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Jer. 20: 10-13
Ps. 69: 8-10, 17, 33-35
Rm. 5: 12-15
Mt. 10: 26-33

Today’s readings are pretty dramatic; they are also pretty somber! For weeks, during the Easter season, we were on a fairly consistent high. We were hearing a lot about the solid love and support of the fledgling Christian community by Abba God, the oneness of the disciples with Jesus, who promised to be with them always through the indwelling Holy Spirit. Now, today, we are sharply reminded of the suffering that accompanies the faithful living out of the call to discipleship.

Let’s take a look at the passage from the prophet, Jeremiah. “Terror all around! Denounce him!” The prophet laments that former friends are looking for any misstep on his part. Former friends? Who are they? What was going on here? Jeremiah was one of the priests of the Jerusalem Temple in the 6th century BCE.  The northern kingdom of Israel had long been overrun by a series of middle eastern potentates. The year 722 had marked the end of the northern kingdom. Now, it was Judah’s turn. The Babylonian emperor, Nebuchadnezzar, had conquered Jerusalem and carried off most of the royal family and most of the priestly class of the country to Babylon. Jeremiah was one of the remaining priests at the Temple. A nephew of the exiled Judean king, Zedekiah, had been put in place as a puppet king. Young Zedekiah was being given lots of advice on what to do by various prophets and priests of the Temple. One whole faction pressed him to go behind the back of the Babylonians and seek an alliance (sort of a back channel!) with the Egyptians to throw off the Babylonian yoke. They argued that Egypt was vulnerable and would be next to be toppled by Babylon, and so, allying themselves with the eager Egyptians would restore the honor and ultimately, the freedom of Jerusalem and Judea. Jeremiah was of a very different opinion which he expressed passionately. He claimed that the Babylonians were merely the tool of Yahweh to punish the people for their infidelities to God’s Law. They were oppressing the poor among other things. Jeremiah pointed out as well that Nebuchadnezzar had so far spared their city and was seeing that the people were fed, whereas the Egyptians were their long time enemy. Jeremiah was quite insistent and used many dramatic and symbolic demonstrations of his point of view, much to the annoyance of those who were plotting to join up with the Egyptians. His enemies did many things to humiliate him, even placing his life in danger, by leaving him at the bottom of a well. Jeremiah suffered greatly, even being taken off at the end of his life into exile with his people when they chose the path that he had been warning them about. Throughout his ordeal, Jeremiah often remonstrated noisily with God, but he always – in the end – remained faithful to his prophetic call. 
The psalmist echoes the trials and tribulations of Jeremiah when he says, “I’ve become an outcast in my own family, insulted because I am consumed with zeal for your house.” But he too does not abandon his call, but cries to God “I am in trouble. Hurry and answer me!”

The gospel passage from Matthew also paints a somber picture of the context in which the mission of the disciples is taking place, and it begs the question of what the nature of such discipleship must necessarily be. 
Most of us are familiar with the name of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the World War II era German Lutheran pastor. Bonhoeffer was a brilliant theologian who was actually teaching at Union Theological Seminary in New York when World War II broke out. He could have stayed there and remained safe from the disaster which was befalling the German nation, but he chose to return and to become an outspoken critic of the viciousness and thoroughgoing evil of the Nazi regime. He spoke out time and time again, and ultimately became involved in the plot to assassinate Adolf Hitler, for which he was imprisoned and ultimately hanged just days before the liberation of Germany. Bonhoeffer was a human being like us, with parents and siblings and a fiancee, whom he loved. He was surely often in great fear of the consequences of his actions. In his book, The Cost of Discipleship, he makes clear that he does not stand in his own strength, but in the power of God, the power of grace. Grace does not come cheap however. There is a great cost to be paid for daring to speak truth to power. In his Letters and Papers From Prison, published after his death, we see how, despite the best efforts of his loved ones to bring him comfort, even in prison, ultimately, he knows himself to be alone as he stands with integrity for the gospel. After ten years in prison, here is what Bonhoeffer wrote about suffering as a result of discipleship:
It is infinitely easier to suffer in obedience to a human command than in the freedom of one’s own responsibility. It is infinitely easier to suffer with others than alone. It is infinitely easier to suffer publicly and honorably than apart and ignominiously. It is infinitely easier to suffer through staking one’s life than to suffer spiritually. Christ suffered as a free man alone, apart and ignominiously, in body and spirit; and since then, many Christians have suffered with him.

Sometimes, we too seem to suffer alone. There are those times when, in spite of the good wishes of friends and neighbors, we find ourselves having to deal with suffering which others are powerless to prevent. We, like Jeremiah and Bonhoeffer, find ourselves fearful. We have thought of ourselves as people of faith, and we are afraid to acknowledge that we are fearful. It is then that we must, accept our human frailty and remember that even Jesus was fearful in the Garden. However, ultimately, he relied on his relationship with Abba God, to whom he surrendered himself and all his fears. Today’s gospel reminds us that relationship with God through Christ is everything when it comes to overcoming fear and doubt and discouragement. The efficacy of our work on behalf of the gospel does not depend on us, but on God’s grace. That grace is another way to describe our bonded relationship with God through Christ. Though we, like the original disciples of Jesus, live in a world that feels like we are undergoing seismic change, we are being assured by Jesus that all of this is happening within the context of God’s continuing  loving care, and knowledge and power. The divine is in control, not the demonic forces which would hold us in thrall to terror. We are being assured that our work, operating under God’s grace – the mission of Jesus and his disciples – is central to changing the world. The nature of discipleship is simply allowing the grace of God to overcome our fears and anxieties, trusting in the power of God made manifest in Jesus. Moreover, our Christian beliefs are necessarily focused outward into the world. We engage in order to transform! While we know we can expect suffering as followers of Jesus, we can also rest assured that no hate crime, whether at Calvary, or Dachau, College Park, MD or Portland, OR,  will ever overpower the gospel reign of God. 
No Christian disciple can ever check his or her values at the door when exiting the church and entering the public sphere. Witnessing to the compassion of Jesus and his Abba is what discipleship is all about. “Have no fear of those who can kill the body, but only of those who can kill the soul,” says Jesus! ‘What I say to you in the dark, you must speak in the light.” 
In the words of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, discipleship is not about hero worship of the Son of God, but about intimacy (a true relationship of oneness) with Jesus Christ. Paradoxically, discipleship cannot be limited to that which we can comprehend. It must transcend all comprehension. Christ calls us to plunge into the deep waters, where he will help us to comprehend even as he and his Abba do.
