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OSLC 09 08 19 

Deuteronomy 30:15-20; Philemon 1:1-21; Luke 14:25-33 

 

Grace to you and peace… 

 

When I was about 12 or 13, I took the Greyhound bus from 

Madison to Eau Claire to visit a friend. We were of an age where 

we had the liberty to “go out” on a Friday night. The intoxicating 

freedom of no adult supervision, outside, after dark. So grown up! 

Back in the day it was common for churches, Ys, and other 

community centers to offer “drop-ins” for teens – a safe space to 

go and hang out, listen to music, imagine you might meet 

someone cute and cool, practice flirting…generally stretch your 

wings of growing independence. 

This particular night we were even more radical. A flier on the 

bulletin board held an open welcome we opted to check out…to 

visit a house of…Jesus People. A much cooler designation than 

“Christians,” or “church,” it was something of a combination house 

church and intentional Christian living community. It was an open 

invitation to come to a prayer meeting. So we went. 

Nice college kids clothed in the standard hippie attire of jeans and 

tie-dyed t-shirts welcomed us to the prayer meeting that was just 

coming to an end. They were earnest and kind, eager to save us 

for Jesus. In very short order my friends and I were each guided 

through the 5 Steps to Accepting Jesus Into Your Life. I don’t 

remember the words, but I remember the kneeling, the praying 

(the words they told me to say) and the affirmation that I was now 

“saved.” I had, in the language of today’s scripture, “chosen life.” 
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We headed back out into the darkness of the summer night. My 

companions were somewhat giddy with joy, jumping and shouting 

“praise Jesus,” and “I’m saved,” and I don’t remember what else. I 

was quieter. More reflective. I felt as though something important 

had happened, but I remember very clearly thinking, “this can’t be 

all there is; there must be something more.” I had just “followed 

Jesus,” but I somehow knew, intuitively, that it was going to cost 

me something. 

I was saved again, later in high school. This time it was at a 

Campus Crusade event. The speaker was Nicky Cruz, a former 

gang member, whose “come to Jesus” story was at the heart of 

the book “The Cross and the Switchblade.” The details of the 

book are fuzzy, but he spoke of a priest who risked his life 

reaching out to young men trapped in gang violence. This man of 

God promised Nicky that “Jesus loves you.” The words rang in his 

ears through the night, as he told in his testimony. “One 

o’clock…Jesus loves me…two o’clock…Jesus loves me…three 

o’clock…Jesus loves me,” and on through the night until his 

resistance was worn down and he sought out the priest, and 

turned away from his life of violence. The talk ended with the 

obligatory altar call – and invitation to come forward and dedicate 

your life to Christ.  

Standing at my seat in the stadium I found myself crying and 

thinking, “not me. God is calling others, but not me.” I wasn’t 

feeling saved. It wasn’t a choice I could make. Then I heard an 

interior voice that wasn’t from within saying very clearly, “yes, 

Laurie, you too.” Jesus loves Me! In tearful wonder I joined the 

stream of people coming forward to the stage. Did I choose life 

that night? Or did life choose me? 
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Looking back over my life there have been many glimmers of 

encounter with the Living God. If you’ve been paying attention, I 

suspect the same is true for you. Because a life of faith is not as 

simple as doing a cost/benefit analysis and making a choice – 

though that’s how Jesus makes it sound in today’s gospel. It 

seems to me that faith; following Jesus; is more like a persistent 

pursuit…a nagging invitation…an ongoing challenge and nudge. 

In this moment, what are you going to choose? Are you going to 

submit to God’s claim on your life in this circumstance? Or are 

you going to resist, turn your back, follow some other impulse? 

Many of us have been reading and discussing Lenny Duncan’s 

book, “Dear Church; A Love Letter From a Black Preacher to the 

Whitest Denomination in the U.S.” Lenny Duncan is pastor at 

Jehu’s Table in Brooklyn NY, an ELCA mission start congregation 

in a poor neighborhood. Lenny is the first to admit that he is an 

unlikely pastor: former drug dealer, sex worker, homeless queer 

teen, and felon. AND he met Jesus when he first met the 

Evangelical Church in America. The experience of radical grace 

and radical welcome extended to him from the Communion Table 

at Temple Lutheran church in Havertown Pennsylvania was his 

encounter with the love of Jesus, God’s claim on his life, and his 

invitation to come and follow. Out of the passion of one who 

experienced God’s love with skin on, he is determined to remind 

US – the ELCA – of who we are and whose we are. And what it’s 

going to cost us to continue to be followers of Jesus and 

witnesses to God’s radical, extravagant, costly and priceless 

grace.  

Set on fire by the Spirit he received within our denomination, 

Lenny Duncan is determined to hold us to the costly grace we 
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have come to take for granted. Through Lenny’s eyes, our church 

is (right now) like the builder whose tower is only half finished and 

subject to ridicule; like the ruler who has not put up sufficient 

resources to win the battle against the demonic forces that 

threaten life in all its forms. But through the faithful witness of 

ordinary people in this most white of denominations, Pastor 

Duncan has caught the vision of God’s Beloved Community and 

sees our potential to live into God’s reign.  

His challenge, the challenge of his love letter to the whitest 

denomination in the United States, is to let go of our comfort and 

respectability, our right doctrine and right practice, our passive 

politeness, our progressive certainty and self-righteousness – to 

let go of all our possessions – and submit ourselves to God’s 

claim on our lives as beloved children and witnesses to God’s 

vast, inclusive reign. 

One of the chapters in Duncan’s book is entitled “Stretching God’s 

Tent.” In this chapter he reminds us that “Christianity at its core is 

subversive. But radical evil wants complacency, not subversion. 

(Radical evil) wants us all comfortable, unchallenged, and staring 

at the stained-glass windows of our church from the inside, while 

someone who is suffering is staring at those same windows from 

the outside.”  

Radical evil, the worldly values that demand our loyalty and 

obedience, wants walls, and divisions, tribalism, and disgust for 

those whose thoughts and behaviors don’t match our own. 

Worldly values want us to believe that our first priority is to the 

safety and security of ourselves and our own families. The cross 

of Jesus…the cross we are to pick up and carry…turns all of that 

upside down. That’s what Jesus is getting at with his terrible 
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demand that in order to be a Jesus follower we are called to hate 

father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters, yes, 

and even life itself. 

For Jesus, that understanding of love, of family, is far too small. 

Such love becomes an idol, another god that upholds cultural 

norms and unjust systems and makes it possible for the suffering 

of others to be invisible to us. Or too much to bear. Or not my 

problem. Or intractable and unsolvable. 

We’ve taken up “Stretching God’s Tent” as our theme for this fall 

season. Duncan insists that “stretching God’s tent is frontline 

freedom fighting,” begun in a “synagogue in Galilee, when Jesus 

unfurled the text from Isaiah” and read, 

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because God has anointed me 

to bring good news to the poor. God has sent me to proclaim 

release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the 

oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of Yahweh’s favor.” 

Dear church, we’ve made a good start. The stained glass 

windows that insulated former members from the reality of the 

streets outside were replaced by clear glass. Our forbearers 

stretched us beyond the cultural tribalism of Norwegian 

immigrants when they made the switch to worship in English. As a 

congregation we’ve started and launched many ministries, letting 

go of our possession of good works so that they might take on 

expanded life beyond our control. We’ve stretched to be of 

service to those we have seen as “in need.” We’ve expanded our 

welcome to include those who are LGBTQIA+, affirming that Love 

is Love. 
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And now we face another challenge, perhaps a greater cost – one 

that might threaten our self-understanding, even our identity. Our 

call is to be open to those in our neighborhood and community 

who are of different skin color, or economic status, or cultural 

upbringing, or life experience, not to provide service to their need, 

but as beloved siblings of the same Divine Parent, with gifts of 

vibrant life to share with us! 

Paul’s request to Philemon was to welcome Onesimus, his 

runaway slave, home and see him in a new way. Paul asked 

Philemon to see him no longer under the hierarchy of the cultural 

norm, no longer as a slave but as a beloved brother. God’s claim 

on our lives as followers of Jesus is to see others in new ways. To 

receive people with curiosity and openness, as bringers of their 

own unique gifts, not as those who simply need our help. It is to 

submit ourselves to God’s vision of Beloved Community, 

participants in stretching the tent wide, the table long, and the 

welcome all-inclusive. We follow the One who, for the sake of the 

joy set before him, on the cross opened his arms to all.  

Do we choose life? Or does Life choose us? Amen. 

 


