How Does the Gospel Fit You?

Heather Kirk-Davidoff




    Kittamaqundi Community Church

July 6, 2008








How does the Gospel of Jesus Christ fit you?  If you were to picture the Gospel as something you would put on, as a garment, an article of clothing, what would it be?  Would it be a corset, an orthopedic shoe insert, a push-up bra—that is, something that is designed to correct problems, improve on what we have?  Or would it be a tailored suit, a pair of flip-flops that you’ve worn for three summers, a favorite t-shirt or pair of jeans, something that fits perfectly, that is shaped just like you are?


At KC, we often refer to ourselves as a call-based community which is to say we believe that on some basic level, the story of our lives is the same as the story of Peter and James.  Jesus came to them in the midst of their daily lives and invited them to leave their fishing nets and to follow him, to step out into the unknown and to allow everything in their lives to be shaped by their discipleship to Jesus Christ.  To say that we are a call-based community is to say that their story is our story too—that when we encounter the Gospel of Jesus Christ, we are missing the point if we just say, “Hmmm, that sure is a bunch of interesting ideas.  I’ll have to think about that.”  Rather, the Gospel is intended to provoke us—it demands a response, not just once in our lives, but again and again and again.  And we are bold enough to say that we are going to base this entire community not on what is traditional and not on what we think we need and not on what will make us successful, but simply on what will help us to hear God’s call on our lives and what will help us to say “YES” to that call.


But as soon as we say that we’re a call-based community, there’s a question that rises to the top quite quickly.  That is, “What is my call?  How would I know it when I encounter it?”  And while there is a lot of wisdom in our community and beyond about techniques and process that can help us discern our call, there’s a question we have to consider before we start any discernment process.  It’s hard to phrase this question exactly because it’s a very deep one, and it has to do, in essence, with the relationship between the Gospel and my core self, that is, who I am, in essence.  Does God’s call on my life essentially correct, or re-organize my basic self?  Or does God’s call on my life connect me more deeply to my basic self?  And behind those questions are other questions:  Is my basic self, my core identity bent, broken, warped?  Or is my basic self, my core identity, who I really am, good and useful to God, able to be deployed by God for good purposes in the world?  Does God call me in order to correct me, improve me, heal me?  Or does God call me in order to deploy me, use me, delight in me?


These are no small questions, and there has been much debate about them over two millennia of Christian history.  And advocates of both positions have found justification in the Bible.  For example, take a look at the two scriptures we just read.  In Matthew, Jesus is almost playful as he talks with his disciples about his call to them and their response.  You people are impossible to please, he says in what sounds to me more like teasing than angry indignation.  And then he turns and prays—and he says a funny thing.  “I’m grateful that you’ve revealed important things to infants, things that become hidden to us once we imagine ourselves wise and intelligent.”  And then he once again calls to his disciples, but this time he acknowledges and empathizes with their situation.  You’ve got it tough, he says, I can see that.  You’ve set up your lives in a way that has become overwhelming for you, and you’re worn out.  Follow me—and you’ll have a feeling of things fitting, of things being connected and integrated in your life.  I’m calling you back to who you are, back to your child-self, your simple self, your basic self.


But in Romans, Paul paints a very different picture.  He is clearly speaking very personally when he describes the mismatch between intention and action.  He finds himself doing things that he knows, in his mind, aren’t right, but somehow, his best intentions get subverted by his behavior.  He doesn’t just describe inner conflict—he describes a losing battle, and the despair that comes with losing the same battle over and over.  “Wretched man that I am!  Who will rescue me?” he moans, and then exclaims, as if he just remembered the encounter that reshaped his life, “Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!”  


Are these texts in opposition to each other?  In order to affirm that Jesus calls us to something that fits us well do we have to reject Paul’s statement that “nothing good dwells in me”?  Well, if we extrapolate that statement to an entire doctrine, if we imagine that Paul isn’t just describing a feeling but diagnosing the inherent nature of humankind, then we absolutely need to reject it.  In its place, we need to return to a much deeper anthropology, one that is based in Genesis and not in 3rd and 4th century Roman imperial theology.  In Genesis, God made human beings and declared, upon finishing, that they were “good”, just like all of the created world.  And while the human story, told in Genesis, involves betrayal and violation, God continues to find ways to realize his promise, to expand and deepen his covenant with humankind.  God’s relationship with humans, in Genesis, is NOT based on their GOODNESS, but on their CREATEDNESS.


But we do Paul a disservice if we lay the doctrine of original sin on his shoulders.  Paul, remember, was Jewish, and he had no doctrine of original sin.  In this passage from Romans, he’s not explaining a theological point, he’s crying out in despair.  He’s speaking about himself, about his own experience.  He FEELS divided, he feels conflicted, he feels like he is at war with himself and losing the war.  


Where does his relief come from?  He experiences Jesus as saving him from that conflict, pulling him out of that mess.  What does that mean?  Does Jesus release him from the bad parts of himself?  Does Jesus save just part of Paul?  Does Jesus, in fact, release Paul from Paul, and make him someone else entirely?  To me, neither of those images fit the invitation that Jesus issues in Matthew.  There he calls his disciples to something simple, something that connects with our child self, something that fits us, something that feels light and easy on us.  That’s not an invitation back to the garden, back to original creation that God declares good. 


God CREATES us.  God CALLS us.  Jesus’ invitation to us in Matthew makes the most sense if we hold those assertions together.  We aren’t called as a correction to our original creation—we’re called back to it.  As a call-based community, it’s extremely important that we remember that, that we embrace that.  Otherwise it’s too easy to imagine that a call is one more thing to do in the course of an already busy life.  A call-based community becomes a burden if we hear that call as one more thing that is pulling us and tugging us this way and that.  But if we believe that call and creation are connected, then we are most connected to our call, it has the strongest impact on our lives, when we are connected to our child-self, our non-divided self, our integrated self.  When we step away from multiple, conflicting demand.  When we pare it down, keep it simple.



There are lots of ways to talk about this, but for me, I find that images are the things that help me step more deeply into Jesus’ invitation, Jesus’ promise.  How do you imagine Jesus’ call—what does it feel like to put it on?  I don’t think its just women who want Jesus to be like the fairy Godmother in Cinderella.  We’re in a mess and we can’t get out, and we want someone to come into our lives and fix us up—add the gown and the carriage and the glass slippers that are going to make us into the princess we always wanted to be.  But what if Jesus’ call is really something else?


Like many—maybe even most high school girls in this country, I had my Cinderella moment at my senior prom.  I had the strapless dress and the push-up bra, the control-top nylons and the high heels, the make up and, for the first time in my life, the “up-do”.  It was a heck of a lot of fun for a while, but my most vivid memory of that whole experience is of the end of that long night, finally taking of the clothes and the shoes and stepping into the shower and pulling all the bobby pins out of my hair, and feeling utter relief that I could return to myself.  


Jesus call is more like that shower than it is like all the time at the hairdresser.  Thanks be to God.
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