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The Biblical readings are taken from the Daily Office in the Book of Common Prayer for Year
2 and written by the St. Stephen's Meditation Writing Team: Dave Boyd, Jon Campbell,
Becky Denton, Pat Gillory, Jay Nickel, Bob Reed, and Carroll Wilson.

Click on the scripture reading for each day to go directly to link. Current and past copies of
the "Daily Meditations" may be found at: ststeve.org/daily-meditations

PROPER 19:

O God, because without you we are not able to please you, mercifully grant that

your Holy Spirit may in all things direct and rule our hearts; through Jesus Christ

our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for

ever. Amen.

Responding to Temptations
Monday, September 13, 2021

Matthew 4:1-11

"Next Jesus was taken into the wild by the Spirit for the Test. The Devil was ready to give
it. Jesus prepared for the Test by fasting for forty days and nights." - The Message 4:1-2

In 1678, John Bunyan wrote what became the most influential popular
theological work for hundreds of years. The book, which has never been out of
print, is The Pilgrim's Progress from This World, to That Which is to Come. This
allegory presented Christian's or "Everyman's" struggles to walk the Christian
walk through this world as he and then his wife Christina make their way to
The Celestial City.

Human stories provide valuable tools for understanding spiritual truths. So, it
is with Jesus' temptation in the desert. After fasting for purity to prepare for a
test, he disappears into the desert to undergo his trials, and his responses to
those trials follow a close parallel to the trials encountered by the Israelites in
their flight from the Egyptian oppressors. Satan tempted Jesus with hunger for
food, fear of dying, and the desire for power.

The Israelites were hungry, so manna and quail appeared; they were without
water, so water flowed from the rock, saving them from dying of thirst; and
finally they lacked understanding that the God who saved them wanted a
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cooperative and collaborative relationship with us fractious humans, so God
handed Moses his Law on Mount Sinai, i.e., how to stay in contact with YHWH.

Moreover, each of Jesus' responses to temptations is the very paragon of
perfect Jewish law keeping: it is written. To be fair, the unruly Israelites did
not have the Law of Moses yet, nor were they, as an oppressed people,
accustomed to having their needs met. It took the metaphorical 40 years
wandering in the desert twice(!) until they got it, more or less.

Culture shapes who we are and how we see things. For years I read this
passage with "eyes unfurnished" (Emily Dickinson) to the associations and
perhaps deeper meanings in Jesus' desert sojourn. But after I discovered the
parallels between this story and that definitive story of the Exodus, I started to
see why Matthew began the account of Jesus' ministry to his predominantly
Jewish-Christian audience with this story: Jesus represents the perfect law-
abiding Jew in contrast to the "law-less" and often rebellious Israelites making
their way to the Promised Land.

What do I take away? If Jesus guided his steps/thoughts/answers with the
Word of God, I should make that my guide as well.

How Much Does Repenting & Baptizing
Count?
Tuesday, September 14, 2021

Matthew 4:12-17

"[Jesus] picked up where John left off: 'Change your life. God's kingdom is here.'" - The
Message 4:17

Picture Palestine during these years: the Fertile Crescent had been a
battleground for centuries, and the Hebrew nation, with only a few centuries of
relative peace under the Davídic dynasty, conquered and carried off into
captivity by one after another of its warlike neighbors until it is permitted to
return home in a vassal state to one after the other until Rome took over from
Greece in 66 BCE. Violent and nonviolent uprisings had been quashed over and
over, John the Baptizer's peaceable movement most recently. The people
flocked to wherever a message of hope for relief could be heard, so there were
many preachers and healers and would-be messiahs trekking around.

Jesus followed John; John preached that "the Kingdom of God is near;" John
baptized Jesus; then John was martyred because his nonviolent teaching
stirred up the people. Notice that Jesus' message is more than John's: "God's
kingdom is here."

What's Jesus saying? Caesar still rules from Rome, and his brutal puppets still
kill peaceable prophets like John. God has not rained down destruction on
Rome. Surely if people repented and John baptized them, they had some inner
transformation already. It has to be more than this. So, what does Jesus
mean? Where is this Kingdom? Why is nothing different?

Theologian J.D. Crossan suggests that John believed in the priestly view
(called the Deuteronomic) that proposed that because Israel had unrepented
and unpurified sins, God was not swooping down to destroy the oppressors
and raise up Israel. John was fasting and waiting for this cataclysmic
intervention. On the other hand, Jesus said, "the Kingdom is here," meaning
that "God's Kingdom comes in so far as people take it upon themselves to
enter into it."1

Desmond Tutu said much the same thing in 1999: "God, without us, will not;
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as we, without God, cannot."2

What does this mean for me? How do I "collaborate" with God? I continue to
think about it, but I believe that Jesus left us an example.

1 Crossan, J.D. How to Read the Bible and Still be a Christian. New York: Harper-Collins,
2015, p. 166.
2 Ibid.

Jesus' Invitation to a Cool Drink
Wednesday, September 15, 2021

Matthew 4:18-25

"Jesus said to them, 'Come with me. I'll make a new kind of fisherman out of you. I'll
show you how to catch men'...God's kingdom was his theme–that beginning right now
they were under God's government, a good government!" - The Message 4:19, 23

To the Roman-oppressed Hebrews, these words must have been like long
drinks of refreshing cool water. Jesus invites his followers to a better life and
invites them to collaborate with him in the work of revealing the true nature of
God. In contrast to the Temple-downward hierarchy of priests, laws,
punishments, and controls of a vengeful and capricious god created in human
likeness, Jesus returns them (and us) to the "good government" of our loving
and equitable Creator.

In reading R. Rohr's meditation for August 13, 2021, "No Domination in
Power," I am struck by Rohr's comparison of a pyramid versus a circular power
structure. As humans accustomed to power and government coming top-
downward, such as a ruler or a president or a father-figure, we marvel at the
"circle dance of mutuality and communion" that is the Trinity. "The Trinity
shows that God's power is not domination, threat, or coercion."3 The Father
does not dominate Jesus any more than Jesus dominates the Spirit, and this
circle flows in both directions.

Are these listeners to Jesus' words ready to grasp this? Are we? The people
crave freedom from Rome, but Jesus is not leading a violent insurrection nor
does he promise God will wipe out the Romans immediately.

Instead, he holds out the vision of good government: the same God
establishes it who created a garden of earthly delight, placed humans there to
enjoy it and walked and talked with them daily. Under that system, everything
cooperated and participated. Plants provide food; water is abundant; animals
and humans live and take joy side by side; peace and beauty and harmony
reign...until it doesn't. All things thrive and flourish because all things are for
all creation, and human beings are appointed caretakers. People still dream of
this Garden of Eden. But, Jesus' audience is caught in the double-whammy of
ruthless Roman oppression and tyrannical Temple extortion and coercion. If
they have one plea, it is, "Help us now!" Jesus says God's kingdom is now!
But...it's not what they think it is.

My question: can I readjust my viewpoint to see God's kingdom in my life
now?

3 https://cac.org/themes/good-and-bad-power/

You are Blessed
Thursday, September 16, 2021
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Matthew 5:1-1

"You're blessed when...
you're at the end of your rope. With less of you, there is more of God and his rule.
you feel you've lost what is most dear to you. Only then can you be embraced by
the One most dear to you.
you're content with just who you are–no more, no less. That's the moment you find
yourselves proud owners of everything that can't be bought.
you've worked up a good appetite for God. He's food and drink in the best meal
you'll ever eat.
you care. At the moment of being "careful" you find yourselves care for.
you get your inside world–your mind and heart–put right. Then you can see God
in the outside world.
you can show people how to cooperate instead of compete or fight. That's when
you discover who you really are, and your place in God's family.
your commitment to God provokes persecution. The persecution drives you even
deeper into God's kingdom. - The Message 5:4-10

I am without words. Reading these sayings in this translation eloquently
speaks to the needs and hurts inside each of us. They are perfect.

The Result of Trust and Love for God
Friday, September 17, 2021

Matthew 5:11-16

"Now that I've put you there on a hilltop, on a light stand–shine! Keep open house; be
generous with your lives. By opening up to others, you'll prompt people to open up with
God, this generous Father in heaven." - The Message 5:16

Gandhi said, "Be the change you want to see in the world." Lately, I've been
seeing an abbreviated form of this on H-E-B shirts–"Be the Change." People
long for the world to be a better place, and Jesus lays out a roadmap for us
here. Our belief in God's love and the Way of Jesus sets Christians "on a
hilltop," already lifted up and visible to all. Jesus tells us how to behave:
transparency, generosity, trust, shared knowledge, and love.

When we open our lives to others, they can see the trust and love for God that
motivates us. When we are motivated by God's open-handed generosity to all
on earth, we reach out to others in love. The old teacher adage holds here:
they don't care what you know until they know you care.

Want to walk the path of Jesus? He emptied himself of concern for his own life,
how he would live, what he would eat, and then channeled God's loving
kindness to us and the people he met in person. Growing up, I recall singing
this old-timey hymn that begins with the line: "All of self and none of Thee"
and transforms through five verses later into: "All of Thee and none of me."

Am I capable of this selflessness? Possibly not, but Robert Browning said, "Ah,
but a man's reach should exceed his grasp. Or what's a heaven for?"

The Rain Falls on the Just and the Unjust
Saturday, September 18, 2021

Matthew 5:17-20
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"Don't suppose for a minute that I have come to demolish the Scriptures–either God's
Law or the Prophets. I'm not here to demolish but to complete. I am going to put it all
together, pull it all together in a vast panorama. God's Law is more real and lasting than
the stars in the sky and the ground at your feet. Long after stars burn out and earth
wears out, God's Law will be alive and working." - The Message 5:17-18

Most Christians do not have a working knowledge of what we call the Old
Testament, here called God's Law and the Prophets, because most Christian
churches emphasize that Jesus establishes a new covenant of forgiveness and
disregard what came before. But as Jesus says here, these things are eternal.
As quoted above, Jesus "pull[s] it all together in a vast panorama," something
that is new not just to the Pharisees who are the "Law experts" and enforcers
of Jesus' day, but also to us in our tunnel-visioned religions.

How does this work?

In my view, the teachings of Jesus have their roots and bring to completeness
the ideas of the Law (the Pentateuch). God created the world and all that is in
it as an act of love and even-handed justice. He wants us to share equally in
his love and favor and the blessings of this earth. "...[T]he rain falls on the
just and the unjust" (Matthew 5:45). In order to do this, we must love one
another. Jesus tells us that the Law says do not murder, but then he says do
not even hate your neighbor for that is a spiritual form of murder. Jesus points
out that the Law says do not steal another's possessions, but then he says that
if someone does steal from you, give them more because all good things are
from God. The Law is like the dirt we build upon, laying out the basic
principles of living in community, and as we grow in grace and understanding,
we are motivated not by fear and law-keeping, but by love and mutual
concern and respect.

Notice that Jesus leads a nonviolent thought revolution; even when he is
arrested and crucified brutally like a common insurrectionist, he neither resists
nor defends himself. He even heals the servant of the High Priest's ear that
Peter, in an excess of emotion, cut off. Jesus does not threaten anyone with
the Law nor does he call down curses on wrongdoers. If anything, he lifts them
up.

Once again in my view the numerous stories in the Old Testament about God's
wrath and threats of punishments and retribution are conjectures and
explanations of events through the eyes of the scribes and Pharisees, written
down in the years of captivity (6th-5th centuries BCE) to pull together the
displaced nation of Israel. The wrath and punishments more than likely
represent a mirror to the societies they were living in.

Christianity has its roots deeply embedded in the Hebrew Law and Prophets; I
think we cannot deeply understand the message of Jesus without thinking
about and trying to comprehend what came before. Jesus calls the Law "a
schoolmaster," intended to teach us something about God. Looking over the
Law and the Prophets, I have learned some things: God is faithful and ever-
present; he blesses us with an ever-renewing creation; he enters into one-
sided covenants with humans; and he provides our needs, usually in
abundance. I am certain there's much more for me to learn.
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