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[ Timothy 6:6-19

®0f course, there is great gain in godliness combined with contentment, ” for we brought nothing into the world, so
thatl®l we can take nothing out of it, ® but if we have food and clothing, we will be content with these. * But those who
want to be rich fall into temptation and are trapped by many senseless and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin

and destruction. '° For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil, and in their eagerness to be rich some have wandered
away from the faith and pierced themselves with many pains.

"'But as for you, man of God, shun all this; pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance, gentleness. '? Fight the
good fight of the faith; take hold of the eternal life to which you were called and for which you madel®! the good
confession in the presence of many witnesses. > In the presence of God, who gives life to all things, and of Christ Jesus,
who in his testimony before Pontius Pilate made the good confession, I charge you ! to keep the commandment without
spot or blame until the manifestation of our Lord Jesus Christ, > which he will bring about at the right time—he who is
the blessed and only Sovereign, the King of kings and Lord of lords. It is he alone who has immortality and dwells in
unapproachable light, whom no one has ever seen or can see; to him be honor and eternal dominion. Amen.

17 As for those who in the present age are rich, command them not to be haughty or to set their hopes on the uncertainty
of riches but rather on God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment. '® They are to do good, to be rich in
good works, generous, and ready to share, *° thus storing up for themselves the treasure of a good foundation for the
future, so that they may take hold of the life that really is life.

Sometimes we miss out on the sense of urgency with which the New Testament was written. We look at it more
as a handbook for helpful Christian living or religious self-help book. What can I find in here that will make my life better
or fix my problems or answer my questions. I had a seminary professor colleague who once said something like when you
walk into a room where there is an open Bible, be careful. When you start reading, something transformative is about to
happen. For when we start reading it looking for all the answers, when we start reading it and bring our problems we
want solved, when we come with our questions we want answered, we are a bit jarred and shocked and taken aback
when the Bible claps back with questions for us. We think we are reading the Bible but it is also reading us, querying us,
probing us.

Theologian of mission Darrell Guder once said something like we come to church and want to hear from Jesus
and look to God for answers to our questions and easy solutions to our problems and an instruction manual for our lives,
but what happens when we open scripture, we are encountered by a God who opens our eyes to problems we never
knew who had, opens our eyes to people we dismissed and never saw before, opens our hearts and minds and souls to a
way of life that doesn’t make life easier, but gives us greater challenges. Jesus doesn’t solve all our problems, but gives us

more, helping us to see problems we never knew we had.Our passage today from 1 Timothy was written to a community

and a leader of the Christian community in Ephesus; a community expectant of Christ’s immanent return; a community
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trying to prepare for Christ’s fulfillment of all things; a community seeking to order its life so that it might more closely
reflect God’s promised kingdom as it waited expectantly for the return of Christ. How are we to live in this time between
the times, this time before Christ’s promised day?

That is the ethical wisdom that is being imparted to Timothy here. Live generously, because you can't take it with
you. Pursue faith, love, endurance, and gentleness rather than returning evil for evil and trolling your so-called enemies.
And live with hope for the coming of Christ who is the Lord of heaven and earth, sovereign over all things. I am reminded
here of Martin Luther’s barber, who asked him, if you knew that the end of the world was upon us, or if you knew you
only had one day to live, how would you live, what would you do? Luther responded: ‘T would say my prayers, I would
plant a tree, and I would enjoy a drink of my favorite German beer.’ In other words, I would give thanks to God for the
gift of life and offer my worship, I would do something for the future and invest my resources in things that matter, and I
would enjoy the gifts of God’s good creation all around me.

One of the earliest artistic renderings of the crucifixion, the Alexamenos graffito, dates back to 200 AD and was
scratched on the wall inside a building near the Palantine Hill in Rome. The piece of graffiti depicts a figure crucified on a
cross with the head of a donkey and features another figure, presumably Alexamenos, in a posture of worship before this
crucified figure on the cross with the head of a donkey. Historical research shows that very likely this room where the
graffiti was etched was a room that housed soldiers and it seems that the author of the graffiti was very likely making fun
of the faith at the expense of Alexamenos and mocking the fact that he worshiped a crucified god. ‘Alexamenos worships
his god.” To suggest that this person crucified and left outside the city gates next to the town refuse heap was the ‘only
Sovereign, the King of kings and Lord of lords,” as our scripture lesson announces, stretched the bounds of credibility. The
piece of art graffiti is also a reminder of how central Christ was to the worship and identity of the earliest Christians and
how countercultural it was to hold to the belief that the power and strength of God is not disclosed in conventional
forms of power, but in weakness, through a crucified Savior. What Martin Luther called left-handed power: ‘power that
looks for all the world like weakness.”

During the 3™ century at some point, a government figure was called upon to make a report to Diognetus, his
Roman bureaucratic supervisor about these communities of Christians and what they were all about. Here is what he
said: ‘Christians cannot be distinguished from the rest of the human race by country or language or customs. They do not

live in cities of their own; they do not use a peculiar form of speech; they do not follow an eccentric manner of
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life...although they live in Greek and barbarian cities alike, as each man’s lot has been cast, and follow the customs of the
country in clothing and food and other matters of daily living, at the same time they give proof of the remarkable and
admittedly extraordinary constitution of their own commonwealth. They live in their own countries, but only as aliens.
They have as share in everything as citizens, and endure everything as foreigners. Every foreign land is their fatherland,
and yet for them every fatherland is a foreign land. They marry, like everyone else, and they beget children, but they dod
not cast out their offspring. They share their board with each other, but not their marriage bed. They busy themselves on
earth, but their citizenship is in heaven. They obey the established laws, but in their own lives they go far beyond what
the laws require. They love all men, and by all men are persecuted. They are unknown, and still they are condemned; they
are put to death, and yet they are brought to life. They are poor and yet they make many rich; they are completely
destitute, and yet they enjoy complete abundance....to put it simply: what the soul is in the body, that Christians are in
the world.”?

You may or may not have heard the term ‘purple church,” but one of the great strengths of this community of faith
is that we are one (i.e. a purple church), and not necessarily by intention, but as we seek to be a community that
welcomes people into our community whatever your race, ideology, political affiliation, or background, while not
extolling one ideology or politics as dominant. A church that seeks to transcend and even forfeit the ultimacy of such
differences is what makes our witness here vibrant but also at times tense or awkward. Yet, in an increasingly mobile
society and a society predicated on individual preference, such Christian communities are becoming the exception rather
than the norm, and in many Christian communities, members have self-selected into churches that completely line up
with their preferences, including their political ones.

In fact, I have heard colleagues on both political sides say that is what a faithful church should do. Completely
denounce the policies and persona of one side; and completely embrace the policies and persona of the other. The world is
not built for the purple church. Another enticing but ultimately detached notion is to say politics should never be spoken
of inside the walls of the church. But some of our most important and powerful church confessions were produced in a
time of national crisis when the Scottish church offered their own vision of the Christian community rather than simply
bending their knee to the monarch, when the Confessing Church of the 1930s declared Jesus Christ is the one Word of
God to whom we owe our allegiance, saying no to the German Christian amalgamation of faith and country preferred by

the German Fithrer; or when the South African Church confessed that segregation policies based on race were
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antithetical to the gospel of Jesus Christ. Sometimes, for the sake of the nation’s soul, the church must speak out and take
a costly political stance.

So what does the purple church say and do in the aftermath of an election and a transfer of political power? Fret
about the end of the world and the apocalypse? Equate a temporal political victory with the will of God? Rant all over
social media or gloat all over social media? I wonder if we are to live in this moment like Martin Luther if he knew he only
had one day to live. As our passage reminds us, ‘I charge you to keep the commandment without spot or blame until the
manifestation of our Lord Jesus Christ,” which will come at the right time. Until then, we have a responsibility to comfort
the afflicted and to hold accountable whoever is in power at the moment, we have a responsibility to plant trees whose
branches we may never get to climb and whose shade we may never sit beneath. Until then, we have the joy of sharing in
the abundance of God’s good gifts and working hard that more and more may experience them.

A quarter century ago, when I was discerning a call to ministry, I was full of idealism and a borderline self-
centered notion about how best to change the world. You know, all those things, they tell college graduates each year in
May. I remember worrying that serving the church just wasn’t high profile enough and respectable and serious enough.
Kind of like the phrase, those who can’t, teach. Those who can’t do anything else well, go into ministry. Ministry is kind
of like a nice pat on the head, but you aren’t really up to much in the grand scheme of things, but I guess you are in a
helping profession sprinkled with some soft do-good and feel-good religion here and there. Nothing all that substantial or
transformative, but all in all pretty harmless and inoffensive.

Thankfully, twenty-five years later, I have been disabused of my shallow notion that the church of Jesus Christ
and our witness in the world is powerless and ineffectual. To share life with people who disagree with us, who see the
world differently than we do, who vote differently than we do, who challenges us to become part of something more than
our own selfish preferences; such a community also checks us from confusing our political commitments with
discipleship to Jesus Christ. A purple church keeps us from worshipping our politics or thinking that our side has all the
answers or our position has the favor of God alone.

So my charge to you and I Timothy’s charge to you is not troll your enemies, not to hate on those who are
momentarily celebrating or on those who are momentarily devastated by the outcome of the election; the charge before
you is to say your prayers, plant some trees, literally and figuratively, embrace and rejoice in the goodness of God that is
all around us, and to return no one evil for evil. Remember you will hear and maybe even say yourself, ‘how could anyone
vote for that guy, or ‘a vote for her is a vote for all that is woke and the end of democracy as we know it, but I say to you,

you are called to plant trees and embody civility in a culture that does not necessarily rush to reward you for it. You and I



are called to work for the common good in a culture that is basically telling us to retreat deeper into our red and blue
enclaves, where enemies are everywhere. We are called to respectfully oppose rhetoric and behavior that demeans our
neighbors, especially the vulnerable among us. We are called to be a community that believes and lives a faith transcends
politics in real and tangible ways, but also as a community that believes our witness is to tend to the soul of our nation
and our community. No matter our politics, none of us are called to be merely cheerleaders for one side and constant
critics of the other side, but a church that is concerned for the soul of the nation and the accountability of all our leaders
and representatives, whichever side is in power. For ultimately, our lives are not contingent upon who is in power or not
in power, our lives are about ensuring that every member of this community is free to flourish and say our prayers, plant
some trees, and rejoice in the goodness of God as we await Christ’s coming,

With every coming day, that call is as urgent as ever.



