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Philippians 3.4b-14         Matthew 21.33-46

Psalm 80.7-14
I take as my text some insistent words from our first reading,
‘Whatever  gains I had I regard as loss because of Christ. … I regard everything as loss because of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.’ (Philippians 4. 7 and 8).

Paul more or less repeats himself for emphasis –so we can regard these words, really, as the heart of our Epistle today.

Having listened to the news this week, I might have chosen a very different text, out of our Gospel: ‘Come, let us kill him and get his inheritance’  (Matt.21.38).  I’m sure many of us heard the horrific story of the family whose members attacked its elderly grandfather with bricks, hoping to kill him and get  an early inheritance. If you’re like me, you’ll be hoping that some legal means is found to ensure that these callous people not only get duly  punished under the law, but also, that there will be some means found  to ensure that they never inherit anything from the old man when he does eventually die. But, be that as it may, they must have been mad (in the colloquial sense) to think that they could commit such a murder and never get found out.
Now, I don’t want to dwell on this awful story, except to say that it illustrates in a particularly horrible way the extreme  lengths to which  people can be prepared to go to get their hands an inheritance.  In a completely different way St Paul also exhibited a kind of ‘madness’, an extremity,  in what he was prepared to do for an inheritance – and  that inheritance was Christ. What Paul was prepared to do was not to inflict suffering, but on the contrary, to take it on for the sake of the prize he coveted so highly: ‘I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings by becoming like him in his death, if somehow I may attain the resurrection of  the dead.’  (Phil.4.10-11).

Here’s the challenge: to what extremity might we be prepared to go for ‘the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus [our] Lord’? 
It’s absolutely clear, of course, that ‘madness for Christ’  should never take the form of hurting other people, because Christ’s central commandment is love.  Well – I say it’s absolutely clear, but somehow it hasn’t always seemed so, when the extremity of Christian zeal has taken the form of crusades and inquisitions and the crushing of other people and their culture.  But I hope we’ve learnt better than that; we’ve gone back again to our source of authority in the person of Jesus, and heard what he has to say about living by the sword, and about loving our neighbor as ourselves…we’ve listened, and I hope we’ve learned…

So let’s take it now as read that we accept that Jesus on this earth was incandescently angry with the kind of religion which leaves victims in its wake… so, we should be angry with that kind of religion too, and never, ever practice it. Let’s say that we’ve learnt that lesson  and ask ourselves, with this critical proviso, to what extreme we might go for the prize of knowing him, his surpassing worth,  the power of  his resurrection?...
Do you see yourself as an extremist – a bit ‘mad’ – for Christ, as Paul must certainly have come across as mad? ‘For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things,’ he says, ‘and I regard them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him.’  (Philippians 4.8).
Years ago, when I was in my twenties and just starting out in life, I went to a quiet day led by woman who was talking about the process of giving things up. She was suggesting that letting things go is a spiritual discipline – a kind of repeated rehearsal for death – whether it’s a matter of  positively embracing the losses which come to you anyway (the death of a loved-one, reduced health and strength), or actively choosing to reduce your hold on things (down-sizing, de-cluttering, giving cherished things away because you simply don’t need them. ‘We brought nothing into this world, and we take nothing out…’ 1 Tim.6.7 might have been her text). She was talking, in a calm and measured way about willingly losing things for the sake of Christ. And as I listened, I felt more and more uncomfortable and unhappy. I hadn’t yet had some of the things she was talking about – a marriage, a home, a family of my own – and I wanted them very much. I was anxious what the implications of this  address might be for me – was I being called to sacrifice my hopes and dreams, to walk a path of renunciation? Or was this simply the talk of an old woman, addressing mainly elderly hearers , and reflecting on a spiritual path that was suitable to them at their stage in life, where more and more was being taken from them, anyway?

It’s a very tough thing to give things up before you’ve ever possessed them – to let go of prospects which you really desire. That call comes to some people – indeed it came to St Paul, who was  a young man, we know from the book of Acts, when he threw over not only his past, but also his future, for the sake of Christ. We should always leave room in the Church for that kind of radical discipleship,that extremity, keeping the vision  and the call  alive for those for whom it may be God’s will. A Church in which no-one models the path of counter-cultural self-sacrifice is a church with something missing. But the obvious and dramatic kinds of giving-things-up  aren’t necessarily God’s will for everyone. Some of us come to the path of letting-go and learning death by a different route.
We learn, by a certain stage in our lives (and I’m getting there now), that every choice we’ve ever made meant the death of another choice we could have made. There comes a point when you stop feeling that ‘I’m doing this now, but there’s plenty of time to do that later’.  You even stop saying to yourself, ‘When I grow up I’ll do, or have, or be such and such’, because you suddenly realize that you are grown-up - and more than grown-up already - and those alternative opportunities have passed you by. So what you’re left with is the choice between learning the kind of spirituality that lady was talking about – a positive letting-go – or of hanging on to things, or people, or cherished dreams, in resentment, wistfulness and thwarted ambition. It’s by far better to learn the art of embracing life’s little deaths positively – letting go and giving up  with grace; but you can only do it if you have a goal, a prize which still draws you on, which surpasses everything else, and which will make death itself far better than life, as Paul himself knew. This is what he said earlier in this very letter: ‘To me, living is Christ, and dying is gain …my desire is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better; but to remain in the flesh is more necessary to you.’  (Phil.1.21, 23-24).For  a Christian, the  prize is Christ ; being in his presence, in the kingdom,  the pearl of great price.

But when Paul talked of his ‘everything’ which had become for him so much ‘rubbish’ by comparison with Christ, he wasn’t just talking about his prospects and ambitions as a rabbi, his hope of a wife and family, or even his relationship with the family he came from; he wasn’t just talking about having thrown over the hope of a home of his own, a steady income, and a respected place in the community . He was talking about having surrendered his own image of himself and his sense of identity as rooted in what he’d inherited. He was talking about losing his reputation, not only in other people’s eyes, but in his own – his reputation as a worthy Jew, a learned man, a zealous Pharisee. He took the plunge – literally – when he accepted baptism from Ananias, and after that his compatriots would never see him in those terms again.
We’re called, of course, to respect other people’s reputations – not to damage them by gossip or slander; but could we let our own go, for Christ’s sake,  as Saul did when he became Paul? Sometimes God, through events, gives us a helping hand, though it’s painful. Something comes along to put a dent in our reputation and self-image. Can we treat this not as disaster, but as grace – a grace to bring us nearer to the point that St Paul reached – not without struggle I think – when he could write, ‘From now on… we regard no one from a human view [not even ourselves]…if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away: see, everything has become new!’ 2 Corinthians 5.16, 17)?

He gave up his old identity to find a new one – one which depended not on his inheritance, his achievements or even his religion. Because there was a real sense in which Paul didn’t exchange one religion for another; as Tom Wright says, ‘Christianity wasn’t a religion for Paul, it was a person ‘, and that person is Christ.  So Paul’s new identity depended wholly on Jesus – and so should ours.
It’s in the nature of things that much will be stripped away from us even in this life, willing or unwilling as we may be. But there are two kinds of vegetable which may be stripped– those with and without a precious  heart – the onion or the artichoke, if you like. In the end, everything will be stripped away– ‘We brought nothing into this world and we take nothing out’.  We may naturally want to leave a store of affection and respect behind us, but in the end, the judgement of history is not the same thing as the judgement of heaven. The most unremarked of people, who slipped out of this world virtually unnoticed, may for all we know  turn out to be the greatest in the kingdom, whilst the most lauded and most praised are still learning the painful lesson that they have to leave their honours at the gate. When all outward  things are stripped away, will Christ be found at the centre of our hearts?

So, let’s ask ourselves, are we learning even a little of St Paul’s ‘madness’? – his ability to count all things as ‘rubbish’ compared to the final goal of standing in Christ’s presence .It is he alone who make will be able to make us stand, and gives us our eternal identity, which is to reflect his glory face to face.
