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Grace to you and peace from god our father and Jesus the anointed one.  I thank my god every time I remember you, ….  I 
am confident of this, that the one who began a good work among [us] will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus the 
anointed one.  Philippians 1 
 
We are in Lent time, a season to consider the lonely path Jesus walked to his death.  Sometimes we are uncomfortable with 
that dark journey; yet the gospels have laid out this path, and so we must follow.1 
 
Jesus lived among us, fed the hungry, comforted the sad, touched the sick, defended the downtrodden. 
Jesus lived among us, challenged religious, political, institutional abuses; threatened the status quo.    
 His life ended by institutional collusion. 
Jesus lived among us, walked, ate, slept with those who followed; lived amidst the dirt, the filth. 
Jesus lived among us, showed us how to live, how to please YHWH god. 
Jesus lived among us, showed us the way; we became people of the WAY, the only way of salvation. 
Jesus lived among us, asked us to follow, asked no one to lead, asked no one to institute a building, asked no one to build an 
institution. 
Jesus lived among us, loved us, wept for us, died for us. 
Jesus lived among us, asked us to love god, love our neighbours, asked us to follow. 
 
How did people of the WAY2 become Christian and arrive where we are today? 
How did people of the WAY come to the place where we tell the hungry, the sad, the sick, the downtrodden – go away? 
How did people of the WAY come to fear for their charitable status, so we collude with abusive institutions, afraid to speak 
truth? 
How did people of the WAY come to close our doors on victims of war, victims of climate change, victims of mental 
anguish? 
How did people of the WAY come to believe we could say a magic prayer, ask forgiveness, ask Jesus to come into our 
lives, carry on with our wicked ways? 
How did people of the WAY come to have abusive leadership, opulent buildings, life-sucking institutions? 
How, how did people of the WAY come to the place where we go back to 1569 to find a credible story of one who died 
loving god, loving their neighbour?3 
 
After Jesus death, after the breath of God had come upon Jesus' followers, there was great excitement in the church.  Those 
who gathered shared everything, ate their meals together, loved god and loved their neighbours. 
Some liked sharing so much, they quit their work and just shared what others brought them.  It was hard to love without 
rules, without leaders.  Kind and wise followers of Jesus intervened and guided the church forward. 
 
Meals together were love feasts - times to remember the life Jesus lived, the love Jesus gave, the death Jesus died.  But 
greedy people took advantage of these meals, it was hard to love without rules, without leaders.  Kind and generous 
followers of Jesus – deacons - were chosen to make sure the food was properly shared.  The deacons cared for the poor, 
widows, orphans. 
Directly 'loving our neighbours' dwindled and Jesus' followers were instructed to share through the church institutions. 
And somehow the love feast became a miserly Lord's Supper – instead of feasting they became solemn affairs - a thimble of 
juice and a morsel of bread.  The sinners at Jesus' suppers were removed -- these meals were reserved for the saints – even 

                                                             
1 As an aside, and a counterpoint to the journey of Lent: this week I listened to CBC's Tapestry – a conversation with 
Katharine Hayhoe – a University of Toronto trained climate change scientist, and an evangelical Christian living in Texas.  
She has dedicated herself to persuading evangelicals that climate change is real and that god wishes for action.  Katharine is 
hopeful and delightful. 
2 Acts 9 
3 Dirk Willems     May 16, 1569     Asperen, Netherlands 
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dearly loved family were excluded. 
 
People of the way realized Jesus' life had been short, his ministry only three years.  Anyone could wander aimlessly for 
three years, eating and sleeping wherever someone took pity.  Anyone could help out here and there, anyone could criticize 
the establishment.  People of the WAY were good responsible citizens (spouses, parents, contributors to society, …), they 
needed to organize, they needed rules and leaders. 
 
Political and religious institutions felt threatened by the People of the WAY because, like Jesus, challenged institutional 
authority.  Knowing who was in and who was out is important if your group is persecuted – thus more rules. 
 
One of those persecutors was Saul, and we know that story, we know how he met the risen Jesus – the Christ.  Saul (now 
Paul) was transformed by his encounter with the Christ, and because Paul had not known the historical living Jesus – his 
encounter focused his view of the church onto the death, resurrection, and glory of the risen Christ. 
Paul's insight and leadership was second to none, soon Saul was again traveling to the churches - this time organizing, rather 
then breaking.  Many wrote to Paul with questions about how to love god and love their neighbour and, Paul wrote back 
with answers and arbitrations.  He and other leaders were prolific in their writings. 
 
Paul's writings detailed the salvation mechanisms effected by Jesus death and resurrection – Jesus becoming the Christ.  
Paul's ministry was so effective that soon the people of the WAY began to be known as Christians – followers of the risen 
Christ.  Paul's letters were read and reread in gatherings, his letters were copied and shared in ever widening circles.  The 
same was true for other leaders of the early church. 
Letters separated from their authors – the breath of their authors vanquished off the written page and separated from context 
-- these letters hardened into institutionally oppressive rules and precepts.  Sometimes in the church; knowing how you were 
saved was more important then acting saved. 
 
At this time, the good news stories of Jesus life were still oral, and it seems good news stories of Jesus were loosing  
influence -- Jesus' stories were fading into the Christian past. 
Some were unhappy with this loss, they decided to gather and organize the stories of Jesus life.  Those oral stories were 
gathered and arranged to tell the story of an earthly, historical Jesus – an earthly historical Jesus, in contrast and, as a 
reaction against the Christian focus on the risen Christ.  The stories were chosen and arranged to respond to Christian issues 
of the day.4 The gospels were a reaction against what the early church had become. 
 
As a reaction against what Christianity had become,Jesus of the good news cares little about the mechanisms of salvation.  
Jesus of the good news asks us to follow him, love god, love our neighbours. 
 
Jesus of the good news deliberately avoids every advance towards leadership.  Jesus never advances a follower to a 
leadership position, nor does he take any.  Jesus tells us to never give each other titles, and doesn't accept them for himself. 
 
At the time these stories were being gathered, Christianity which had begun as a sect of Judaism, is pretty well separated 
into its own independent religious institution.  So, why are the gospel writers gathering so many stories about bad Pharisees 
and Sadducees?  Are the writers still poking at Judaism?  Or is poking at Judaism a safe way for the writers to poke at the 
burden the new Christian institution has placed upon its people?  Are new Christian burdens as onerous as old Judaic 
burdens? 
 
 
[Jesus] opened the book [of the prophet Isaiah] and found the place where it was written, “the breath of YHWH is upon me, 
because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and 
recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim the acceptable year of YHWH     
Luke 4 
 
How many early Christians were so quickly enslaved by stale breathless letters?  How many early Christians could no 
longer see the freedom Jesus had promised?  Apostolic letters filled with good edicts intended to answer a single problem 

                                                             
4 The stories chosen spoke directly to the problems of the day.  Just like today, we discuss the issues that we are 
unsure of, the issues we disagree about.  The things we agree on we almost never talk about –  we don't talk endlessly about: 
the sun is the centre of the solar system, we live on a ball shaped earth.....  
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but spread and universalized for all Christianity had become oppressive.  How many Christians were terrorized by Paul's 
complex explanations about salvation? 
 
Jesus simply said, “I am the WAY, and the truth and the life: no one comes to the Father, but by me.”   (John 14)  So, what 
is that WAY? – to follow Jesus,to love god, to love our neighbours. 
 
We could go on, but my essential thesis is this: the gospels – the good news - are a correction to the life of the early church, 
a rebuke to the universal breathless application of well intended letters, a rebuke to the oppressiveness of leadership and 
institutionalization. 
 
Some Christians were transformed, set free by these good news stories -- some rejoined the WAY.  Some gospel listeners 
followed Jesus, loved god and loved their neighbours. 
 
The institutional church, however, effortlessly absorbed the good news stories.  Christianity gave the gospels a preeminent 
place at the front of the New Testament - in front of the apostolic letters.  This was good, for surely now seekers would first 
read the gospels and be set free from their burdens, set free to love. 
But the institutional church ignored the good news corrections, they reminded each other that Jesus' words and life were 
truly inspirational, but Jesus' ministry was too brief, too developmental to be used for church life. 
Sometimes they explained: the Christian scriptures as an ever expanding revelation of God.  Adam and Eve, Abraham and 
Sarah, they knew so little about who God was.  The good news was so revolutionary Jesus did not have time to fully expand 
the meaning of that for the church. 
But Christianity explained: this was not a problem for thoughtful and inspired apostles had taken the time to expand Jesus' 
teachings, to sort those ideas, to tell us how we should live together, to explain the spiritual mechanisms that Jesus' death 
and resurrection had put into place.  The Christian institution carefully pointed Christians away from the drudgeries of 
earthiness and towards the ethereal heavens, towards the cataclysmic return of Christ – the climax of Christianity, the 
climax of the biblical story. 
The good news at the front of the new covenant -- a truly inspirational story, but a story constrained by breathless letters. 
 
There was no conspiracy.  There was no ill will towards Jesus or his good news. It is just so hard to live without rules – 
humanity demands guidance and rules.  Love god and love your neighbour is so easy to say, even a child understands, but 
how do you apply such a grand overarching statement?  The line between love and hate is sometimes so thin.  Life giving 
and life taking balancing on a razor's edge. 
We masses do not want responsibility for these hard decisions; we masses prefer  someone step forward and tell us what is 
right and what is wrong.  We like that surety.  And if for some small chance we are wrong; well so and so told us to do this.  
It is a beautiful arrangement. 
Of course there has usually been someone to tell us right from wrong, someone to lead us through the desert – some 
reluctant others eager, some thoughtful others bombastic, some kind, generous and altruistic others not so much. 
 
For almost 300 years the Christian church existed, even prospered; some historians say up to 10% of inhabitants in the 
Roman Empire were Christian.  In the 200's even affluent and influential Roman citizens became Christian.  But during this 
time Christianity was at best tolerated, and at times heavily persecuted. 
 
In 312, Constantine the Great saw a vision of a cross in the sky over the sun -- and with this cross the words: 'through this 
sign you shall conquer.' The next day Constantine had crosses painted on his flags and shields.  With his 'new' flag and 
shields Constantine went into battle; and of course Christ helped him win.   Immediately Constantine became a Christian – 
but not a very good one (for he murdered even his wife and child).   
Nevertheless, Constantine made Christianity the state religion, compelled all to join; and Christians eagerly clambered to 
the highest ranks in the empire.  Institutional Christianity made huge leaps over the next few years. 
 
This elevation of Christianity to state religion did not occur without dissent.  Many believers insisted this was not part of the 
Jesus way.  To this point in Christianity, soldiers who became Christian had usually left the army – army life was not loving 
god and loving your neighbours. 
But Christianity prevailed – it was so much better, so much easier to be on the inside.  The end of persecution was truly an 
answered prayer.  Those who resisted Christendom (this powerful collusion between Christianity and the state) were forced 
to the margins. 
Skipping 1200 years over many important stories.  The Christian reformers (Luther, Calvin, …) were reading the bible and 
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they were convinced and convicted by what they read.  These reformers called for the primacy of Scripture in faith, and 
insisted salvation was by faith – a much needed reaction against the breathless Christendom of their time. 
With absolute sincerity Luther, Calvin and the others called for new faith communities.  These reformers, with their heavy 
reliance on the practicality of the apostolic letters, focused on the death and resurrection of Christ; and following Paul and 
the other great apostles these reformers set out to create their own institutions – institutions with strong links to the state – 
essentially alternative Christendoms. 
 
Many were reading the bible in this foment of the 1500's reformation, some were finding new freedom in the gospels – the 
good news stories of Jesus.  This was the beginning of the anabaptist or re-baptizer movement.  These readers came to 
believe the key to scripture was the gospels – the life and death of Jesus.  These anabaptists saw the life and death of Jesus 
as the centre.  They set out to follow Jesus, to love god, and to love their neighbours. 
Of course this was an energetic and wild movement – these people who chose to follow Jesus, to love god and love their 
neighbours.  And some things got out of control, but excellent leaders arose to harness this energy for good. 
It is interesting to note: the centrality of the good news for the biblical stories (has with some ebb and flow) remained for 
500 years among these anabaptists.  But sadly even the centrality of the good news did not stop the institutionalization of 
faith, did not stop the abuse of leadership, did not stop the oppression of rules.  Maybe the gospels reduced the strength of 
these evils, but we are not sure 
 
This freedom in good news for the poor, release for the captives, recovering of sight for the blind, and liberty for those who 
are oppressed – this freedom has come to each generation of the church; sometimes in stormy winds, sometimes barely a 
breeze.  And each generation has again become ensnared in the institutions of rules, leaders and buildings. 
Each generation has chosen to follow Jesus, to love god and love their neighbours; and each generation has fallen back into 
Christianity.  God is surely patient with us. 
 
I want to tell Micah,  I want to tell Sidney,  I want to tell Jadess, I want to tell all the children here in our little church: You 
must choose, you must choose to follow Jesus, or you must choose to become a Christian.  Maybe you cannot be both a 
Christian and also a follower of Jesus. 
 
I plead with you: choose Jesus, Choose to follow Jesus, to love god and love your neighbours.     Amen 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Exodus 23 
If you see the ass of one who hates you lying under its burden you shall help him to lift it up. 
 
Leviticus 19 
You shall love your neighbour as yourself: I am YHWH. 
The stranger who sojourns with you shall be to you as the native among you, and you shall love him as yourself; for you were 
strangers in the land of Egypt:  I am YHWH your god. 
 
Deuteronomy 6 
Hear O Israel: YHWH our god is one YHWH;and you shall love YHWH with all your heart, and with all your life, and with 
all your might.  And these words … shall be upon your heart. 
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Deuteronomy 10 
And now, Israel, what does YHWH require of you, but to fear YHWH your god, to walk in all his ways, to love him, to serve 
YHWH your god with all your heart, and with all your life, …. 
For YHWH your god is god of gods and lord of lords, the great, the mighty, and the terrible god, who is not partial and takes 
no bribes. 
YHWH executes justice for the fatherless and the widow, and loves the stranger, giving him food and clothing. Love the 
stranger therefore for you were strangers in the land of Egypt.  Fear YHWH, serve him and cleave to him. 
 
Micah 4 
They will beat their swords into ploughshares 
and their spears into pruning hooks. 
Nation will not take up sword against nation, 
nor will they train for war anymore. 
Every person will sit under their own vine 
and under their own fig tree, 
and no one will make them afraid, 
for YHWH almighty has spoken. 
 
Micah 6 
With what shall I come before YHWH, and bow myself before god on high? 
Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, with calfs a year old? 
Will YHWH be pleased with thousands of rams, with then thousands of rivers of oil? 
Shall I give my first-born for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul? 
YHWH has showed you, O people, what is good; 
and what does YHWH require of you 
but to do justice, and to love kindness, 
and to walk humbly with your god? 
 
Luke 4 
And [Jesus] stood up to read; and there was given to him the book of the prophet Isaiah.  He opened the book and found the 
place where it was written,  “The breath of YHWH is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor.  
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are 
oppressed, ... 
 
Luke 10 
Love YHWH your god with all your heart, and with all your life, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your 
neighbour as yourself. 
 
Acts 9 
But Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord, went to the high priest and asked for letters … so 
that if he found any belonging to the WAY, men or women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem. 
 
Acts 11 
For a whole year [Saul and Barnabas] met with the church, and taught a large company of people; and in Antioch the disciples 
were for the first time called Christians. 


