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Who Sets the Agenda?
First Reading - Psalm 27
Second Reading - Luke 13:31-35

In the Constitution of the Presbyterian Church, the local congregation
is to be governed by the Session, which is made up of pastors, certified
educators, and importantly, elders, elected by the congregation, ordained
for service in the name of Jesus Christ, and entrusted with the role of
governance, as specified in the Book of Order. Thus, the committees and
programs of the church fall under the authority of the Session. The Stated
Meeting of the Session takes place on the fourth Sunday of the month,
which means that this week I, as Moderator of the Session, will be in
correspondence with Gayle Ireland, our Clerk of Session, to coordinate the

agenda for the upcoming meeting.

Are we having fun yet? Now, before you completely tune out, this is
certainly not going to be a lecture on the finer points of our Constitution.
Boring! Rather, I say this as background for the little speech I mumble and
bumble through each year for recently elected elders who are preparing/
training for service. Yes, we have structure, committees, meetings, minutes
and agendas because we’re Presbyterian and a little hung up on the idea of

doing things decently and in order, which is to say we have a history of

1



2 of 11

being a bit infatuated about o-r-g-a-n-i-z-a-t-i-o-n, which again is proof that
God has a sense of humor in that I was called into ministry. You know how,
when facing a problem, some friend will counsel you — I think there’s an
app for that! Yeah, well, those same folks look at me and lament — There’s

no app for that!

Yet, in spite of that good ol’ Presbyterian preoccupation with process, I
tell new elders that while we strive to be organized, we function best as a
Session and as a congregation when we set our personal agendas at the
door before we enter, so that coming together we may seek to listen for
what Christ may be calling forth from us as a people in this time and this
place. In other words, our plans and our programs and our personal
agendas should always yield to the will and way of Christ, revealed through
the work of the Spirit. It’s not what we want that is a priority, it is a
suppleness of heart, open to Christ’s Word and Spirit, that is our prime

concern.

Whether you are on your own, part of a family, a member of a church,
a volunteer at a nonprofit, a cog in the corporate machine, an elected

official, a student in class, an independent contractor, or God forbid, a
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member of a homeowner’s board, you are constantly facing the dilemma of
who is setting the agenda. Why, I hear children playing in the neighborhood
and I can hear and feel the tension among them as they wrestle over who is
setting the agenda even at play. Every playground has that one kid directing
everybody around like they’re bit players in her Opera. I never did like that

kid.

This becomes challenging in a world full of Alphas. Do you remember
the infamous quote of one voraciously aggressive Alpha when President
Ronald Reagan was shot? In the ensuing chaos, Secretary of State Alexander
Haig marched in to the White House press corps announcing, “I am in

control”, and justifying it by claiming it was according to the Constitution.

He was wrong. Embarrassingly wrong. The order of succession
according to the Constitution is: President, Vice President, Speaker of the
House, then the President pro tem of the Senate. Everybody knew that,
particularly the White House press corps, which is why then NSA Director
Richard Allen was horrified, later saying, “I was astounded that he would

say something so eminently stupid.” Well, welcome to the D.C. Beltway
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within which eminently stupid seems far less a concern than controlling an

agenda.

Of course Sec. Haig was just saying publicly what we seek privately
every day ... which also approaches the eminence of stupidity — I am in
control. That has always been our primary problem. We want to control the
agenda even though we are not equipped for it, and more importantly, were
not created for it. The Psalmist declares — “The earth is the LORD’s and the
fullness thereof, the world and those who dwell therein.” Jesus himself said
clearly — “for I have come down from heaven, not to do my own will, but the

will of him who sent me.”

What is it that the frustrated child barks at the Alpha control freak in
the playground? “You’re not the boss of me!” So, who will set your agenda?
The Confession of 1967 states — “The power of God’s love in Christ to
transform the world discloses that the Redeemer is the Lord and Creator who
made all things to serve the purpose of his love.” The Shorter Catechism of the
Westminster Confession states — “What is the chief end of man? ... To glorify
God and enjoy him forever.” When we call Jesus, Lord, we are implicitly

saying that God as revealed in Christ is who should always set the agenda.
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The story today illustrates humanity’s struggle with this, a rebellion
against God which eventuated in the crucifixion of Christ. On the macro
level we are talking about earthly principality and power vs. God, and on
the micro level we are talking about our personal rebellion against the
agenda of God. This is another one of those texts where we not only need to
examine the biblical figure opposing Jesus, but also reflect on the way that

person is reflected in our own attitudes and actions.

‘At that very hour some Pharisees came and said to him, ‘Get away from
here, for Herod wants to kill you.” The Herod mentioned here is Herod
Antipas, one of the four sons of Herod the Great, the Jewish king sanctioned
by Rome, and remembered for building the impressive Second Temple in
Jerusalem that was such a focal point during the life of Jesus. When Herod
died, he split his kingdom into four regions, assigning one region to each of
his four sons — Philip, Lysanius, Herod Anitpas, and Archelaus.
Interestingly, Archelaus was assigned the territory of Judea including
Jerusalem, but he did such a poor job that Rome took direct control of
Judea, and assigned a governor to preside over it, the fifth of these
governors being none other than Pontius Pilate. Meanwhile, Herod Antipas

was given the region of Galilee and Perea to rule, which he did for 43 years,
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presiding over the region from which Jesus came and where he spent much

of his adult ministry:.

Herod Antipas was reputedly sly, stealthy, and murderous, hence the
appellation of fox. Jesus’ growing influence and stature in Galilee was
viewed by Herod as a threat, and so the message of the Pharisees to Jesus

about Herod’s murderous intentions was not an idle rumor.

It is important to note here that while Pharisees are portrayed
negatively in the New Testament, it is unfair to cast aspersions on the whole
lot of them. Here, we see Pharisees supportive of Jesus and motivated to
protect him. Pharisees were lay leaders who were dedicated to the
application of the Law of Moses, feeling that the Ten Commandments and
all the attendant laws concerning rituals and life were applicable to all of
Israel, even the strict laws concerning the priests, believing that Israel as a
whole was to be a holy people among the nations. As the Lord instructed
Moses to inform the people — “You shall be for me a priestly kingdom and a
holy nation.” Generally, the Pharisees were respected as sincere and faithful,
though perhaps at times rabidly dogmatic. Yet, some Pharisees were open to

the teachings of Jesus, notably Nicodemus.
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Here, we see Pharisees actually acting out of genuine concern for
Jesus’ safety. “Get away from here, for Herod wants to kill you.” Herod
believes he holds the physical, earthly authority of life and death over Jesus.
Jesus is in literal physical danger as he continues his ministry of teaching
and healing. Knowing Herod’s agenda, will Jesus abandon his? Jesus does
not hesitate to respond — “Go and tell that fox for me, ‘Listen, I am casting
out demons and performing cures today and tomorrow, and on the third day I
finish my work.” Jesus knows the danger, understands the inevitable, but

refuses to be distracted by Herod’s threat.

Understand that this is not some Cagneyesque “Come and get me,
coppers!” moment, not some Gary Cooper High Noon showdown for Jesus,
rather Jesus here demonstrates a clarity of self-understanding and purpose.
Remember what Jesus said — “I have come down from heaven, not to do my
own will, but the will of him who sent me.” For Jesus, God sets the agenda,

not Herod.

We may have to answer to earthly powers and principalities on some
level. We may even be vulnerable to their coercion, but their agendas should

never take priority over Divine intention and our essential calling. Again —
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“What is our chief end? ... To glorify God and enjoy him forever.” Again —
“The power of God’s love in Christ to transform the world discloses that the
Redeemer is the Lord and Creator who made all things to serve the purpose of
his love.” All other agendas, even those involving our wants and desires

should be transcended by the purposes of God’s love.

This is particularly relevant in uncertain and chaotic times when we
are constantly bombarded with conflicting agendas, when people are
suffering the consequences of injustice, when the will to power gets in the
way of the call to love. Consider this counsel from the Confession of 1967, a
time of similar turmoil and uncertainty — “The members of the church are
emissaries of peace and seek the good of all in cooperation with powers and
authorities in politics, culture, and economics. But they have to fight against
pretensions and injustices when these same powers endanger human welfare.
Their strength is in their confidence that God’s purpose rather than human

schemes will finally prevail.” (Confession of 1967-9.25)

Who sets your agenda? When we pursue what is expedient rather
than that which is good, who is setting the agenda? When your security is

pursued to the exclusion of the security of others, who is setting the
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agenda? When a choice benefits you but contributes to the suffering of

others, who is setting the agenda?

Jesus refuses to be distracted from what love requires, reflective of the
love of God who just will not let us go. Jesus knows the inevitable. Jesus
understands what awaits him in Jerusalem. Yet, Jesus perseveres, knowing
that even a cross will not incapacitate God’s agenda of redeeming love.

Consider the image he leaves us, and the hope that rises even from lament.

Knowing Jerusalem’s tortured past, present, and future, Jesus laments
— Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who
are sent to it! How often have I desired to gather your children together as a

hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing!

This is a touching image of love, like a dog nursing her pups, a goose
leading her goslings in the manner of a preschool line down the sidewalk,
an otter swimming on its back with it’s whelp resting on its chest — “How
often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood

under her wings, and you were not willing!”

Karen Davis had a hen she named Eva, and one day Eva jumped the
fence “on a spring day and disappeared, only to return three weeks later in
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June with eight fluffy chicks ... Periodically, Eva would squat down with her
feathers puffed out, and her peeping chicks would all run under her wings
for comfort and warmth. A few minutes later the family was on the move
again. What is it that we sing? “Shelters thee under his wings, yea so gently

sustaineth.”

“One day, a large dog wandered in front of the magnolia tree where
Eva and her chicks were foraging. [Typically, a single hen or rooster would
scurry away when a dog shows up.] However, with her wings outspread and
curved menacingly toward the dog, Eva rushed at him over and over,
cackling loudly, all the while continuing to push her chicks behind herself
with her wings. The dog stood stock still before the excited mother hen and
soon ambled away, but Eva maintained her aggressive posture, her sharp,
repetitive cackles and attentive lookout for several minutes after he was

gOl’le.”(Karen Davis PhD, UPC)

The hen willingly puts itself in harms way to the point of death in
order to protect her brood. Thus, we read in Ephesians, “Now in Christ Jesus
you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ.” In 2

Corinthians, it is written, “For the love of Christ urges us on, because we are
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convinced that one has died for all ... so that those who live might live no
longer for themselves, but for him who died and was raised for them.” That’s

the agenda.

And so it is that Paul counsels us — “If then there is any encouragement
in Christ, any consolation from love, any sharing in the Spirit, any compassion
and sympathy, make my joy complete: be of the same mind, having the same
love, being in full accord and of one mind. Do nothing from selfish ambition or
conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves. Let each of you
look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others. Let the same mind
be in you that was in Christ Jesus who, though he was in the form of God, did
not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself
... he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death— even death

on a cross.”

So, who sets the agenda? The Herods who engender fear and act with
impunity and cruelty, or the Lord whose power and agenda are always

revealed in love? Amen.
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