St Peter’s Langley Burrell June 26th 2016

Luke 9:51-62, Galatians 5:1, 13-26

Tribal thinking, the Nature of the Kingdom and Christian Freedom after the referendum

Fact: Book by NT Scholar F.F.Bruce (1983) ‘Hard Sayings of Jesus’:  Not short! (70 hard sayings, 266 pages)

Thought: there is no country that is free and independent (nor any individual person)

This will hopefully help us make sense of today’s readings from Luke and Galatians and perhaps help us reflect on the political events and discussions of the last few days as well.

Jesus, on his way to Jerusalem, decides to journey through Samaritan territory. His team and his message are not welcomed and James and John come up with this:

‘Lord, do you want us to call fire down from heaven to destroy them [as Elijah did]?’

Actually quite funny. This is a very good example of immature and underdeveloped faith and it may be helpful for us to dwell for a moment on this short little exchange – why did Luke include it in his orderly account?..... it hardly shows the disciples in a good light and nor is it a terribly good advertisement for the Jesus movement. As with many parts of the bible it is a refreshingly honest and self-critical glimpse of real discipleship, showing us how NOT to do it. It also teaches us importantly that it is possible to be a part of something and yet to simultaneously misjudge it and get it completely wrong. James and John are shown up indulging in what is sometimes referred to as Tribal Thinking. Tribal thinking is egoism practiced by a group. We are right; they are wrong. We are good; they are bad. Our violence is the right kind of violence; theirs the wrong. Tribal thinking is in fact how most of think quite a lot of the time. We are constantly categorizing and judging others with reference to ourselves–not always as unkindly and harshly as were James and John but none the less we are dividing and deciding about others as we go along (one of us/one of them, Christian/Non-Christian, more educated/less educated, fat/thin, old/young, well off/less well off, Northerner/Southerner, right wing/left wing, Catholic/Protestant, male/female, British/Non-British, English/Non-English, vote leave/vote remain…..I could go on)

We are told that Jesus . turned . and . rebuked . them . There is no room for this kind of dualistic, usandthem thinking in The Kingdom of God. We know that Jesus’ approach to people from the other side (‘enemies’ such as the Romans and the Samaritans) was extraordinarily inclusive, shockingly so. There are plenty of examples but perhaps the un-named Samaritan Woman at the well best represents them all. Her neighbours after hearing her testimony and meeting Jesus for themselves exclaim ‘now we have heard for ourselves, and we know that this man really is the Saviour of the World.’ Not Saviour of the Jews. Not Saviour of the good people. Not Saviour of the Christians. Not Saviour of the nice people. None of these things, but Saviour of the World. I’m not quite sure how we subsequently managed to make Jesus into such an exclusive Saviour but suffice it to say for now that there is no room in the Kingdom of God for tribal thinking.

We learn some more about the Kingdom of God from 3 brief exchanges with would be followers that come after the ‘shall-we-call-down-fire-from-heaven?’ episode. This is a little bit like the parable of the sower, the seed and the soils –the first candidate is enthusiastic but perhaps a little naïve and unconsidered (it won’t last) and the 2nd and 3rd have other things that they must see to in addition to following Jesus. These are further glimpses of different types of underdeveloped faith and the encounters draw some Hard Sayings from Jesus the best known of which is probably ‘Let the dead bury their own dead, but you go and proclaim the kingdom of God.’  This man’s Father was not yet dead and his condition for discipleship was putting off following Jesus until some point in the future when he had fulfilled his family duties and was ready. Jesus’s harsh words are obviously hyperbolic (that is, exaggerated for effect) but the point is clear –God calls us precisely when we are NOT ready and the call is not amenable to conditions and compromises. This is obviously relevant to those seeking faith but it is also relevant to those of us further along the road, who may even think of ourselves as experienced Christians. Much of the time we continue to be not ready and aren’t we ever prone to negotiate and compromise with God? The Kingdom of God comes here and now in our present untidiness and unreadiness and imperfection. We are hastily invited to the banquet before we can make ourselves respectable. The person who wants to pop home to say farewell and resolve everything satisfactorily needs to know that the Kingdom only seems to go only in a forward direction; in the same way as when trying to plough a straight furrow you need to look forwards (looking backwards is really not helpful). What is behind cannot be changed; what lies ahead can. 

Our reading from Galatians about the nature of Christian freedom includes the 9 well-known fruits of the spirit and before this the 15, perhaps slightly less well-known, ‘works of the flesh’. Here in Galatia perhaps is another angle on underdeveloped faith. Although we might think of them as such, it is clear that the works of the flesh are not just the newspaper headline sins that get politicians in trouble such as greed and lust, as perilous as these can be. Historically the church has tended to make much of these bodily sins but if you look carefully the works of the flesh listed here are really the actions of the independent self, unrelated to God and unthinking of neighbour; the independent self, held up as the jewel of modern societies, thinks it is free, behaving just as it wants, but this very freedom is what in the end constricts and stifles it making it so unhappy. Bodily sins are of course one consequence but, if we look at Paul’s list, so are ‘hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions and factions’. Doesn’t this also sound a bit like us-and-them tribal thinking? Reading between the lines had the Galatian church become a bit nasty and divisive –rather like our politics over recent days and weeks?

Sexual immorality and drunkenness may well have been temptations for the Galatian congregation but it is clear that Paul is much more concerned about their divisions with some of them insisting on certain religious trappings, particularly circumcision. Like many before and after them they were proposing that if we just do the right religious things and wear the correct tribal badges it will atone for our sinful behaviour. Paul’s message is clear –this is absolutely NOT the gospel of Christ. Authentic, mature faith is a matter of relationship and not religion and its hallmark is freedom rather than any code, creed or practice. ‘For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters; only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence, but through love become slaves to one another.’ This is the very opposite of tribal thinking and a perfect description of the service that is perfect freedom. The result is spiritual fruitfulness: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.

I don’t know about you, but to me that sounds like Good News.
Dr Sam Gibbs
