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Apparently the hit of the summer so far is the new Top Gun movie. How
many of you have seen it? It seems to tick all the movie blockbuster
boxes—action, suspense, mustaches. And for many of us, nostalgia. I was
15 when it came out, and I remember scream-singing “You’ve Lost that
Loving Feeling” along with the movie, and having a crush on Goose. So, I
understand the appeal, but I actually haven’t gone to see it yet. Because,
although I enjoyed it back then, Top Gun wasn’t one of my favorites.

My favorite movie from the late 80’s is a bit of a lesser-known gem. A cult
classic maybe. Although—it’s going to get a 2022 update as well. This movie
had it all. Danger, romance, comic relief, a quest to be completed against all
odds, a wicked queen, a two-headed monster. Val Kilmer. Ring any bells?
Willow! I’ve seen the original Top Gun two or three times maybe. But
Willow? Willow was the first VHS I ever owned and I watched it so many
times that the tape broke. Seriously. It was a very sad day.

For those of you who haven’t seen it, Willow is a quest story. An unlikely
hero is given a seemingly impossible task: something lost that has to be
found. Which sounds simple, but of course the pursuit of the lost thing is
never easy. There are obstacles and enemies, and Val Kilmer. Willow is a
little bit of a twist on the classic quest though, in that Willow starts out with
the treasure (a royal baby that he rescues from a river), and has to find the
right people to give the treasure to.
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And actually, a quest with a twist is actually what I’d like us to consider
together this morning. What a coincidence, huh?

For the past few weeks, we’ve been working together through our own
quest of a sort—of making sense of the Bible. Which, it turns out, is a bit of
hard work. There’s an illusion of an easy road—just finding somebody who
seems to have all the right answers and interpretations about the Bible and
following them. But, if you’ve gone down that road at all, you’ve probably
realized that way just doesn’t work. First, because it is unlikely that any one
person, or even any one church or denomination, has every point of
interpretation right. And second because it misses the point. Our quests—if
we choose to accept them—are to love God and love neighbor. We study
the Bible in order to pursue those quests more effectively. We’re not
collecting right answers like merit badges, we’re attempting to be in
connection with God and with other people.

Which sounds simple, but is somehow never easy. One of my favorite
theologians, Henri Nouwen says, “A spiritual life requires human effort.”
And, indeed, that captures it. Searching for God’s wisdom, how God might
call us to respond to 2022. Seeking God for help with our own lives.
Pursuing God just for God’s sake—to love and worship God more robustly,
more real-ly. All of these require human effort. A quest. A pursuit of God.
That is a big part of a spiritual life. But this morning, I want to remind us
that there is a twist to this quest, to this pursuit. Because all the while that
our hearts are running after God—like the song said—God is also pursuing
us just as strongly. God is moving toward us. Seeking us out. Working at
connecting with us. If we’re not careful, I think we can think of the pursuit of
God as one sided. Us pursuing God. But, that is not the whole story. We are
not alone in this quest for connection; God is in it with us.

We see the pursuit of God in God the Father, God the Creator. In Genesis
Chapter 3, we find God walking through the Garden of Eden in the cool of
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the day. Adam and Eve have just betrayed God—they’ve done the exact one
thing they’ve promised not to. And so they have their first experiences with
shame. They hide. God knows what’s going on. His response to their
betrayal, and then their hiding? He comes down, to walk with them in a
peaceful part of the day. He knows where they are, but He calls out, “Where
are you?” So Adam and Eve know he is searching for them. So we can all see
that God the Father pursues people.

What does it mean that God comes to the garden and walks through it
looking for his people? I’m not quite sure—it seems like it’s not coming in
human form—that is unique to Jesus. So, maybe just the voice of God, or a
pillar of smoke or fire, or the hem of his garment like later in the Old
Testament? Hard to say. Harder to do, I think—be God coming down. To be
so very other, but have some bit of you come close. So, it’s effort enough for
God to come close, but the challenges don’t end there.

To pursue his people in this moment requires a sacrifice from God. He
sacrifices the rights of the wronged party. So many times when we as
people are wronged, we take it as a chance to walk away. We avoid the
conflict, and just get angry in silence. We wait to see if karma will intervene
and teach the other person a lesson. Or we lash out and trade pain for pain.
But not God. He is angry—and there will be consequences. But he pursues
his people with reconciliation in mind—not to get the vindication he has a
right to. We see that plan for reconnection in Chapter 3 v 15 when God
speaks to the serpent: “And I will put enmity between you and the woman,
and between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will
strike his heel.”

Biblical scholars point to this moment as the first promise of a coming
savior. The son of humans who will crush the head of evil. God is in pursuit
of his people, but like all heroes on a quest God encounters obstacles that
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call him to sacrifice something of his own. The rights of the wronged.
Instead of claiming those rights, God the Father pursues people.

We see the pursuit of God in God the Son as well. John 1:14-18 in The
Message says:

14 The Word became flesh and blood,
and moved into the neighborhood.

We saw the glory with our own eyes,
the one-of-a-kind glory,
like Father, like Son,

Generous inside and out,
true from start to finish.

16-18 We all live off his generous abundance,
gift after gift after gift.

We got the basics from Moses,
and then this exuberant giving and receiving,

This endless knowing and understanding—
all this came through Jesus, the Messiah.

No one has ever seen God,
not so much as a glimpse.

This one-of-a-kind God-Expression,
who exists at the very heart of the Father,
has made him plain as day.

The story of the Old Testament is, that as close as God the Creator came,
there was still a gap between God and his people. So, as miraculous as
coming down to walk in the garden is, God is about to make that miracle
look like child’s play.

Somehow, God the Son—present from the beginning, very God of very
God—is rolled up into the tiniest bit of humanity: a gamete, a zygote, an
embryo. He experiences cell division and organ production and all the
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physical parts of human development. And, he’s born to a woman, just like
you and me. Grows up in a family just like you and me. Is taught to be
human by other humans just like you and me. And, then, like his Father, he
heads out from home to walk among us. Showing us what God is like.
Making God “plain as day” as John says. Repairing the breach between
us—while we were yet sinners and far away, Jesus comes close. God the
Son pursues people.

We know how the story goes, what Jesus will sacrifice for us. But, even
before his death, what Jesus sacrifices to pursue us is substantial. Paul
describes his sacrifice this way in Philippians Chapter 2 (The Message):

(Jesus) had equal status with God but didn’t think so much of
himself that he had to cling to the advantages of that status no
matter what. Not at all. When the time came, he set aside the
privileges of deity and took on the status of a slave, became
human! Having become human, he stayed human. It was an
incredibly humbling process. He didn’t claim special privileges.
Instead, he lived a selfless, obedient life and then died a selfless,
obedient death—and the worst kind of death at that—a
crucifixion.

To pursue his people, God the Son gives up the privileges of his status. I
think we can identify with Jesus in some of these spaces—like having other
religious people call us sinners because we don’t do things the way they do.
Or being looked down on because of our youth or where we were born.
Having people underestimate us because of a snap judgment. Having
shame used against us as a weapon. But, can you imagine enduring all this
while being God himself? I’ve had my faithfulness called into question a
number of times. I’ll fight back a little, but what keeps me from really
cutting people off is the possibility that they may be right, and the certainty
that I am a mishmash of both flaws and finery.
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But not Jesus. Jesus is God himself. But he didn’t claim that status because it
would have taken him too far away from people. From us. Instead of
keeping the privileges of his status, God the Son pursues people.

But, as far as that is to come—as close as God comes in Jesus—the pursuit
of God doesn’t end there. In John 14, we find Jesus preparing his disciples
for his departure. As close as Jesus has come to humanity, he’s in a place
where he cannot stay. He’s encouraging his disciples that they will be okay
in his absence, though. In verses 16-17, Jesus says:

16 And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another advocate
to help you and be with you forever— 17 the Spirit of truth. The
world cannot accept him, because it neither sees him nor knows
him. But you know him, for he lives with you and will be in you.

God the Father pursues us, God the Son pursues us, and now we know that
God the Holy Spirit pursues us. God the Holy Spirit—who comes, as
promised—on the Day of Pentecost (which we just celebrated last week),
comes so close as to live inside us. You can’t get much closer than that.
Mysterious that God the Father can walk in the garden, miraculous that
God the Son can take on human flesh. MIND BLOWING that the Holy Spirit
can make a home inside us. That is pursuit beyond all reason.

The Bible doesn’t directly name what the Holy Spirit gives up to pursue us,
but the precedent means there is likely a significant sacrifice involved.
Here’s one that seems implied. Over and over, Jesus and the writers of the
New Testament say that the Holy Spirit lives in us—we are the Spirit’s
dwelling place, or home. If this making a home inside us is new as of the
Day of Pentecost, then the Holy Spirit must have had a home before us. So
it doesn’t seem like too much of a stretch to surmise that the Spirit’s
sacrifice in pursuit of us was the comfort and serenity of home. From the
throne room of God to this noisy, chaotic, violent, wonder-filled,
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breathtaking, heartbreaking home that is us. Instead of maintaining
residence in a far better place, God the Spirit pursues people.

So, I hope we can feel encouraged this morning. And maybe a little
challenged That as much as we may be walking around in our 2022 lives
crying out, “Where are you, God?” God is also walking in the cool of the day
calling out, “Where are you, dear one?” We are not alone in this pursuit for
connection.

Why is it so hard if we’re both looking for each other? Lots of reasons, I
think. God is very different from us, and seems to work differently than we
expect him to. Our attention is easy to interrupt. The world is loud, and God
generally seems to like to speak softly. Is it so crazy that it would be hard?
There’s never been any indication that it would be easy—just this
encouragement that we are not alone in this pursuit.

And this challenge: if we are made in God’s image, if we are Christ-followers,
if we are filled with the Holy Spirit, then maybe we should look at our rights
and privileges the way God looks at his. Not as something to exploit for our
own benefit, but as something we hold with an open hand—ready to lay
them down for the sake of helping God come closer. Closer to others or
closer to ourselves. That’s what God did with his rights of the wronged, the
privilege of his status and the comfort and serenity of his home. God gave
them all up to pursue us.

There is so much shouting about rights in the public square right now. And
don’t get me wrong—I am grateful for the rights, freedoms, and privileges
that come with being a US citizen. Just as I’m grateful for the rights,
freedoms, and privileges that come with being a citizen of the kingdom of
heaven. But I am becoming more and more convinced that the full
expression of these things isn’t to hoard them for ourselves, but to use
them for the benefit of others. So that it might be true that like God our
Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, we pursue people.
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