Becoming Jesus

Yes, it’s been a momentous week.
The results of the election have driven some of us to joy and
others to despair.
But no matter your feelings about these results, today’s gospel
lesson is a flare shot into the night sky, a clarion call to sit up and
pay attention to what matters most of all.
How many of us have said, or heard others say, usually in jest, but
with always a hint of the serious:
“I’m really glad so and so is in my life!
They’ll pull me into heaven!”
But as we near the end of Matthew’s gospel, Jesus whips out a
parable that ought to give everyone pause.
Because we know that parables are sticks of dynamite, wrapped in a
story, we won’t get fooled by the surface of things.
Today’s parable isn’t about sharing with others.
It isn’t even about the wisdom of proper planning, except in a very
particular way.
No, this is a parable about what it actually means to be a Christian.
And it’s NOT about hollering out the name of Jesus.

Nor is it about Jesus bumperstickers or claiming Jesus as one’s Lord
and Savior.
It’s not about any of that outside stuff at all.
What Jesus seems to be begging us to see is that the Christian life
is a life-long project of seeking to become like Jesus himself.
As we say around here, we aren’t called to worship Jesus, we’re
called to follow him.
Today, he takes it one step further.
We are called to become him.
Isn’t that the meaning of the oil in today’s story?
It’s why those with the extra oil cannot share what they have.
You can’t give someone metanoia — that willingness to enter into
“the larger mind of God.”
You can’t give someone faith.
You can’t give someone the capacity to love.
All of these can only occur through the personal transformation
that we each of us are called to undertake.
And I’ll bet you dollars to donuts that if we don’t do the work in
this life, we’re gonna have to do it in the next life!
So, we might as well get to it today, eh?

Now, maybe you think I’m all wet in thinking that this is a parable
inviting us to become Jesus.
So let’s look closely.
Perhaps you might come to agree.
It was Issac of Nineveh who observed:
“There is a love like a small lamp, fed by oil, which goes out when
the oil is ended.
Or like a rain fed stream which goes dry, when rain no longer feeds
it.
But there is a love, like a spring gushing from the earth, never to
be exhausted.”
As John Shea says:
“The wise virgins are in touch with this, the inexhaustible river.
So the oil is always replenished — rather than consumed.” Shea, The
Spiritual Wisdom of the Gospels, 315.
And that’s the significance of the foolish ones who try to “go out
and buy” more oil.
That phrase shows up elsewhere, and with a similar meaning.
When Jesus is about to feed the multitudes, his disciples at first
object, telling Jesus to have the crowd “go out and buy” food for
themselves. Mk. 6:36.

The urge to “go out and buy” is to look outside of oneself for what
one needs.
That’s why Jesus replies: “you feed them.”
Just so, as Jesus has his encounter with the Samaritan woman, the
one in which he offers her the Living Water that never runs dry.
He has this conversation while his disciples have “gone out to buy”
food in the village.
After they return and see this strange encounter between Jesus
and the woman, they implore him to eat, and he brushes them off,
saying, “I have food to eat that you don’t know about.”
Our task in this life is to engage in the journey that takes us out
of ourselves, to the food, and into the Living Water, that Jesus
provides.
By surrendering our egos.
Our hurts.
Our obsessions.
Our justified angers.
As we learn to walk this new path of self-giving love.
A path that trusts utterly in the constant nearer presence of this
God who consumes our lives — so that our lives may enter into, and
become one with, God’s life.
This is how we become Jesus.

That’s what St Paul comes to see when he cries out:
“It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives within me!” Ga.
2:20.
As Jesus himself says:
“The person who trusts me will not only do what I’m doing but even
greater things, because I, on my way to the Father, am giving you
the same work to do that I’ve been doing.” Jn 14:12.
And Jesus goes even further when he prays:
“that they may all be one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in
you, that they also may be in us…” Jn. 17:21.
This transformation from being “creatures made in the image of
God” to “creatures whose destiny is unity with God” — is our most
fundamental calling in life.
It’s a calling that is recognized by all mystics, and it’s a calling
offered to all people.
But here’s the rub, it’s a journey we each of us need to make alone.
Gandhi said: “My life is my message.”
St Francis said: "Preach the gospel always. When necessary, use
words.”
Martin Luther said: “You’re going to die alone, you better believe
alone.”

My AA friends say: “Walk the talk.”
And Jesus, this time from the Gospel of Thomas, says:
“Whoever drinks from my mouth will become like me; I myself
shall become that person...” Logion 108. Shea at 317, modified.
Don’t get me wrong!
I remember clearly the day young Aiden walked into the church,
took one look at me all dressed up in my robes, and yelled out:
“There’s God!”
This isn’t about getting a big head and strutting around bragging
that “hey look at me, I’m Jesus!”
No!
Always there is a tension between we who are created — and Jesus
who is the judge of all creation.
And yet, our destiny is unity with God — a fullness that is taken up
and grafted onto the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last,
the beginning and the end.
Isn’t that what it means to be “the body of Christ?”
This destiny awaits us when we learn to see in the eyes of the
least and the lost and the left behind, the face of Jesus.

And when we learn to see, through self-giving love, and humble
service, and brutal honesty with our own defects of character, that
we too are among the least and the lost and the left behind.
That’s why the five foolish bridesmaids can’t get into the party.
They haven’t undergone the transformation that allows them to see
that “the door only opens when they can open it for themselves.”
Shea, 316, modified.
That’s why the picture hanging in many of our homes of Jesus
knocking at the door has a detail most folks overlook.
If you look closely, the door handle isn’t on the side where Jesus is
knocking.
It’s where we are!
Where we live.
Only you, only I, can open the door.
“A man knocks on a door.
The voice within says: ‘Who is it?’
The man says: ‘I’m your neighbor.’
“No one’s home,” comes the response.
The man wanders for a year, returns to the door, and knocks again.
‘Who is it?’

‘I’m your brother.’
The voice answers, ‘There’s no one here.’
The man wanders for another year, returns to the door, and knocks
again.
‘Who is it?’
The man replies: ‘I am you.’
The door opens.” Shea, modified, 317.
Jesus won’t know us until he sees his own face reflected in ours.
Isn’t that the hard, yet joyfully hopeful, lesson of today’s gospel?
And if it is, are we ready to change?
+amen

