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 We Americans are great spectators.  We willingly and eagerly fill up stadia all 

across the country on a regular basis to watch baseball, football, basketball, soccer, 

hockey, tennis, and more being played.  The people trying to revive the city of Detroit 

have been building stadia all over the place. The Tigers are in a relatively new stadium, 

the Lions have a fine facility next door and this fall the Redwings and the Pistons will 

bring hockey and basketball downtown.  Each and every team has a variety of fans.  

Some try to never miss a game while others watch in rather detached ways. I like to 

watch the Tigers play baseball—but I will often give up on the game if they’re losing and 

sometimes if they are (rarely) winning by a large margin.  While there are certainly some 

folks who are enthusiastic supporters of sports teams in and out of season, most of us 

who watch are rather detached.  We chat with other people during the games, we walk 

away to attend to chores, to answer the phone, to attend to our smart-phones, or 

perhaps to eat a meal or go to a meeting.  I notice that the teams offer television 

advertising during the game urging us to get more involved by actually buying tickets 

and going to the stadium to see the games.  But these ads never appeal to my loyalty or 

exploit my devotion to the team; instead, they offer special deals often involving food or 

beer.  The people who write these commercials want to exploit my selfish interests but 

not my commitment.  They are content with me being a spectator and just watching the 

games. 

 We were in Italy for a conference last month and combined that with some 

travels about the area.  We visited the Coliseum in Rome—actually it was the second 

time I’ve seen this ancient stadium. We also saw the Circus Maximus where the ancient 

Romans held chariot races. There were theaters all over the ancient world where 

people could be spectators.  So, the spectating process seems to have been with us for 

a long time.   Our reading from the book of Revelation this morning talks about a town in 

Asia Minor (modern day Turkey) called Laodicea.  There are ruins of a huge hillside 

amphitheater there where it appears the ancient folk held chariot races.  This city was 

an important and prosperous place during the time when Christianity was getting its 

start in the world.  The Jewish citizens of Laodicea sent annual contributions to the 

temple in Jerusalem that in today’s money would be about $500,000.  One of the 

citizens of the place, which had a medical school and a thriving wool trade, built a lot of 

fancy buildings there and upon his death bequeathed the equivalent of about 

$110,000,000 to the city.  When the place was wrecked in 60 CE by an earthquake, the 

citizens refused any help from the Roman emperor and rebuilt the city using their own 

resources.   I thought I’d share this with you to help you get a feel for what was going on 

when the church was getting underway.  The writer of Revelation accuses the citizens 
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of this place (or at least the church there) of being lukewarm.  He says that they are 

neither hot or cold.  In fact, we might translate that word “lukewarm” as tepid.  We are 

accustomed to drinking a variety of beverages either hot or cold:  we can order tea or 

coffee either way—but I have never seen a menu offering me tepid tea.  Apparently the 

rather well-off Christians of Laodicea were tepid when it came to making useful and 

lasting commitments. 

 In our gospel lesson this morning, Jesus tees off on his audience.  He tells them 

that his cousin John (known as John the Baptist or John the Weird) showed up as a 

Nazerite and the people thought he was crazy.  Nazerites didn’t cut their hair, dressed 

in animal skins, and in John’s case lived in the wilderness:  they would not drink 

anything alcoholic or even eat grapes.  They refused to even comb their hair less they 

accidentally pull some out. They probably didn’t bathe.  I doubt we would enjoy being 

up-close and personal with this man.  So then along comes Jesus:  he drinks wine, 

enjoys sharing meals, and makes friends with social outcasts (even the dreaded tax 

collectors), and, horror of horrors, talks to women.  People accuse him of being a 

glutton and a drunk.   Jesus begins this tirade stating that this generation is like children 

sitting in the marketplace and calling to each other saying: “we played the flute for you, 

and you did not dance, we wailed and you did not mourn.”  Jesus might as well have 

said:  you’re all a bunch of tepid, uninvolved spectators. 

 The theologian James Alison tells us that because narrative—the story we tell 

ourselves about ourselves—changes over time that we have to revise our own story as 

we go along because “. . . if we didn’t we would be less truthful, not more truthful.”  

Personally, I constantly see my own history from differing perspectives.  Things that 

were once very important to me don’t seem so much so now and things that seemed 

superficial once upon a time have become more important.   

 Many years ago, when I was working as a psychotherapist, I was asked to 

evaluate a father’s petition for custody of his children in a rather nasty divorce case.  I 

agreed to do this work.  I met with the father and separately with each of his three 

young children and at least once in a rather amusing encounter with all three children at 

once.  Then the day came for the hearing.  The father’s attorney called me to the 

witness stand and asked the judge to qualify me as an expert witness.  If you’ve never 

been through that, I can tell you that the judge interrogated me about my education, my 

experience, my licenses, my views on certain things and then he declared that I was an 

expert witness.  Next came my testimony, guided by the questions of the father’s 

attorney.  Soon after this began the other party’s attorney leaped to his feet shouting 

“objection, objection!”  The judge inquired as to the reason for the objection.  The 

attorney blasted out “the witness is giving his opinion!”  There was a moment of silence 

and then the judge looked at the objecting attorney and said “sir, that is what expert 

witnesses do.”  We are invited to be expert witnesses about our own lives as we 

respond to Alison’s challenge to re-tell our life story regularly.  With that in mind, I offer 
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you a metaphor from my own life. 

I was a volunteer firefighter for 16 of the 22 years of my life that I served as a 

parish pastor.  I mention this because it gave me more close encounters with death and 

disaster than I prefer to remember.  That experience is deep in my soul with memories 

of fatal fires and accidents. First responders are often the first to know about a death 

and the first people to encounter survivors, and those encounters are etched into the 

fabric of my being. It has been 34 years since I answered my last alarm, but I can tell 

you much about those tragedies which come alive in my memory sometimes without 

conscious bidding on my part.  There is a link between many of those deaths and the 

poverty and the wretched housing that often goes with it that feeds my concern for 

justice for the marginalized.   

Alexander Pope, in 1711, famously said: “fools rush in where angels fear to 

tread.”  Firefighters are perhaps a community of trained fools who run into the buildings 

everyone else is fleeing.  Constant improvement in practices and equipment seek to 

reduce the risk, but the risk is never eliminated, and every year some trained fools make 

the ultimate sacrifice.  That company of trained fools is a special community of people 

who know spiritual reality in a different way than most theologians. Calling central 

dispatch for body bags leaves a mark, and it gets worse if you must say, ‘we need at 

least six.’  I feel I hear sirens differently than most people, and my thoughts about good 

and evil will always be influenced by memories of extracting the bodies from the 

wreckage in the aftermath of tragedy.  That is where I learned that little children hide 

under their beds in a fire, because that is where we found their tiny bodies. I am forever 

changed by my experience dealing with the stark reality of lives suddenly and tragically 

ended.  I knew that I had volunteered to help my community, but I didn’t realize that I 

had volunteered to change my life. 

My experiences tell me that an expert witness is someone who makes an effort 

to understand more about living than a spectator ever would and that the witnesses’ 

expertise is validated by participatory engagement in the nitty-gritty of life.  John whose 

words in the book of Revelation we read this morning and Jesus who chastises people 

for being uninvolved spectators are calling us to deep, meaningful participation in the 

living faith of the disciples of Jesus.  

Listening to the gospel lesson today also allows us to hear again Jesus saying: 

“Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens and I will give you 

rest.  Take my yoke upon you and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, 

and you will find rest for your souls, for my yoke is easy and my burden is light.”  This 

brief paragraph seems full of paradoxes.  The heavily burdened are invited to take up 

Jesus’ yoke.   

Now wait just a minute—let me be clear about this, Jesus.  Are you telling me 

that if I am staggering under the burdens of life, I should add another one?  That is 

exactly what is being asked and I suspect it is because the yoke also connects me with 
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others and with Jesus’ spirit too.  Suddenly the burdens are lighter because we are 

participating in the struggles of living with other people.  We aren’t going it alone.   

Traditional firefighters’ boots are white on the bottom.  There is a reason for that:  

a fallen fire fighter’s boots, showing that color, will ask his fellow fools to help him.  

Firefighting is a team effort, a participatory adventure---and so is the Christian life.  

Jesus asks us to participate in a compassionate, forgiving, and loving community. This 

community has always done more for the world than any of its members could ever do 

alone.  The early Christians were well aware that the wisdom of God is foolishness to 

the world and there has been a lot written over the generations about Christians 

becoming fools for Christ.    The apostle Paul asked the people of Corinth to “become 

fools that you may become wise.”  If you read the letters of Paul in the New Testament, 

you will quickly realize that they are addressed to communities, not individuals, because 

Paul understands that the Christian life is a community undertaking—a mutual sharing 

of the yoke of compassionate service. 

Quantum physics tells us that things are changed by being observed.  This is a 

rather complicated concept, but one of the take-aways for us is simply this:  if we pay 

attention to our participation in life and especially in the Christian life, we will be 

changed in the process.  I discovered, as I said a moment ago, that my decision to join 

the team of trained fools that fights fires was an effort to help the community—but my 

participation changed my own life, my value systems, my perspective on a lot of 

important issues.  We might say that committed witnesses derive their power from 

conscious awareness of their participation.  The epistle of James tells us: “faith by itself, 

if it has no works, is dead.” James goes on to say that he will show you his faith through 

his works.  Part of what made me an effective witness in that child custody case was the 

experience of being a father.  I didn’t articulate it at the time, but in retelling the story I 

realize that my zeal to get those children a safe home originated not in my training and 

education but in my own participation as a child growing up in a safe home and as a 

father determined to provide a safe home for my own children.  My determination to 

help those children was also buttressed by the horror of extricating the bodies of 

children from unsafe homes.   

When the pillar of smoke from the burning cars incinerating their occupants rises 

a couple hundred feet into the still, humid air of an August Sunday afternoon, lots of 

spectators will swarm to watch.  But when the fire is quenched and what fire fighters call 

the ‘overhaul’ begins and the air is filled with the stench of burning rubber and flesh and 

the excitement is gone the spectators disappear.  In all those 16 years, not a single 

spectator asked about becoming a volunteer firefighter.  

It doesn’t take commitment to be a spectator. But it takes participation at 

whatever the personal cost to become a committed witness who will advocate for the 

disadvantaged, wipe the tears of the sorrowful, hold the hands of the lonely.  That kind 

of participation comes through attending not only to what is going on around us but also 
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at what is going on within us.  It takes a willingness to get involved in community, 

knowing that sometimes the needs of others will require us to be inconvenienced.  It 

takes determination to discover our own internal resources, to learn skills and discover 

how to use them.  It is an exciting challenge to find out how we can combine skills, 

talents and learning to be effective, committed witnesses who are change agents. 

I suppose it’s obvious that firefighters need certain skills to take risks effectively, 

but it is just as true that committed disciples of Jesus need to learn skills and take risks:  

offering love and forgiveness is a complex and sometimes complicated undertaking.  

The typical translation of this morning’s Gospel passage asks us to understand that 

Jesus’ burden is easy.  But a careful reading of the Greek text of this passage leads to a 

somewhat different impression. Jesus is saying my yoke is beneficial and the burden is 

insignificant.  Thus, we find Jesus inviting us to bear a beneficial yoke.  The benefits of 

the yoke make the burden thereof insignificant. We might also look a bit deeper at the 

use of yoke in this context.  The Greek for yoke suggests that it is a device or tool for 

making bearing a burden easier.  Perhaps Jesus’ reference to his yoke might be a 

reference to his teaching and that would probably take us to the sermon on the mount 

as one summary of the details of his teaching.  Learning to be meek, merciful, peace-

making, while thirsting for righteousness is a complex and challenging undertaking.  

Many of us might easily say that the benefits of experiencing forgiveness make the task 

of providing it insignificant.  Most of us happily soak up the love of others while ignoring 

what it might cost someone to offer us that love.  Love is the greatest gift and the cost of 

providing that gift is insignificant compared with the benefits it offers. 

We live in an increasingly complicated world. The world needs compassionate, 

committed witnesses whose personal testimony will facilitate change.  As you examine 

your own heart and mind, what will you discover within yourself that will provide the 

tools you can use to become a faithful disciple with the power to change the world? 

 

 

 

 

 

 


