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Second Sunday in Lent • March 17, 2019 
Genesis 15:1-12, 17-18  •  Psalm 27  •  Philippians 3:17-4:1  •  Luke 13:31-35 
  
In this season of Lent, we’re taking some time to think about what it means to live out our 

baptisms. This is as close as you are going to get to a sermon series in this pulpit. Not because 
sermon series are bad, but because I run out of good ideas halfway through. Which, if my math is 
right, should happen about seven minutes from now.   

In Luke’s gospel, Jesus brings the kingdom of God into the world through the lives of the 
poor and marginalized. Jesus travels from village to village, town to town, synagogue to synagogue 
bringing good news and healing and teaching and promise. Jesus’s whole ministry is, in a sense, 
aimed at restoration. Gathering. Bringing people together. Removing the barriers and obstacles that 
keep people apart.  
 But there is a shift, a turn, a pivot that happens about halfway through St. Luke’s gospel. 
Suddenly, Jesus seems unsatisfied with simply traveling around the countryside. Jesus decides he’s 
done with fishing villages and pastoral landscapes and small towns. Jesus wants to go to the city. As 
Luke vividly puts it, Jesus “set his face to go to Jerusalem.” Jesus decides that he is going to take his 
ministry of reconciliation and renewal right into the heart of the beast. To the Temple elites. To the 
militant powers. To Herod himself. 
 Jesus’s turn to Jerusalem doesn’t just change the geography of the story. It raises the stakes, 
too. One of the things that becomes clear when you read the gospels is this sort of uneasy détente 
between Jews like Jesus and rulers like Herod. Basically, the message from the powers that be to the 
marginalized in the countryside is this. You can do your rituals. You can debate your laws. You can 
have your intramural arguments about plucking wheat on the Sabbath. But you don’t question the 
legitimacy of the ruling class.  
 This is part of the reason why it matters that Jesus was crucified. Because crucifixion was not 
just used on any person deemed a criminal. It wasn’t even reserved for the worst or most violent 
criminals. It was used on people who were insubordinate. It was used on people who raised 
questions about the underlying order of society.  
 And crucifixion mattered for another reason, too. Crucifixion was not just a punishment. 
This is something that gets lost when we try to understand the crucifixion in terms of capital 
punishment. The death penalty as it is used today may be cruel and unjust, but it is a private affair.1 
It is hidden away. You are not supposed to see it or think about it. Crucifixions were different. You 
were supposed to think about crucifixions. You were meant to see crucifixions. And when you 
encountered a crucified body, it told you something about the disposability of your own body. 
 So it makes more sense to think of crucifixions as something closer to terrorism, hate 
crimes, and lynchings. Acts of violence that are meant to interrupt your life. Calvary has much more 
in common with Charleston, Charlottesville, and Christchurch than with capital punishment. 
Because when you see the crucified bodies of Matthew Shepherd or Emmitt Till or Mucad Ibrahim 
or the Falling Man, you are meant to think, That could be me. 
 Historians tell us that when Jesus was a child, there was a rebellion against the Romans that 
began out in the countryside not far from where Jesus grew up. 2 The Romans squashed it by 
crucifying thousands of people on the sides of the road in Galilee. All of which reminds us that 
Jesus grew up in a culture where intense violence was normal, even pedestrian. And it also means 
that Jesus is not unaware of the dangers his ministry involves. When Jesus speaks of his cross, it’s 

                                                           
1 Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, “A Social Statement on the Death Penalty,”1991.  
2 Rowan Williams, The Sign and the Sacrifice (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2017), 4.  
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not just a metaphor. And when Jesus sets his face toward Jerusalem, he knows what the risk he’s 
taking. 
 And so do the group of Pharisees in today’s reading. While Jesus is beginning his turn 
toward Jerusalem, Luke says that a group of Pharisees “came and said to him, ‘Get away from here, 
for Herod wants to kill you.’” This is basically another way of saying, “Go save yourself. Stay in the 
countryside. Stay in the villages. Stay out of the city. Stay out of trouble. This is good enough.” 
 We may think it’s the extreme violence of Herod that is the greatest threat to Jesus’s mission. 
But it’s really the pragmatic caution of the Pharisees that poses the greatest danger. The true risk is 
that the Herods of the world, those who want to drive us apart, those who intimidate and belittle, 
make us so afraid that we start to hedge like the Pharisees in today’s story. That when Jesus 
announces that the kingdom of God is entering the world, that God’s mercy and forgiveness and 
reconciliation are on the way, we say, “You know what? This is actually good enough.” 
 That’s what death looks like. How do we know crucifixions worked? Not just because they 
killed people. But because they made people afraid. They didn’t just tell you that this other person 
had been killed. They told you that you were disposable. That you should give up. That there was no 
use in trying to make things right. Just make them good enough. 
 We don’t encounter crucified bodies today, at least not literally. But we know the power that 
lies just under the surface when we encounter other bodies. Some of those encounters leave us 
feeling afraid or devalued or ashamed or threatened. Some of those encounters leave us feeling 
affirmed and wanted and inspired and perhaps even holy. So our bodies are not just a container for 
souls but an integral part of our selves. Which means that our bodies can be a means of grace. 
 This is part of why Jesus’s turn to Jerusalem, his rejection of the Pharisees’ fear and his 
decision to take his ministry to Herod and the Temple elites matters. When Jesus takes his ministry 
of gathering and reconciliation to Jerusalem, Jesus is saying that there is no one who is not my 
concern. Staying over here in my little corner of the world isn’t good enough. There is no one for 
whom I am not responsible. There is no one who is outside the reach of God’s embrace. By putting 
his body in Jerusalem, Jesus is saying that its people have been taken into the heart of God. 
 So what does this have to do with baptism? Well, when we say that we have been united 
with the crucified and risen body of Christ in our baptisms, we have to take the publicness of that 
body seriously. In the same way that the crucified body of Christ was meant by the Herods of the 
world to be seen, meant to be encountered, meant to communicate something about other people’s 
bodies, the risen body is meant by God to communicate something, too.  
 To be grafted into the body of Christ is to be part of a body that is not content to concern 
itself with parochial matters. A body that is not content to just stay in the countryside and hope 
something is done for the people in Jerusalem. 

The Apostles’ Creed, which was written to help people prepare for baptisms, captures this 
belief when it affirms the “one, holy, catholic and apostolic church.” The word “catholic” there 
deserves our attention. It does not mean Roman Catholic. But it also doesn’t mean universal in the 
way we typically think of it. It doesn’t mean that there are Christians all around the globe. The 
Apostles’ Creed was written long before that was true. It means that the church’s concerns, the 
people it is called to be in mission to and engage with, includes everyone. So long before the church 
was global, it was catholic. There is no way to be the church that is faithful to God’s call, to be 
catholic in the original sense of the word, and say that just sticking in the countryside is good 
enough.  

To be a catholic church is a tough ask. To be an institution with limited time and limited 
resources and limited personnel that is given a seemingly limitless task. And yet the foundational, 
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core belief of the church is that we are not an institution. We are not a non-profit. We are certainly 
not a business. We are not a social services group with sacraments on Sundays.  

We are a body. A body that is limited. A body that is finite. A body that, God knows, has its 
flaws. But a body that is joined to the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ so that we might 
communicate beyond ourselves to all who encounter us. The church is catholic not because we can 
solve all the world’s problems but because the body of Christ bears all of the world’s burdens.  

Two thousand years ago, Jesus’s contemporaries traveled roads lined with crucified bodies 
that made them feel disposable and irrelevant. So we should ask, when people travel down roads 
lined with churches today, lined with the crucified and risen body of Christ, how do they encounter 
us? What message do we send them? Oftentimes, it’s that should feel ashamed. Or that they should 
be guilty. Or that they should feel unworthy. 

But it could be something else. That their bodies have value. That their laments have power. 
That their lives have integrity not because the church says they do, but because, in the resurrection 
of Jesus Christ, God says they do. That’s what it means to be a catholic church. A church that exists 
for others. A church that gives of itself. A church that takes its publicness seriously. A church that 
turns its face toward Jerusalem.     

To encounter the crucified body is to be reminded of your own disposability in the eyes of 
those in power. But to encounter the risen body is to be reminded of your integrity in the eyes of 
God. And in our baptisms, that’s the body God forms us to be.  

  
Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


