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My friend Diane tells the story of her friend Julie, who went to make a strawberry shortcake. Julie mixed
up some pound cake and popped it in the oven and went back to doing some work on her laptop at the
dining room table. Soon she got a whiff of something burning in the kitchen. She opened the oven door
to find that the cake batter had exploded from the pan and was dripping down the oven’s surface. She
was baffled as she had made this recipe dozens of times before, and it always turned out great. Why had
this turned out to be such a mess this time? Thinking she had made a mistake, she wiped down the oven
and got out the ingredients to start again. When she got out the flour canister, she noticed something in
the bag behind the canister that solved the mystery. Instead of putting all-purpose flour in the canister
by her spouse, her husband had instead purchased and put in the canister self-rising flour. Her husband
had done the grocery shopping and simply made the mistake of grabbing the wrong kind of flour.
This is the second week of our worship series, Jesus and Christianity, looking at some of the ways in
which the Church has strayed from the vision and teaching of Jesus—some of the ways in which the
Church has hurt, excluded, or rejected people. We’ll look at how the Church has made a mess of the
teachings of Jesus, especially when it comes to the Church being the body of Christ in the world.
I have long thought that one of the most significant tensions in Christianity is the tension between
putting ourselves first and putting others first. One of the most prevalent tensions in life is the tension
between putting ourselves first or others first.
How many stories have we read, heard, or witnessed first-hand where church leaders have abused their
power for their gain and, in the process, hurt many others along the way?
How many stories have we read, heard, or witnessed firsthand of churches whose primary mission was
to benefit a select few people within the church?
There have been many moments when the institution of the Church has done Jesus no favors.

As I said last week, the Church is a means to an end, not an end in itself. When any church exists only to
serve itself, it’s missing the mark on the teachings and the vision of Jesus.
This carries over to our lives and the tension between living for others and living for ourselves—the
tension between getting what is ours and living in a way so that all have enough.
Do we live for ourselves, or do we live for others?
Jesus would say that your life is not about you. Jesus would say that to be selfish is always at the expense
of others, often the most vulnerable among us. Jesus would also say there is a fine line between living
for oneself and living for others. Much like that strawberry shortcake, where a different kind of flour
made all the difference, the difference between living for ourselves and living for others can be
challenging to discern in the moment.
Last week, I mentioned that in the 9th chapter of Luke, the tone of the Gospel changes. Jesus is about to
begin his journey to Jerusalem and begins to really hone in on what discipleship looks like.
Sarah Bessy says, “Almost all of our theology—and so the way we live our lives—tracks back to what we
believe about the nature and character of God.”
How we understand Jesus and Jesus’s role in God’s plan directly affects how we understand our role as a
follower of Jesus.
Jesus said to everyone, “All who want to come after me must say no to themselves, take up their cross
daily, and follow me. All who want to save their lives will lose them. But all who lose their lives because
of me will save them. What advantage do people have if they gain the whole world for themselves yet
perish or lose their lives?” Luke 9:23-25
Jesus’s followers were marked by two things: They lived differently, and they did not acknowledge the
Roman emperor, the head of the empire, as the son of God.
Jesus says that we must say no to our wishes.
Take up our cross daily.
And if you want to save your life, you must first be willing to lose your life.
Will Willimon served for a long time as the dean of the chapel at Duke University, and he once lamented
to a group of students how difficult it was to get students to come to chapel services at Duke. "Go easy
on yourself," said one of the students. "Duke is a very selective school with very bright students," she
said. (I'm thinking, Yeah, bright but not all that humble.)
"I think most of them are smart enough to figure out," she continued, "that if they gave their lives to
Christ, he would only make their lives more difficult. I think it's amazing you get as many students to
come to Jesus as you do.”
Jesus has a different type of economy when it comes to a meaningful life. To save your life, lose your life.
To be the best version of yourself, serve others. To be the “you” God made you to be, serve others.

It’s no wonder that the Church has leaned into the idea of self. When we turn to faith, come to church,
we often do so searching for answers, trying to make sense of it all. Perhaps we come at a difficult
moment in life, or perhaps we come just seeking to be a better person. Throughout my ministry, I’ve had
people say they came to church seeking to find themselves.
It is nothing new. Jesus’s earliest followers wanted to make it about them, and what they couldn’t
understand was that Jesus was more passionate about the lives of others than he was his own life. They
couldn’t understand why Jesus spent so much time with those whom no one else would spend time.
They could not understand why Jesus would say “no” to himself and “yes” to others.
We can’t put that on the church sign, can we? “Come take up your cross with us.”
Faith is supposed to be our path towards wholeness, toward true life. What Jesus is saying is that
selfishness is not a part of that path.
He is giving us a lens by which to view life, not just considering how something affects us, but also how it
affects others. He invites us to see how connected we are, to experience how powerfully our actions
affect others.
Life is not just about you.
One of my favorite recent animated films is Moana. Moana is part of a family who lives on an island. By
tradition, no one leaves that island because the outside world is dangerous. Moana finds herself faced
with a call to leave. She feels called to the ocean, to what is “out there.” As her grandmother is dying,
Moana has a moving conversation with her where her grandmother says Moana must leave the island to
save it—and to save herself. In essence, her grandmother channels Jesus in saying, “You must lose your
life in order to find your life.” Against her father’s wishes, Moana quickly prepares to leave, to go to the
ocean, to the out there. As she is packing, her mother discovers her and begins to help her pack. With
tears in her eyes, her mother knows what must happen. She helps Moana leave, to find her life.
To find your life, you must first be ready to give away your life.
For any church to find its life, it must first be ready to lose its life.
Think for a moment about some of the most meaningful experiences in your life.
My guess is that those experiences involve doing something for or serving others.
Think for a moment about some of your most meaningful church experiences.
My guess is those experiences involve serving others.
Think about those moments when you felt most alive, when the world around you felt most alive. My
guess is those moments occurred when you were serving others, focused on the needs of others.
Somewhere along the way, we all forgot. But the good news is it is never too late.
If you wish to find your life, be ready to give it away in service to God and to this world that God loves.
Let us pray.

