A HIGH WIRE BALANCING ACT

John 15: 9"As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Now remain in my love. 10If you obey my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have obeyed my Father's commands and remain in his love. 11I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete. 12My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you. 13Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends. 14You are my friends if you do what I command. 15I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his master's business. Instead, I have called you friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you. 16You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you to go and bear fruit—fruit that will last. Then the Father will give you whatever you ask in my name. 17This is my command: Love each other.  18"If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first. 19If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own. As it is, you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates you. 20Remember the words I spoke to you: 'No servant is greater than his master.'[b] If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also. If they obeyed my teaching, they will obey yours also. 21They will treat you this way because of my name, for they do not know the One who sent me. 


So, let me tell you about what was called at the time, “the artistic crime of the century.” It was committed by the famous French acrobat Philipe Petit in 1974. His crime was to string a wire between the World Trade Towers in Manhattan, New York, and then walk and dance and bounce across it eight times one busy work day morning, to the shock and awe and delight of crowds and commuters 110 stories below on the streets of Manhattan. Waiting for him on either end of the 200 feet of wire were police officers, ready to arrest him. But for some odd reason Petit could not convince them to come out onto the wire with him to do so. After forty-five minutes going back and forth, just out of their reach, Petit realized he was getting tired, and the wind was picking up, so he surrendered himself to arrest and was charged with criminal trespassing. For which he had to do community service: a free juggling and acrobatic show for school children, down at street level, of course.


His story can be seen at local theaters in the movie, “Man on Wire.” And seeing Petit 110 stories up on the wire holding his balance between the risks of falling off to his left or his right, I thought to myself, if I haven't started doing that by now, its probably too late. Not something you'd plan on taking up in retirement. I also thought there should be some words of warning printed on the screen, like: "Don't try this at home." Then it occurred to me, you know, my life is often like that. And so is yours, I imagine. As parents or spouses in families, many of us know what it is trying to balance working hard to support our families with being there for our families. Or enjoying the moment along with preparing for the future. Both are necessary. Or, how would one describe combining the calling to care for others and the need to take care of ourselves so that we even have some energy and emotion left over to care for others, except as a balancing act? 


Those are just a few of the balancing acts we all have to pull off in life. And they're not easy. Human nature is not always geared toward balance. Martin Luther said that in so many areas of life we are like a drunken sailor trying to ride a horse, who first falls off on the left side, and who, getting back on and trying to make sure that doesn't happen again, leans over far enough to fall off on the right side. 


Watching Philipe Petit in the air between the Twin Towers,  walking, and lying down and turning around and standing first on one foot and then on the other, I also thought, that's what Christian discipleship is like, too. In today's gospel passage Jesus presents us with perhaps the most difficult balancing act of discipleship, one which his disciples will have to remember and pull off, especially when he is taken from them in only a few hours after he delivers these words, while the dishes of the Last Supper are still scattered about, and Judas is out making final arrangements with the high priest as to how to capture Jesus that night in the Garden of Gethsemane. The clue to this difficult high wire balancing act is in two sharply contrasting ideas which Jesus talks about back to back: love, or friendship, and hatred, or persecution. 


Every sermon is also like a high wire balancing act. If I fall off the wire this morning and don't make things clear and get it right, then I'll try to make the main point clear here and now: that following Jesus is like a high wire balancing act, lived on the edge between some seemingly opposite ideas. Petit's last words in the film are: “Life is to be lived on the edge.” 


I'd describe the balancing act of Christian discipleship this way: not between loving and hating, because Jesus is not calling his disciples to hate anyone. Quite the opposite. Only to love, beginning with our fellow believers. But not stopping there. “This is my command," Jesus says, that you love one another even as I have loved you.” 


That's a tall order.  The supreme commandment, Jesus said, is to love God and “to love your neighbor as yourself.” “On this hang the law and the prophets,” Jesus said, “that you do unto others as you would want them to do unto you.” So up to now, the supreme measure of love is to love others as we would want to be loved. That's a tall enough order.


But in the new commandment which Jesus now gives, he goes even beyond the supreme commandment, to love as we would want to be loved, and says to “love each other even as I have loved you.” The full measure of that supreme love was shown on the cross, where Jesus demonstrated that, “no greater love has anyone than this: that he lay down his life for his friends.”  That's the disciple's part of the equation, one side of the high wire balancing act: Christ-like, self-sacrificial love for people.


But hatred and persecution are also part of the equation. Otherwise I can't figure out why Jesus would go from talking about love and friendship to immediately talking about hatred and opposition. But again, its not the disciple who is to do the hating and the persecuting. It is the world that will do so, and precisely because of the indiscriminate and limitless love and friendship which Jesus urges upon us. 


And that's a good word and warning for us this morning as we wrap up the summer series of worship and preaching and Sunday School around the theme of “The Things That Make for Peace.” We've had three months to tie summer Sunday School and worship together around various Bible passages and stories that help us think and pray about being Christ's peacemakers, the children of God.  And our thanks to all who have contributed in so many ways, bringing artwork, reading and sharing prayers, doing children's stories, and, of course, taking all this to heart.


When I first read today's passage from John 15 and began with the words about loving each other as Christ loved us, I thought,  “that's a good way to sum the whole series up.” Peace-making is all about love and loving. Not just tamping down conflict so that no one's feeling are hurt, not just being against things like violence, but loving in the way Christ loved. And that may sometimes require us to confront and risk hurting some feelings. As in those times when anyone has come to me to say, “Its because I love you and want you to do well that I have to tell you how something you said or something you did or something you didn't do doesn't square with your calling. Or it ruptured our relationship.” If that was meant in love, it may have hurt for a moment, but it made for a truer and longer-lasting peace.


But then I was surprised when the suggested Gospel passage didn't stop with the grand words about love, but went on to include the scary words in verses 18-21, "If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first. If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own. As it is, you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates you.” 


Why were those words included in today's final reading for, “The Things That Make for Peace,” when they're all about hatred and conflict? I wondered. They don't sound very peaceful. And then it struck me: Did we think that Christ's call to peace-making came with this purpose, so that everything could always be smooth and nice and polite and hunky-dorey all the time? And therefore, everyone would love us and approve of us? Did I think that Christ's call to sow the peace of God came with this promise, that everybody would catch on to what we're doing and approve, and say, “I get it! How nice! Count me in! Now we'll all get along so famously?”


If so, what planet did we say we're on? Is it another planet than the one on which Irena Sendler hid orphaned Jewish children during the Nazi occupation of Poland and was arrested and tortured for it by the Gestapo? That's an example of being hated for having a magnanimous, Christlike love. Did we suddenly find ourselves on a different planet from the one on which black and white American activists in the 1960's sat down at segregated lunch counters in Mississippi, asking for sandwiches and service, only to get hot coffee or police batons on their heads? There's another example of loving to the point of being hated for it.


If Petit is right and “life is to be lived on the edge,” then here's the edge we are called to live and walk upon: loving as Jesus loved, being a friend in the world as Jesus was, to the point that such love and friendship risks and even receives the world's hatred.  And this is our balancing act: Can we love people in the world without falling off into needing love from the world? Can we be such a friend in the world, as was Jesus, and such a friend to the world, without falling off on the side of craving and needing  friendship from the world? Or, on the other side of the high wire balancing act, can we get along without the friendship and approval of the world without falling off on the side of hating the world and forming a hostile, defensive detachment against it? Can we risk and endure the hostility of the world, for the sake of Christlike love, without falling off on the side of being hostile to the world? That's what happens in some groups and cults that develop all sorts of ways to keep their members fearful and  insulated and isolated from the wider world, by means of things like dress or language. They turn being "not worldly" into being "anti-world."


This is a tough high wire balancing act, because the world is always ready to tell us how we, the church, can be its friend, and on its own terms. Especially in an election year. The first major political party convention hasn't started yet and already the church is getting email telling me how to tell you how to vote, for whom to vote, and for whom not to vote. If the past is any indication, soon the church voice mail will get anxious, angry, super-heated recorded robo-calling messages and even junk faxes from political action committees and advocates for one candidate or another, telling me how to tell you to vote, and therefore, how to be their friends against their enemies.

 
Don't ask who its from. It doesn't matter. It comes from all sides of the political spectrum, really. Their interest in the church is not because of Jesus or the gospel or a Christ-like, indiscriminate love for them as well as their opponents, but in the power and access we can offer them, in the name of God, the gospel and the church. Even if I may personally agree with some or all of what they're saying, my problem with it is this: in effect, the world is dictating the terms of the disciple's relationship with it, when that is the prerogative of Jesus alone. Giving in to these demands amounts to trying to get friendship and love from the world on terms that the world dictates. 


Its a tricky thing. Sometimes I may bring to your attention chances for responsible and peaceful advocacy on behalf of our friends and our mission, especially if they come from our partners in mission and the gospel. Like we did a few months ago on behalf of Mennonites in Colombia. But always with a choice and an open-ness to the possibility that there is another side to the equation and that we may be overlooking something, and so that we can discuss it without calling each other's faith into question.


But that's not what most of these unsolicited messages are about.  To love the people involved, to the point of being willing to die for them if that is in their eternal interest, like Jesus tells us to do, and like Jesus did: no question, non-negotiable. Pray for them; honor and respect them as fellow human beings, even as friends, that's what Jesus Jesus calls us to do in these, his parting words.  Whether I agree with their politics or not, Jesus even calls us to give our lives for others long before we'd ever take them. 


But I will not do their bidding and pass their messages along, because not only would it risk our tax-exempt status, to do so would be to fall off the high wire onto the side of needing and seeking the friendship of the world on the world's very narrow and conditional terms, rather than being a loving and vulnerable and available friend to every person on Christ's extravagantly unconditional terms. That's a powerful temptation, especially in every election year, and the church of Jesus Christi doesn't always handle it well. 


How do we stay balanced on this high wire without falling off into either trying to gain the world's friendship on the world's terms, or falling into the temptation of hating and fearing people and forming defensive detachments against them? Or worse, doing like the Crusaders and the jihadists and marching off to war against them?


I thought there might be some helpful hints about how to keep one's balance and walk a tight line in books and websites about tightrope walking. And if found one: don't look down too often. Not at the street and the traffic 110 stories below. Not anymore than it takes you to confirm that there are no  knots or bumps or other impediments on the wire, and not anymore than it takes to make sure that your feet are placed squarely on the wire. But you can feel that as well as see it.


So where does a tightrope walker look? No one said this, but I noticed from watching Philippe Petit in action that he almost always was gazing straight ahead when he walked the high wire, straight ahead to where the wire was anchored to the wall or the roof or the pole.


That's our clue to walking our particular high wire balancing act: keep our focus straight ahead, on Christ, our goal. He achieved this high wire balancing act of loving people extravagantly, sacrificially, without having to win the world's favor on society's terms. In fact, it was his extravagant, self-giving love on behalf of everyone, including the lost, the least, and the last, that earned him the wrath of his enemies. 


As he modeled such friendship, so did he offer it. "I no longer call you 'servants,' but 'friends,' he told his disciples. "Because a servant does not know what his master is up to. But I have made known to you everything which the Father has disclosed to me."


The word "friend" may sound nice and polite and fairly tame in our day and age, when we are taught to be friendly to everyone, like the perfect strangers who get into an elevator with you. But this offer of friendship, from the master to his disciples, was quite radical for the time. Cousins-twice-removed of the same age from the same village might be friends, but not a rabbi and his disciples. That was a more academic and unequal relationship. 


What's more, the whole idea of friendship bore more weight and responsibility for First Century Jews than it usually does for us, today. Today, friends are simply people who are friendly to each other. Then, friends were people who were willing to die for each other. And to disclose themselves openly to each other. Jesus' offer of friendship might have called to mind the Old Testament story about the young king David and his friendship with Jonathan, who also, effectively, offered his life for David, though it meant that David would be king in his place. Twice Jonathan stood up to his father, King Saul, when Saul wanted to kill David, and twice he nearly died for it. He also alerted David to his father's plans and intentions to kill him, though that also drew his father's suspicion and rejection. When Jonathan died next to his father, Saul, in battle against the Philistines, it could all have been avoided had he earlier lent his aid and his forces to his father's war against David. In effect, he died on behalf of his friend, David.


Now Jesus, the Son of David, is offering us a friendship that is at least as great in depth and cost as that which Jonathan and the young King David shared. A friendship that treats us as equals, of equal value, with himself, even though he is the Word made flesh, even though in him the fullness of God dwells bodily. With this offer of friendship, we are invited to pick up where Adam and Eve fled and hid in the garden, when their Creator God came to walk and talk with them as friends in the cool of the day. 


And this is what our Supreme and Heavenly Friend asks of us: that we also be friends--his friends, such friends to each other, and friends to all people of the world, on his extravagant and unconditional terms. But without needing to have the world and all its trend-setters be friendly to us on the world's narrow and conditional terms. God so loved the world--God's created world-- that he gave his only Son. But that doesn't mean that we have to become worldly in order to love God's world too.


That's the high wire balancing act before us this day. Its also the way of peace. Keep your eyes upon Christ and you'll make it across.
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