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Remember Lot's Wife

A sermon preached by the Rev. Martin L. Smith at St. Columba's Episcopal Church, Washington, DC,
on the Fifth Sunday after Pentecost, Sunday, June 27, 2010. Based on Luke 9:51-62.

VERY SOON WE WILL BE STARTING TO USE 2 new parish mission
statement—and use is the operative word here, because a
mission statement only works when we memorize and refer
to it as a living expression of our identity as a community.
Mission statements belong to the same family of expressions
as slogans and mottoes. They all encapsulate meaning in
just a few words. It’s a deeply embedded instinct for social
groups to adopt a pithy capsule of words to use as a sign of
identity. Sports teams have their war cries, states, towns and
universities have their mottoes. And maybe religion is not
far removed, because the greatest spiritual teachers have a
flair for distilling their teaching into short sayings that stick
in the memory.

When I was a boy, churches didn’t have mission
statements, but they sometimes had unofficial mottoes,
especially key scripture verses. Every Sunday as we filed
into the Church of St Peter in Droitwich we passed under an
archway on which a memorable verse was carved. (I should
mention in advance that Droitwich used to be famous for its
salt industry, and as a spa town with therapeutic brine baths.
Our salt pools were twice as salty as the Dead Sea. Anyway
that is a clue to the choice of motto) It was one of Jesus’
briefest teachings (Luke 17:32): Remember Lot’s wife.)

Well, do you remember Lot’s wife? In the legend from
the book of Genesis, Abraham’s nephew Lot and his family
were warned by God to escape by night from Sodom and
Gomorrah, cities at the southern end of the Dead Sea, because
God had marked them for catastrophic destruction. At sunrise
they reached refuge in Zoar but just as they were arriving,
Lot’s wife who was trailing behind, turned around to look
back at their old home, and as the scripture says starkly, “and
she became a pillar of salt.”

Now, of course this story is a legend, arising from the
resemblance certain salt formations around the Dead Seahave
tohuman figures. But this ancient story has been remembered
for its symbolism. It stands as a warning to individuals and
institutions. Life changes. Life uproots us. God invites us
to the new places. We turn our backs on that new place at
our own deep peril. If we turn our backs on the future into

which God is inviting us, we do so at our own risk. The
risk is that we will be immobilized, ossified, petrified. Life
is organic, life is mobile, it is a movement. If we turn our
backs on that future to fix our gaze on the past, we become
frozen in our tracks. We join the dead.

When Jesus warned people, ‘Remember Lot’s wife’
he was giving them a crucial reminder to keep their faces
turned towards the future that God was giving, letting go of
the security of where we have been.

Today’s gospel shows Jesus’ forcefulness in confronting
people with the dangers of turning back. Two people have
been caught up in Jesus’ campaign to present the good news
of the Kingdom of God in every village in the land. They
know they are being called to join him. But family obligation
is still pulling at them. One man must go back home for his
father’s funeral. Another just can’t bear to join Jesus' band
of wanderers without first saying goodbye to his folks back
home. In each case Jesus warns them that if they do they
will miss the boat, the opportunity to become a messenger
of the good news will slip from them. Jesus’ replies strike
us as brutal. Leave the dead to bury the dead! Who in their
right mind would dare to use such language for the basic
human duty to attend a parent’s funeral! No one who puts
his hand to the plow and turns back is fit for the Kingdom
of Heaven! Just because someone wants to say goodbye to
his family? Who does Jesus think he is!

Jesus knew that if both these people did go back to their
families at this crucial time, their families would swallow
them back up. Of course by family something very different
was meant in those days by our nuclear families in mobile
modern America. We’re talking about the old world of the
extended family, where marriages were arranged, elders
ruled every decision, where you automatically conformed
to the work, the traditions, the vendettas, of your clan. Jesus
knew that by the time they had spent a week sucked back
into their old familiar routines they would be saying, “You
know for a moment I almost joined that crazy Jesus and his
band of followers! I really was about to do it!” And their
mothers would squeeze their hands and say, “We know, son,



but you are back with us now. You are safe here. Thank God
you didn’t throw all this away for that charlatan.” And the
fathers would give them that look, which meant they intended
to keep the boys on a tighter leash for a while.

I'wonder whether there are any among us today who live
with regret because once in the past they caught a glimpse
of great opportunity in their lives, but their courage failed
them and they chose something more familiar, something
secure, something others expected of them. At that moment
of opportunity, they showed spiritual cowardice in the face
of the claims of the future, claims that would have changed
them. They betrayed their own vocation. I wonder whether
there are any among us today who did the opposite, who
at a crucial moment took the risk of responding to a call to
do something unprecedented, unexpected, something that
scandalized family and friends who thought you were going
off the rails and who tried to persuade you to obey the rules
that dictate what is suitable and safe. They can understand
Jesus as he uses his authority so forcefully to warn the young
men in today’s gospel of the risks of turning their backs on
their call to be heralds of God’s startling new world, the new
opportunities that Jesus called by the shorthand expression,
the Kingdom of God.

What about those of us who don’t seem to be facing
any stark choices at the moment? Does Jesus warning,
“Remember Lot’s wife”” have any meaning for us? Do the
dramatic words, “Leave the dead to bury the dead!” speak
to our condition? The answer might go something like this:

We all need to commit ourselves to what life is bringing
us at this moment, as opposed to what it brought to us last
year. Everything changes. God is our companion calling
us to put our hearts into the here and the now. There is a
genuine danger of looking back, of clinging on, of reverting
to attitudes and practices which we used to manage things in
the past but won’t work for the present, for what is coming
to us now. God is with us to invent and adopt new ways
of living courageously lovingly and faithfully with what
is next in our lives. God is the ally of our hearts and souls
and bodies as we face into the future, whether that future
is full of richness, or whether that future is facing us with
some kind of poverty, loss or struggle. God’s Holy Spirit
wants to help all of us say yes to what is coming to us now.
We may not literally turn into a pillar of salt if we turn our
faces away from this immediate future of ours, but we risk
becoming dead before we die. “Leave the dead to bury the
dead!” These horrible words are Jesus’ way of telling us
that the world is full of people who are virtually dead inside
because they live by nostalgia, habit, routine. Inertia! All
around us are people who are spiritually and morally inert.
Do we want to be among them!

So the gospel is again a wake up call to be fully alive
with God, whatever life is presenting us with. The shortest
prayer is simply “Yes!” Let us come to receive communion
today with the word Yes on our lips. Let’s offer to God our
Yes to what he wants us to face into with a full heart.
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