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As a person who has felt the call of God to spread the Good News of God’s love through God’s 
Son, the Messiah, Jesus of Nazareth, and as one who has been duly ordained by this local Baptist 
congregation with that ordination recognized by our region and denomination, I am normally 
wary of placing too much emphasis on the secular holidays that pepper our calendar in my 
preaching.  While I respect the spirit of those holidays, I am very aware, as a good Baptist, of the 
dangers of too close a relationship between Church and State.  These days, when most people 
think of Church-State issues, they think of the ways in which certain religious groups attempt to 
influence the policies of the State to give their group more power.  That is indeed a problem, 
whether we are talking about the imposition of Sharia law in countries in the Middle East or the 
attempt to regulate personal, private decision-making and behavior here in the United States.  
But just as problematic is an unhealthy influence of the State in churches through a confusion of 
Christianity and the sorts of civil religion that cause the worshipper to see no difference between 
faith in the God of Abraham and faith in our American system.  So, while I honor the memory of 
those who fought and died for our country in our wars or our various great presidents or the 
living witness of those who have served or are serving in our nation’s armed forces, you will not 
hear sermons from me on those subjects.  As I think I have manifested in my choice of a second 
job for the last four years, I love our country and believe in our system of government but that is 
not the same as my love of our three-Personned God and I do not wish to erase the boundary 
between them. 
 
I cannot, however, fail to remark on the unintentional irony of today’s Gospel reading falling on 
Memorial Day weekend.  I say “unintentional” because, after all, the committee that constructed 
the Revised Common Lectionary is an international one – it is unlikely that the majority of its 
members were even aware of our American holiday.  And yet here we have, on a weekend 
dedicated to remembering those fallen in battle for our nation, the story of how an enemy 
combatant was singled out by Jesus for his faith.  If you’ve gotten your head around how 
offensive Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan would have been to his contemporaries, you 
might think of this story as the Story of the Good Nazi Kommandant or the Story of the Good 
Viet Cong Captain or of the Good Al-Qaeda Leader.  That’s a little mind-blowing on Memorial 
Day weekend, isn’t it? 
 
If you think I’m exaggerating, please think again.  Those of us of primarily Euro extraction 
whose family histories in this land date back a couple of hundred years do not have as part of our 
heritage stories the pain of an occupying force in our family homes.  Those of us who have First 
Nation heritage, of course, have a different story, as do some of those here who are more recent 
immigrants to this land.  But it’s easy for us Euro-Americans to be oblivious to what it must be 
like to live under the careful watch of a conquering army.  The Roman Empire determined who 
the local rulers would be in Judea and Galilee, whether they were native leaders who would 
behave themselves or governors sent from Rome.  The Roman Empire imposed and collected 
taxes in a far more rapacious way than any American government has ever dreamed of doing.  
As for those who might oppose, even by word, the rule of Caesar, well…  We should remember 
that the horrific death suffered by Jesus, which Christians sometimes seem to think was the only 
such brutality in history, was actually quite commonplace in countries conquered by Rome.  
Crucifixion was seen by the Romans as a deterrent and if you had the bad fortune to have a loved 
one convicted of rebellious behavior, you might have to encounter his or her remains still 
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transfixed on a cross on the main road to your town until decomposition and carrion-eaters had 
quite taken their course. 
 
I don’t mean to upset anyone this morning with these disturbing images but I think it’s important 
that we hear this story in its context.  We need to remember that the normative experience of the 
elders of a Jewish Galilean village with the local representative of Rome would not have been 
even remotely positive.  Even if we step away from the context of the story to the context of its 
writing, Luke’s late first century Gentile Christian audience would have had only a moderately 
different understanding of what a centurion was likely to be.  There were very good reasons that 
Christians in the first three centuries of the Common Era were discouraged from being soldiers.  
Not only did they have to swear allegiance to Caesar, as to a god, but their lives were devoted to 
death and violence of the most brutal kind. 
 
With all this in mind, we begin to see that the most notable miracle in this story is not Jesus’ 
healing of the slave but rather the actions of the centurion himself.  We learn that he has so 
impressed the elders of Capernaum with his benevolence that they are willing to petition Jesus 
on his behalf.  “When they came to Jesus, they appealed to him earnestly, saying, ‘He is worthy 
of having you do this for him, for he loves our people, and it is he who built our synagogue for 
us.’”  To an occupied people, all too aware that their very lives were contingent upon the 
pleasure of the military commander, these gestures of respect and generosity would have been 
deeply felt.  Indeed, it is revelatory of the centurion’s character that he did not send his soldiers 
to simply bring the healer to his home regardless of Jesus’ willingness but rather sent his friends 
among Jesus’ own people to make the request of Jesus’ help. 
 
This respect for those he has been set to govern shows up in the next communication from the 
centurion as well.  “Jesus went with them, but when he was not far from the house, the centurion 
sent friends to say to him, ‘Lord, do not trouble yourself, for I am not worthy to have you come 
under my roof; therefore I did not presume to come to you. But only speak the word, and let my 
servant be healed.’”  It is easy for us to hear in this speech and its continuation the humility of 
the centurion, not a virtue commonly associated with his rank.  But there is another consideration 
here, too.  The centurion may have remembered or been told that if Jesus came into the dwelling 
of a Gentile, he would be made ritually unclean, dishonored.  The centurion, who may have put 
his reputation with his own countrymen at risk by his kindness to the inhabitants of Capernaum 
and his courtesy to Jesus, is more concerned with Jesus’ reputation than his own. 
 
I have skipped over another element of this story that I need to address – the centurion’s 
relationship with his slave.  Why is this powerful military man so moved by the plight of 
someone he bought and could have sold that he is willing to go to these lengths to see him 
healed?  This is not a man, remember, unused to suffering and death.  That does not preclude the 
simple explanation that he is good-hearted enough to take good care of his household, including 
slaves.  Clearly he has some compassion for those civilians under his charge.  Has he grown up 
with this slave as a part of his parents’ household, perhaps even had this slave as a tutor?  Also 
quite possible. 
 
There is also another possibility which has become more discussed in recent years.  This story is 
also told in Matthew chapter 8, although the Revised Common Lectionary does not use that 
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version.  There are a few differences in the telling.  In Matthew’s version, at one point the 
centurion, who has come in person to petition Jesus, refers to his slave with the Greek word 
παισ.  The word has differing connotations in Greek.  The primary meaning is indeed “servant.”  
The second most common is “son.”  Is this slave as dear to the centurion as a son would be?  
That is certainly possible.  The word is also used in Greek to identify the younger same-sex lover 
of an older man. 
 
I must stress that there is no scholarly consensus on this matter.  But the use of the word παισ in 
Matthew is of signal importance to the LGBTQ Christian community.  If the centurion was, in 
fact, asking Jesus to come and heal his same-sex lover, Jesus not only did not condemn their 
relationship but was fully prepared to enter their house and heal the servant, which was 
accomplished in any case.  And Jesus, in both versions of the story, held up the centurion as a 
man whose faith was greater than all in Israel. 
 
What about that faith?  Why was Jesus so impressed?  From everything we know about him (and 
of course that is very little), the centurion responds to life very much in the way that Jesus 
himself has advocated.  Put in charge over a number of people, he has treated them with respect 
and kindness, both his slave (regardless of the nature of their relationship) and the people of 
Capernaum.  He recognizes the power of Jesus and bows to it.  He does not appear to do these 
things in order to ingratiate himself or looking for a quid pro quo.  He simply does them because 
they are the right things to do.  The centurion does not appear to be following a list of good 
works to be checked off to make himself righteous as so many did and still do.  Instead, he 
responds to the world around him with an open heart.  Perhaps he still prayed to Jupiter or Mars 
or Venus or to one of the other countless Gods of the Roman Empire.  Perhaps he had learned 
during his stay in Galilee to call on the name of the God of Israel.  But he acted out of the same 
kind of faith that Abraham had when he heard the call of God and acted on it.  He acted in the 
way that Jesus was calling people to do. 
 
There are at least two lessons for us in this story this morning.  First, there is a lesson about love.  
To whom are we called to show love?  It would be easy to fall back on the example of Jesus and 
the words of Bernie Turner and say, Love Everybody!  But we are not Jesus and we’d probably 
better not pretend that we are.  So let’s begin with the example of the centurion, who loved 
someone for whom culture told him to have no regard, his slave.  I am not speaking now of 
physical, erotic love but of the kind of love that is so concerned with the welfare of the other that 
no amount of effort, no risk of reputation, is too much to ask for the welfare of that other.  
Certainly all of us here would echo the centurion’s actions for a member of our family or a dear 
friend of long-standing but what about for a homeless beggar on the off-ramp?  Or a refugee 
family looking for a safe place to live?  Or a tired waitress, who’s just spilled coffee on our new 
clothes?  What will we do for these, for whom society has said we should show no concern?  
What will we do for the family member or friend who has disappointed us time and time again? 
 
Even as we consider this challenge individually, we must, on this Memorial Day, consider it 
collectively, nationally as well.  Are we using this soldier as a model, nationally, for the behavior 
and tactics of our troops and commanders?  Are we showing that we love the people of those 
nations who live in shock and awe of our mighty weaponry?  When we send a drone strike 
against an enemy commander and blow up a hospital filled with non-combatants and call them 
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“collateral damage,” are we living up to the faith of the centurion?  When we jeer the frightened 
refugees of destruction which our national agenda caused and refuse them a safe place, are we 
showing the love of enemy to which Jesus called us and which the centurion demonstrated?  
When we love only those who are just like us, what credit is that to us?  If you are wondering, by 
the way, from whence I am drawing this language, look back into chapter 6 of Luke’s Gospel, 
just ahead of this story of the centurion, and read again Jesus’s sermon on the plain: “But I say to 
you that listen, Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, 
pray for those who abuse you…  If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? For 
even sinners love those who love them. If you do good to those who do good to you, what credit 
is that to you? For even sinners do the same. If you lend to those from whom you hope to 
receive, what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, to receive as much again. But 
love your enemies, do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return…  Do not judge, and you will 
not be judged; do not condemn, and you will not be condemned. Forgive, and you will be 
forgiven; give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together, 
running over, will be put into your lap; for the measure you give will be the measure you get 
back.” 
 
Or, you could just look at the front cover of this morning’s bulletin.  It’s a version of an internet 
meme that’s been popular for a couple of years now.  It amuses me that this particular version 
comes from a website called atheistmemebase.com.  I think that goes along with another lesson 
from the centurion’s story and from our other reading today from I Kings.  Solomon predicted 
that there would be a day when those who nothing of the God of Israel would nevertheless “pray 
towards this house” – in other words, they would mysteriously be moved by the Holy Spirit to 
give their allegiance to the will of the God they did not know.  We cannot know how much the 
centurion learned of the faith of Abraham before he built that synagogue.  It might have been 
nothing.  But his heart, likely with the Spirit already acting upon it, told him it was the right thing 
to do and he did it. 
 
Three years ago, possibly with the story of the centurion in mind, Pope Francis had this to say: 
“The Lord has redeemed all of us, all of us, with the Blood of Christ: all of us, not just Catholics. 
Everyone! ‘Father, the atheists?’ Even the atheists. Everyone! And this Blood makes us children 
of God of the first class! We are created children in the likeness of God and the Blood of Christ 
has redeemed us all! And we all have a duty to do good. And this commandment for everyone to 
do good, I think, is a beautiful path towards peace. If we, each doing our own part, do good to 
others, if we meet there, doing good, and we go slowly, gently, little by little, we will make that 
culture of encounter: we need that so much. We must meet one another doing good. ‘But I don’t 
believe, Father, I am an atheist!’ But do good: we will meet one another there.”  Now, I’m no 
Catholic.  Pope Francis and I would likely disagree about much should we converse, including 
the nature of church leadership and the place of LGBTQ persons in the church.  But I think he’s 
right on here.  The Holy Spirit of God moves in ways we cannot understand, much less control.  
The Spirit bloweth where it listeth, whether that be in the hearts of good Baptists, good Catholics 
or atheists.  Jesus said, “By their fruits you shall know them.” 
 
And, Jesus said of the centurion, “I tell you, not even in Israel have I found such faith.”  For the 
centurion, in turning to Christ the healer on behalf of his servant, was showing his own search 
for wholeness, showing that he had already been touched by the love that never ends.  As we, 
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too, strive to become whole, to help to heal our part of the world, we must remember that all men 
and women are our brothers and sisters, as deserving of love as ourselves.  We must remember 
that we, who have encountered the Living God of Israel and who follow, however imperfectly, 
the Messiah, have a responsibility to those who are seeking the path to follow.  When anyone 
does the will of our Father and Mother God, when anyone reaches out in love, when anyone 
shows marks of the Spirit in their lives, we are called to encourage them, not to dream up 
barriers.  Brothers and sisters, let us love one another; let us love everybody. 


