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There’s a very funny scene in one of the Austin Powers movies.  Austin Powers is in a small cart racing down a narrow hallway. He drops off his passenger and then tries to turn the cart around to go back the other way to confront Dr. Evil, making a classic three-point turn. 
The problem is, the hallway’s just too narrow. He keeps going forward and reversing, spinning the steering wheel each time, but banging into the wall before he can get turned enough. 

Of course, he never gets any closer to turning around.  There’s just not enough room to maneuver.  But that doesn’t stop him from trying over and over and over again. His futility is hilarious as he backs and forwards the cart to no effect.

Of course, it’s not just in movies that people get jammed in and can’t seem to get out of where they are.  Life is a lot like that.  
We continue to march to the beat of the same drummer, year after year, long after we no longer like the beat.  We’re stuck, trapped, and it seems like we will never make any progress.  Not in life, and not in faith.
It’s not like we’re not trying to change the things that make us unhappy, or not even unhappy, but that just make us bored.  It’s just that, like Austin Powers, we go forward and back and there’s just not a lot of progress.  

We keep trying the same things over and over, but they seem different because we’re going in a different direction for a while.  
“See, last time I was going backwards.  Now I’m going forwards.  Different.”  

But still in the same spot.  So, not different.
Now, in psychiatry, in truly desperate cases, where a patient is stuck in a terrible place and just can’t seem to get out, the last resort is often shock therapy.  A jolt to the nervous system can sometimes bring back real life and real living from the shadow life that the person was drifting through before. 
Now, sadly, the church seems like the last place to get a shock to jolt us out of our malaise.  Too often it seems like the church is in a malaise and needs to be shocked itself!  

In fact, we go out of our way not to shock.  Sometimes it seems we go out of our way to be boring.  And I don’t think anyone was ever changed by being bored.  Put to sleep, yes, but changed, no.  

And we want to be changed! Humdrum is boring. Same old same old is, well, old, and the same! Where is this new life Jesus promised? Where is the excitement of faith? Where is the joy?
Is this all there is? A hymn, a prayer, a Bible reading and turn off the computer? Sometimes it seems so.
But it wasn’t always that way.  Look at our text from Exodus today.  When the people meet God at Mount Sinai, God scares the bejeebers out of them!
They hear the Ten Commandments, and what do they say to Moses? Do they say, “That sounds fine. Let’s do that.” 

No! They don’t say that at all! They say, “You speak to us, Moses, and we will listen, but don’t have God speak to us anymore or we will die!”
They were probably like, “Oh, cool, yeah, let’s go meet God!”  
And then they did, and they’re like, “Holy Crapoly!  I think I wet myself!  What the hell am I doing here? What have I gotten myself into!”
Like Job, they think they know about God, but when they actually meet God, all they can say is, “Lord, I had heard about you with the hearing of the ear, but now that I see you with the seeing of the eye, and I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes.”
This is not what they expected.  And it does something to them.  Of all the days of the forty years in the desert, which one do you think they remembered the best?  
And which one changed them the most?  
After that day, they started living in an entirely new way because they knew the reality of God and the power of God and the scared-the-living-crap-out-of-me God.  And that made a difference.  

That encounter with God shapes Jewish and Christian life to this day, or at least, it ought to.
People meeting Jesus also got a shock.  Jesus, despite what the hymn says, is not meek and mild.  

Is a guy who takes a whip to moneychangers in the temple meek and mild?  
Is a guy who tells the most respected religious people that they are full of spit, like Jesus did in our parable today, meek and mild?
Is a guy who hangs out with hookers and rummies and the scum of the earth trying not to shock people?

You bet he isn’t!  

I’m not sure who got the bigger shock, the respectable people watching Jesus with his new friends, or the hookers and the rummies who found themselves hanging out with the holy guy Jesus and liking it!
His shocking acceptance of them was changing their lives like no amount of conventional piety ever could have.  
Jesus was such a shock to the system that the system had to get rid of him at all costs.  So gentle Jesus, not meek and not mild, was put on a cross.
But even there he continued to shock people with what he said.  He called on God as his Father to forgive his enemies.

Dude, you’re on a cross!  You still think God is your Parent?  From a cross?  Shouldn’t you be cursing God out?  And shouldn’t you be cursing out the Romans and the Pharisees and the Council and your stupid disciples who deserted you!
But there he is, dying, with nails in his hands and his feet, stripped and humiliated on a cross and he still thinks of God as a loving Parent.  That is outrageous!
From first to last, Jesus shocked people into a new place, either with him or very much against him.  And he turned their lives around with their every encounter.
Paul talks about this very thing when he tells how his own thinking about Jesus changed when he became a disciple.  But saying it like that sounds like he heard music and found his heart strangely warmed, and then believed in Jesus. 
But that’s not how it happened at all.  Instead, Jesus took Paul by the ear and turned him upside down, shook him a bit, and then threw him to the ground off his high horse and asked him if he wanted more.  Here’s how it happened.

Paul was a guy who was doing great, enjoying life, certain of himself, career on track – not even looking to change – when he met Jesus.  

And how did Jesus meet him? As I said, not in the normal way, that’s for sure.  Paul didn’t just walk up to him on the street.  He couldn’t. By the time Paul meets him, Jesus is already dead!

Paul is where we are. Born too late to know Jesus face to face. But he thinks he knows who Jesus is …  and he hates his guts. 
He doesn’t want to hang out with him; he wants to hang him out on a cross again.  And anyone who would follow Jesus can go there with him.
Well, at least Paul doesn’t think Jesus was too boring, too goody two-shoes to hang out with.  At least he doesn’t hear the name Jesus and think, “been there, done that, ho hum, that’s for weak minded fools!”

The Jesus he knows is not meek and mild, and not too irrelevant to care about.  No, the Jesus he knows is a dangerous lunatic who caused trouble in life and is causing more trouble in death.

The Jesus he knows is the one who attacked the Pharisees for self-righteousness, and Paul’s a Pharisee – and pretty self-righteous, as he himself admits later in one of his letters. 

The Jesus he knows is the one who stopped an adulterous woman from getting what was coming to her, a good stoning. And that offends him. Sin is sin and it must be punished.

The Jesus he knows is the one who tried to tell everyone that the Sabbath was about getting some rest in this hard life, and doing some good in the world, when everyone knew it was about following God’s Law and not doing anything at all except worship.
The Jesus he knows is the one who lets himself be made unclean by a woman with a flow of blood, and then goes to a synagogue leader’s house, and makes it unclean, too! Such behavior disgusted Paul.

But the shock of meeting Jesus – the dead Jesus, or rather the risen Jesus, the Jesus he was fighting against, the Jesus whose disciples he was trying to kill – the shock of meeting Jesus changed him.

This Jesus wasn’t who Paul thought he was.

Like so many others before him, Paul realized that the real Jesus was someone very different from the Jesus of his imagining.  

All that seemed so important to him before – his former life of honors in Judaism, his conformity to the norms of his community, his zeal for the law, his legalistic righteousness, his birth right and his citizenship – whatever he though was to his profit he came to consider as nothing compared to knowing Christ and being his disciple.  

That word – nothing – that’s a euphemism for a Greek word, skubala, which is what Paul actually wrote.  

I was just talking about this with a friend last week.  We were talking about words that you can’t put in the Bible because they aren’t respectable words, but which are in the Bible anyway, in the original Hebrew or the original Greek.

There are swear words and sex words and body part words that our translators cover up from us so that our delicate ears and pious sensibilities won’t get offended, but which the original authors put in to wake us up and kick us in the teeth.  
So we get a Bible that’s sanitized for us, dulled down so that it becomes just so much droning of words and doesn’t actually have the effect the authors –and God– want them to have on us.

Skubala actually means manure, or dung, or even human excrement.  It’s probably best translated by that four letter word beginning with “s” that we aren’t supposed to say in church, which is the word shit, and there, I’ve said it, but I’m just quoting the Bible, friends, and if you can’t quote the Bible in church, what can you do?  
What Paul is saying in our text today, is that everything religious he had done in his life, everything he was so proud of, everything that he thought mattered, his birth, his heritage, his religion, his citizenship in the great Roman nation,  everything that made him think that he was better than anyone else, one up on them, all of that is just a load of crap.
He’s no better than anyone else, and he’s just as much a sinner in need of Jesus as anyone else.  And so are we.  That’s what his whole letter to the Romans is all about: Nobody is better than anybody else because of anything; we’re all just people who desperately need God in our lives, and Jesus is the way in.
Jesus, it turns out, is a real skubala disturber – and sorry to go all namby pamby on you again, but I don’t want to shock you so much that you stop listening!  
And Paul’s encounter with Jesus changed everything.  It shocked him into a new life where he saw everything differently, like that optical illusion where you think that you are looking at the face of an old woman and then you blink and it turns into a picture of a young woman.  All the lines are still the same, but you see the picture completely differently.
That’s what happens when we get to know God in Jesus Christ.  It turns our world around.  We want to be better, do more, give ourselves for others, live for God.  
Now, some of what I have been saying, and the language I have used is not what we are accustomed to hearing in church.

It’s a bit shocking, I admit.  But that’s a good thing!  
Jesus was shocking!  Jesus was outrageous!  Jesus said and did things that offended, confused, and infuriated people.  

Jesus was completely willing to shock people with his choice of friends – like hookers and tax collectors and rummies;  his choice of subjects – like how the rich were going to end up on the bottom in the next world if they had no compassion, and how the Sabbath was made for human beings, not humans for the Sabbath; and his choice of how to bring reform – taking a whip to money changers in the temple, for example.  
It was never boring being around him.  So how can coming to church sometimes be so boring?  
Maybe it’s because we’re not meeting the real Jesus here, but only getting to know the sanitized, cleaned up version that doesn’t threaten our lifestyles, doesn’t make us rethink our lives, doesn’t rescue us out of the humdrum life of sitting around doing the same thing all day every day, and cast us out into a new life and a new way of being ourselves. 

Well, friends, that Jesus, that real Jesus, is right here on this table.  He’s right here, ready to meet you, greet you, and take you by the ear and turn you upside down. 

He’s right here because he is not in the grave.  He’s right here because he’s wherever his people need him, and Lord knows, we need him.  

He’s right here because he loved us to death, and now he wants to love us to life.

He’s right here in this bread and this wine and he’s ready to save you in the same way he’s saved everyone else, by messing with you, by changing your heart, by shocking the hell out of you with who he is and how much he loves you. 
And by shocking the hell out of you, he hopes to win you for heaven.  
Sometimes we’re asked to think, what would Jesus do? But I want to say, what would Jesus not do!  He did whatever it took to get our attention, and to wake us up to a new kind of living, to set us on a path to change ourselves, and change the world. It was thrilling.
And he’s still doing it.  Come to this table.  Come to this table with Christians around the world today. Meet Jesus once again.  And be changed forever. Come, my friends, Jesus is waiting.
Amen
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