicate with her

family, and they were unable to talk with her. As the sect sees it, God has clearly, eternally set the

rules for living in scripture, principally in the Old Testament. Failure to live by those rules eternally

prohibits one from entering paradise.

Remember too, that Jehovah’s Witnesses are adamantly nontrinitarian, finding no evidence

for the doctrine of the divinity of the Son or the Holy Spirit in scripture.

Ms. Scorah’s story is heartbreaking at so many levels. She loses a child that dies as an infant.

Throught the practice of shunning, she loses her community and her family. And yet before her story

ends, she finds a new life for herself that she finds to be rich and fulfilling. After what she has been

through, she is certainly deserving of that.

In her book, Ms. Scorah says that the best aspect of her new life is that she now feels that she

has been liberated from her authoritarian background. She says it feels great at last to be free to “live

my life as I want.” Though she later has a second child, she says that she has refused to be married
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because “I don’t think anybody should tell me who I should love.” She says that she now opposes all

external coercion over her life.

She makes a bold claim. Certainly, she is free from the authoritarian control of a very strict,

closed religious community. But her claim that she is now free from all authority and all control raises

many questions.

In the words of that old theologian Bob Dylan, “You gotta serve somebody.” In the modern

world, when we say that we are “free” that too often means that we are unaware of the control and

authority that determines our lives. Life in a pandemic certainly reveals that! In too many cases, when

we claim that we are free from all masters, the truth is that we are bound to the most imperious of

sovereigns—me, myself, and mine.

I wonder if what Ms. Scorah calls “freedom” from her childhood religious group is simply a new

form of bondage or freedom from attachments to, or responsibilities for, anyone but herself.

Her guiding maxim, “I’m not going to let anyone tell me how to live my life; I’m free to live my

life as I choose,” is not a thought that’s original with Ms. Scorah. She didn’t come up with that

definition of human life on her own. (There’s not much that we come up with on our own.) The culture

around the Jehovah’s Witnesses—North American, capitalist, individualistic, secular—has formed her

into the idea that what she now has is freedom, but in truth she is only caught in a new form of

bondage, all the more sinister because she thinks it’s not bondage.

A wise leader from the past chided the then student radicals by saying, “You think that you can

rebel against authoritarian leaders by disposing with all authority. Your goal should be to find a good

leader, not to do away with all leadership. Anarchy is still authority.”

Again, as Dylan says: You gotta serve somebody. So, the question is not, “Will I live my life

free of all external determination?” The question is, “Which externally imposed authority will tell me
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how to live my life?”

“I did it my way,” made popular in song by the late Frank Sinatra, is often evidence that one is

attempting the unauthorized life, or more precisely, the self-authorized life. That is, you think that your

life is the sum of your astute choices, what you concoct on your own: unaccountable, unauthorized,

and oblivious to any external claim. It’s up to us to give our lives a theme.

No wonder so many of us are so often exhausted: we think it’s up to us to make our lives turn

out right. We’ve got to work hard to make ourselves count for something more than ourselves.

In today’s Gospel Jesus says, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me” (v.

18). That’s a primary significance of Easter. Resurrection means that in raising Jesus Christ from the

dead, everything that God is, all that God has got, all that God is up to in heaven and earth, is found

in Jesus Christ. The authority of God—as we heard from Genesis  set the world in motion, preserved

Israel through thick and thin, spoke through the Law and the Prophets—is now embodied fully in

Christ, who says:

“I’ve received all authority in heaven and on earth.”

What an amazing thing for these Jews who had previously prayed by heart the great Shema,

“Hear O Israel, there is one, and only one, God,” now, after the resurrection, pray, “In Jesus’s name.”

An amazing movement has occurred here by the end of Matthew’s Gospel. Now there are these

Jews who have actually moved to the Trinitarian faith that God the Creator is God, God the Holy

Spirit is God, and Jesus Christ is God—and there is only one God.

And what is the first thing that Jesus does with all this authority? That’s answered in this

morning’s Gospel:

“Therefore, go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and
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of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to obey everything that I’ve commanded you” (v. 19).

The Son now reigns with the Creator. All authority on earth and in heaven is Christ’s. And what

is the first thing Jesus does with his authority? He authorizes us to “go and make disciples of all.”

To be a Christian is to know who God really is (Christ, the one who has been given all

authority) and thereby to know who we really are, why we were created, why God has convened us

as the church (as the authorized who are to “go”).

No one has the authority to tell you what to do with your life, to demand that you risk life and

limb in going forth into the world unless perhaps that One happens to be God, our creator, the m aker

of all that is. As John Wesley put it, “Only the God who can create a world out of nothing has the

power to create a Christian.”

On Trinity Sunday we ponder and then worship the God who comes to us as Three in One,

Creator, Son, and Holy Spirit. And then we attempt to listen to what God has to say to us. And what

does God in Christ say? “Go, make disciples of all.” 

That may be difficult in a world in midst of a pandemic, in a world torn by racist hatred but that

is what we are commissioned, authorized to do. To take the authority of a loving God and to shine

that light into the darkness of a broken world.

You may not feel that you have the necessary gifts to take on that task. You may feel

inadequate because you are not that familiar with scripture or you think that you may not be the best

interpreter of the Bible. You may even have doubts about your faith. Who doesn’t?

But on this Trinity Sunday leave knowing this: the God who is the Creator, the redeeming One,

and the empowering Holy Spirit authorizes you to be God’s representative in this world, to show and

tell people that God is determined, to have them in God’s good company, to employ them in God’s

work in the world, to empower us to live in love, one with another, and with all of creation. Thanks be
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to God. Amen.
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