Is This Real Life?
John 6:60-69; 10:7-10 


There is a video on you tube (an online site for sharing video clips) called “David After Dentist.”  This video features a little boy, named (as you might have guessed) David, who has just left the oral surgeon where he had surgery done to correct a condition called hyperdontia, which means having an extra tooth.  Because David’s father was a stay-at-home-dad, he had taken David to the appointment, as he typically did for the kids’ dentist and doctor appointments.  However, because this was more major than a routine check-up, David’s mother Tessie had wanted to come, too.  Unfortunately, she had a major work conflict arise, and so David’s father took along the family’s brand new flip video camera to capture the events of the day for his wife.  The portion of the day that is shared in the “David After Dentist” clip – which became an internet sensation – is the time immediately after David’s father picked him up from the recovery area and helped him back into the car.  As you might imagine, David is feeling a little off from the medication and the anesthesia, still, and so the conversation he has with his father is endearing, humorous, and, at times, completely nonsensical!  During their conversation, however, David suddenly asks his father, “Is this real life?”  His father chuckles and says, “Yes, this is real life.”  David pauses for a moment and then says, “Okay…now?”  

The truth is, I’ve felt a little like David during this past week – minus the anesthesia and the pain medication, of course!  I feel like it’s been quite a long time since I’ve seen many of you – at least in this setting and context – and I feel like it’s been quite a long time since I’ve stood up doing this, preaching, and leading worship.  This summer has been filled with lots of different snippets – I was away on the Allagash canoe trip with the senior high youth for two weeks.  I returned for a week, and then had two weeks away at the Cape, after which I returned for a week, and then headed off to West Virginia for the mission trip for 9 days.  And now, here I am, and it’s the middle of August, and it’s time to start thinking about the fall and about Rally Day, and I have returned to find that, just as when I left, there are moments of joy and celebration here, and there are also moments of conflict and hurt, and there is harmony, and there is discord, and there are people loving one another and struggling with one another and just doing the best we all can to muddle through it all, and I find that I’m kind of still spinning – and maybe you are, too -- from the wide variety of experiences, interactions, and moments of wonder and of pain this summer…sort of standing here just saying, “Is this real life?  Okay…now?  Is this real life?”  Or was the time on the Allagash real life?  Or the time I spent working on a trailer home in West Virginia?  Or was it being at the Cape, looking out at the ocean?  Is this real life?

In a sense, I think that’s what Jesus’ disciples were feeling in the first passage from John that Liza read earlier.  They’ve been hanging around with this Jesus character, they’ve left their homes and their fishing careers, they’ve been trying to absorb all that he’s been telling them and telling the people to whom they are preaching and teaching, the people that they’ve been meeting and healing and attending weddings with and having dinner at the homes of…and Jesus just keeps pushing…Jesus just keeps talking about giving more than you take…and staying in relationship…and being open and honest with others…and turning the other cheek…and forgiving not seven times, but seventy-seven times or more…and the disciples, they’re regular guys, they’re regular people like you and me, and they get tired and they get frustrated, and they squabble with one another, and they get tapped out of all this trying to see the goodness and the light in other people even when people disappoint them and all of this trying to bring the kingdom of God here on earth stuff, and they say, “THAT’S IT!  These are difficult teachings.  This is too hard.  We’re out of here!”  John’s gospel tells us that, at least for that moment, they even “refuse to go around with [Jesus]” anymore.  I’m pretty sure, for the disciples, that was a “Is this real life?” kind of moment.


Whoa.  Wait!  They refuse to go around with Jesus?  They don’t even want to be associated with him anymore?  There’s a moment that we don’t talk much about – a moment that not’s much highlighted in stories or in song!  I guess I don’t really know what kind of hymn you’d write about this moment…but still!  The disciples almost give up on it all.  They almost give up and walk away – not because they don’t like, respect, and love their friend Jesus, I don’t think.  No, I suspect it has more to do with their having hoped that, in a way, Jesus was offering an escape from real life – an escape from the difficult moments and teachings, an escape from moments of conflict and discord and frustration, an escape from the icky underbelly of the realities of life.  And Jesus, it turned out, wasn’t actually offering that at all.  Jesus wasn’t offering an escape from real life – Jesus was offering an invitation into real life in its fullest extent; “I came,” Jesus tells them, “so that they might have life and have it abundantly.”  It seems to me that one of the most difficult and challenging parts of Jesus’ teaching is that it doesn’t offer us any outs from the things that are toughest and most frustrating about being human – instead, it offers us the chance to taste and experience the whole breadth and depth of the human life and to do so with God’s love and support to guide us and to undergird us; the chance to experience the fullness of what it is to be human, and to find in it new relationships, new learnings, and new strength – because God is in the full breadth and depth of the human experience.  God’s light and spirit is in each one of us.  

And so God is also most alive, I think, in the church that lives, that feels, that is open to – in fact, that demands -- the full breadth and depth of the human experience.  And that’s sort of bittersweet news, I think – it’s bittersweet news in the sense that it’s difficult teaching!  As following Jesus so often is…it’s difficult teaching.  It’s difficult to realize that what we all most need in the church is the full range of human experience, the high points and the lows, the moments when we are feeling the most pleasant and congenial, and the moments when we are feeling the most frustrated – because, otherwise, we’re not bringing our full selves to bear here.  It’s bittersweet news if we’re hoping that what we discover in any church is only the sweetness and light of the human condition – sort of what the disciples were hoping to discover as they followed Jesus around, I think.  But, for a church to be vibrant, to be real, to be whole, it has to follow Jesus, just like those first disciples did…and that means realizing that we all get to bring our whole selves here, and we all deserve to have those full selves treated with care and respect.  And a whole group of us bringing our whole selves…well, you all know what that means!  We aren’t all always having a good day on the same day!    And yet, having committed ourselves to being followers of Jesus, having found a home in a place where we can still be welcomed on our worst days, we have also committed ourselves to offering that welcome to those around us, even on their worst days.  Not only that, but we have also committed ourselves to always working to grow into, to live into, our best selves.

An op-ed piece that ran in the August 7th New York Times called “Congregations Gone Wild” talks about the increasing desire on the part of American churches to be entertained, soothed, and amused in worship and church life, rather than to be challenged or to experience transformation.
  The author, G. Jeffrey MacDonald, himself a clergyperson in an American congregation, talks about a sorrowful trend in America where religion, like so much else, has become a consumer experience.  One of the major ways that we show our displeasure with retailers and companies, for example, is by taking our business elsewhere.  It’s a powerful message in the business world.  But what MacDonald seems to be saying is that this trend is spreading to the church – if we’re not pleased, we’ll take our business elsewhere, so to speak.  When the teachings are difficult or when things don’t go our way, we refuse to come around.  That seems worrisome news, for a place that’s built on the premise that we can all bring our full selves to be fully present there – when we already know that we’re never all having a good day on the same day!  What happens to the church of Jesus, to the kingdom of God, if we start to take our business elsewhere because there is too much of the icky underbelly of real life?

But Jesus came that we might have life and have it abundantly.  That’s the good news.  That’s the sweet side of it all!  And the disciples figured that out, too, and they didn’t walk away from Jesus.  They hung in there.  And so can we.  And so must we.  I know I haven’t been around this building all that much this summer, but in the time that I’ve been back here, I’ve realized that there’s been a lot going on, of course!  I’ve realized that there have been some wonderful moments, and I’ve realized that there have also been some difficult moments for lots of people here, and there’s been some conflict, and there’s been some hurt and some struggle.  For some of us, it’s been about things here within these walls; for some of us, our moments of sadness and struggle have come in our private lives, rather than in this shared life together.  But, regardless, it’s clear that there has been full and abundant life experience continuing to unfold here this summer in the life of the church and in the lives of each one of you.  And so I guess I’ve been thinking about those 12 disciples a lot, and thinking about that moment when they felt like following Jesus, sticking together, was just so impossibly hard that they might as well just give it up and walk away.  I can really understand why they might feel that…maybe some of you can, too.  And yet…they didn’t do it.  Because, as Peter tells Jesus, in so many words…”it might be hard, but this is the greatest invitation to the whole of real life that we have.  Why would we go anywhere else?”
I’m certainly not standing here trying to tell you that I have all the answers or that I always am calm, unemotional, and rational in difficult moments!  You’d know I was lying – some of you more than others!  But I guess what I am trying to say is that I’ve really been thinking about all of us…and about this church family…and thinking about how very much church is like family.  We struggle, but we also support one another.  We love one another, but we also inadvertently hurt one another.  We don’t always see eye to eye.  But we hang in.  We take seriously the work of staying in relationship, in conversation.  Because this community of believers, huddled together, doing our best to follow Jesus’ teachings as well as we possibly can, is helping one another to live into that place where we have life and have it abundantly.  Because this, my friends, this is real life. 

So, is this real life?  Well, personally, what I’ve realized is that none of the events of my summer, in isolation, can possibly be taken as real life.  Real life includes all those moments – and then some.  Real life includes moments of elation and moments of total frustration.  Real life includes celebrating birth, and mourning death.  Real life includes building new decks on a trailer home, but also acknowledging and coming to terms with the work we just can’t get done.  Real life includes our listening respectfully to the opinions that we feel we simply cannot share; and having the chance to share our own opinions, as well.  Real life includes working so hard to love one another, even in the moments – yup, I’m going to say it, because we’re human, and I’m willing to bet we’ve all had these moments – when we might not, in that second, like one another or one another’s behavior all that much.  I don’t want to give away too much about the mission trip, of course, since Mission Sunday is coming up on September 12th (did you see how I did that?  Dropped that little plug in there?), but one of the things we noticed while we were down there in Oak Hill, in that small-town community, was that people seemed to know all about one another.  Now, you can decide, of course, if that kind of community is for you!  But what many of us took from that is that they knew all about one another – they knew one another’s strengths, shortcomings, and foibles, and even when they weren’t perhaps the best of friends, you could see – you could actually feel – a bond of general care and respect for one another, because there they were, all of them God’s beloved and flawed children, not one of them perfect, and there’s just nothing to do with that realization than see others as you see yourselves, and to love one another, even through the flaws!  
Hmmmm…that seems like real life.  That seems like the church.  That seems like what Jesus came to offer us – here we are, God’s beloved and flawed children, and here we are, able to respect one another, and to remain in open and honest conversation with one another, and to offer one another love and support through all the struggle, all the worry, all the flaws.  As the disciples noticed, these teachings Jesus offers us are difficult teachings.  There is no doubting that.  But Jesus came that they – and that we – might have real life, and have it abundantly – and that’s good news!  It’s why even in the midst of our sadness, we can look around and sing a hymn of joy to God.  It’s why our lives flow on, and even in the midst of storms, we can hardly keep from singing.  It’s why even though we may not share the same opinion, we can come on Sunday morning and still share a hymnal.  It’s why we’re here, together.  We – and the church and the world – are richer and stronger for it.  So, is this real life?  Real and abundant…may it always be so.  Amen.  
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