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Is there any consolation in Christ?
Philippians 2:1-13

If then there is any encouragement in Christ, any consolation from love, any sharing in the Spirit, any compassion and sympathy, 2make my joy complete: be of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind. 3Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves. 4Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others. 5Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, 6who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, 7but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, 8he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death— even death on a cross….
Matthew 21:23-32
23When he entered the temple, the chief priests and the elders of the people came to him as he was teaching, and said, “By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this authority?” 24Jesus said to them, “I will also ask you one question; if you tell me the answer, then I will also tell you by what authority I do these things. 25Did the baptism of John come from heaven, or was it of human origin?” And they argued with one another, “If we say, ‘From heaven,’ he will say to us, ‘Why then did you not believe him?’ 26But if we say, ‘Of human origin,’ we are afraid of the crowd; for all regard John as a prophet.” 27So they answered Jesus, “We do not know.” And he said to them, “Neither will I tell you by what authority I am doing these things.
28“What do you think? A man had two sons; he went to the first and said, ‘Son, go and work in the vineyard today.’ 29He answered, ‘I will not’; but later he changed his mind and went. 30The father went to the second and said the same; and he answered, ‘I go, sir’; but he did not go. 31Which of the two did the will of his father?” They said, “The first.” Jesus said to them, “Truly I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going into the kingdom of God ahead of you. 32For John came to you in the way of righteousness and you did not believe him, but the tax collectors and the prostitutes believed him; and even after you saw it, you did not change your minds and believe him.
I thought immediately of a patient I met when I was doing my hospital chaplaincy training at the Brigham when I first heard our gospel story for today. There were many reasons for this, but mostly I think I thought of him because he was someone who so clearly and so loudly said no! just like the prostitutes and the tax collectors in Jesus’ time seemed to at first. John was 19 when I met him.  He was in hospital recovering from a gun shot wound and his medical file was made fat with several thick wads of police related paperwork.  
It was the end of a long day, when I met him that first time I remember. I knocked and entered reluctantly, and was surprised to find John’s room almost completely pitch dark. The lights were off, the blinds drawn, and the only light came from the TV, which was pulsing out  hip-hop videos. 
John clucked in disapproval when I introduced myself as a chaplain.  He snapped at his girlfriend to come peel a band aid off from his arm, and then berated her for doing so too quickly.  Only then did he say that he hadn’t asked for no chaplain, adding, as if too bored to care: “What is a chaplain anyway?” He said nothing when I tried to explain and taking this as a good sign I went in and sat down. 
John did nothing but watch the TV for ages after that, as if he’d turned the channel on me.  But he didn’t insist that I leave. Didn’t even ask me to leave in fact, and so I stayed, sitting quietly, wondering whether I actually had anything to offer him. This is something that happens a lot to me in my work, I have to admit – this stepping back into myself to check whether I still think, as Paul puts it the epistle today “there (really) IS any encouragement in Christ, any consolation from love.” The music blared out of the wall-mounted TV. John’s teenaged  girlfriend turned and stared at the shuttered up blinds.  John watched the screen. 
“It must be hard, being stuck in here like this,” I offered lamely, after a time.

“Yeah.” He agreed. “And they want to send me home tomorrow too! Telling me I’m strong enough when I aint ready. Telling lies.” 
We spoke about insurance for a bit then – about how he clearly believed he was being discharged early because he was poor. Then, after another long silence he added: “…and I got mad responsibilities too which I aint going to be able to live up to now neither. I got a two moth old daughter who I aint going to be able to be there for now…and my moms is aggravating me, and I got money to make and …lots of stuff.  I’m just frustrated you know?” he said as if to himself, and then glanced down at his gun shot wound in disgust.
He clucked his tongue again.  And once more I found myself there on that precipice: Do I really believe what I say I believe?  Do I really think that there is ‘encouragement in Christ, consolation from love’ for John, right here in this bed with a gun shot wound and a silent teenage girlfriend, possibly the mother of his child, and a history of gang involvement so long that his file didn’t fit into the little space provided for it behind the nurse’s station?  In the end, I decided that either way, I’d sat there long enough. If I had anything at all to offer, I should offer it now, or leave.  I took a breath.

“Do you have any kind of spiritual practice that helps you with any of this John?” I ask. “Do you meditate at all?”  For the first time John turned not only his eyes, but his entire head away from the TV: “No,” he said looking at me as if for the first time.  “But I want to learn how to meditate.  I need to learn how to meditate. I got all this anger inside of me.”
Taken aback entirely, I took anther deep breath.  “Ok then, John. What do you say we start with a simple meditation now?”
“What right now?” He asked and then added “a’ight.” and laid his head back on the pillow like a little boy waiting for a kiss from his mother before sleep.  I could speak for the next hour and a half about what happened after that; about how his girlfriend turned towards us after a time with something that looked like hope, and about how John embarked on that journey to truth and love which is what prayer really is with more vulnerability and consciously felt need than I’ve ever before seen in my life – but we don’t have an hour and a half.  All I’ll say then is that John took to meditation like a fish takes to water. We meditated for a full twenty minutes that first time, and then for 20 minutes each time I visited him after that, and every time as I walked out he said, very quietly from his prone position on the pillow: “Thank you.” 

He was so ready to go deep underneath all that swagger, all that toughness…that’s really  what made me think of him when I heard the gospel reading for today.  Because like the hookers and thieves of Jesus’ day, John was not primarily concerned with propriety. He was a point-man for his gang, he had no need to seem pious. And he was suspicious of those who did, I imagine. But he still longed for something more, something he didn’t have a name for but that was real nonetheless: some sense of peace, or wholeness or connectedness – and he finally got a taste of that through meditation of all things… And did you notice that the second he was offered it, he said Yes! again like so many of the questionable characters Jesus hung out with in Galilee,  and  then plunged  wholeheartedly -- if in secret and out of need – into the journey?  And did you notice too how – because he was met in that journey by the one we in our tradition call the Father – the one who on another day in another place Jesus said sees best in secret – John’s healing began right away? 
This is what redemption is all about, I think -- and religion too, supposedly.  The very word ‘religion’ comes from the Latin re-ligare, meaning literally to re-bind, or re-connect.  And this is certainly the kind of thing Jesus spent most of his time doing in the hills and dusty towns of first century Palestine: reconnecting folks to themselves, to each other and to God.  He did it all without a lot of rigamarole as well, right?  Or a lot of rules, or expectations, or prerequisites.  He did it, quite simply, in the name of Love – and so those longing for love responded. “What do you want?” He asked an ailing man by the healing waters, not. “What do you believe?” or “To which group do you belong?”  And when a leper once told him, “If you choose, you can make me clean,”  He said again immediately and without the slightest equivocation: “I do chose!” Jesus’ gift was as simple as it was pure --  and so it reached the simple pure parts of anyone who longed for more – whether they were temple going, instantaneous Yes saying types, or not. 
Because it's not only extreme cases like John, of course – not only the hookers and the thieves and the gangbangers who tend instinctively to say No! before -- in private most often, and when they feel safe -- turning to the yearning within and then saying Yes!  In fact as I started thinking about it, I realized that most of the people I met at the hospital  followed this pattern in one way or another.  Some, desperate to fill their deepest desiring and having no idea really how to, turned to drugs or alcohol, like the young man I met who’d nearly died after a drunk driving accident.  When I sat with him and asked if there wasn’t some deep down longing, some emptiness, some hunger or desire that he’d been trying to fill with liquor, he looked at me startled, as if this was the biggest and best kept secret in his life, and then asked where he could go, once he was discharged, to keep going with conversations like that.  
Others, like Harvey, a prosperous seventy-four year old retiree, had never found what he’d been looking for in the churches or mosques of temples of his life either.  “I’m not a religious man at all,” he told me apologetically – but he did have the yearning of course, and he found its fulfillment – as far as it went – through fishing.  Aside from an annual trip up north, however, he hadn’t fished at all since his retirement, he told me, and we soon found ourselves talking about desire and our incomprehensible reluctance to pursue it.  This led to talk about Sts Augustine and Paul who had the same kinds of issues I think, and by the end of the visit he agreed to a prayer.  I don’t remember what I said, of course, but I do know that most of it was about rivers and desire and fish and joy and the last line was something like: “help us to live today and tomorrow and each day as if it were the last day of our lives…” Tears were streaming down his face when it was over, and as I left, he told me to give him a month or two to regain his strength and then to imagine him fishing from the banks of the river because that was where he would be.
Jennie was quite different again:  a forty-one year old leukemia patient, she was back in hospital after a long series of set backs, and when I first walked into her room and introduced myself as a chaplain she grew quickly fierce.  She had no time for organized religion of any kind she said, and then added, for good measure: “I did not ask for a chaplain!”  Perhaps in part because Jennie reminded me of myself a few years before – sort of suspicious and impatient with anyone who might think they have the answers down pat – I did the quickest ever check in with myself about whether or not I still believed there was encouragement in Christ, and then met her glare with a glare of my own. We ended up locking eyes – she lying in her bed, glaring, me standing by the door, glaring right back at her.  The eye-battle lasted for some time, perhaps a full minute or so, until within it, the relationship between us began to change. By the end we were almost smiling – and it knew it would be fine to walk in.  We ended up talking about this and that – reading mostly, and books -  and by the end of the visit I was leading her in the same simple breathing mediation I’d led John in several weeks before.  We began to meet regularly after that, and she came to enjoy the meditation so much that even when I found her throwing up in the bathroom she wouldn’t let me go without leading her in another meditation first. “This is exactly what I need,” she said, lying back down on the bed, full of the expectation of peace. 
All these people said No! before they said Yes!  Or at least, they said No! when the thing being offered – re-connection with self, with others, and with the One we call ‘God’ seemed (to them) too dressed up in religious finery and expectation. Each one of them had, for their own reasons, turned their back on what they thought of as “religion.” And I suspect that at least part of the reason for this is that each of them felt that religion had turned its back on them first. Like the prostitutes and the tax collectors Jesus spoke about today, they each felt as if they knew that something – their values, their behaviour, their political beliefs, their sceptism, something -- placed them outside the realm of those religion is designed to reach.  And that, to my mind and my heart anyway,  feels like a tragedy.  Because here we have Jesus himself declaring that “the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going into the Kingdom of God ahead of” the priests.  What would happen, do you think, if this line were stamped on the front of our churches?  If this line were engraved on our hearts? 

The last time I saw John, he spoke about his life in the neighborhood and about how he was sick of being on point 24/7, but about how it remained necessary nonetheless. I became excruciatingly aware of the lack of resources available to him – an awareness made even harder to bear when he asked where he could go to “continue his studies” in meditation.  Those were his exact words and I’ll never forget them: “So where should I go to continue my studies?” he asked me – and I couldn’t think of anything to say.  I wished and wished and wished there were some lovely little church or meditation center I could send him to, because he was so utterly ravenous for it – for connection -- but I didn’t know any that I felt sure would welcome him, and the next day, when I went to visit him, he’d been discharged – which is probably why I’ve never forgotten him: 19 years old and all beat up inside and out, and a dad, and a son, and sick already of being on point all day every day. And inside so much longing and willingness and utterly courageous, secret Yes-ness…

Unlocking the yes, that it seems to me is what we are about, or should be.  It was 

what our founder Jesus the Christ was about it seems to me, and of course he spent far more time out and about with the broken and bruised people, than he did in more formal places of worship and prayer. There were religious rules and expectations and creeds and dogma in his day as well of course. But he didn’t seem to spend much time on these things at all.  When he did, in fact, he mostly condemned them.  Instead, Jesus focused on the deepest longings of people’s hearts whoever they were, and then drew out hope from them, and courage and love, just the way God, through Moses, drew out water from the Rock in the wilderness.  “So that the people may drink” the Lord said on that occasion.  “So that people may drink.”
So… Is there any encouragement in Christ? Any consolation from love?  I think so. In fact I feel like I know so.  Because He came to share not about the Spirit, at some safe distance, through well regulated streams of humanly constructed authority,  but as Paul says here again today, to share IN the Spirit. To share IN the Spirit with us all – co-equal partakers of that Spirit the moment we dare to say Yes to it, no matter who we are, no matter what we think we believe… 
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