Citizens of Heaven
Philippians 3:17-4:1

Last week, the board of Goshen College in northern
Indiana affirmed a recent controversial decisiordena
by the college president. Flinging aside years of
tradition, the president had made the decisioridava
the playing of the national anthem before sporting
events. As a school founded in an Anabaptist ficadit
Goshen College was often unwilling to display nadio
pride because it didn’t want to appear to be fangri
nationalism over God. As a Mennonite school, the
students, faculty, and administration did not want
appear to support policies of the US governmerit tha
their pacifist faith does not support. In defendihg
decision, the president said that playing the nafio
anthem would serve to welcome those from other
college and traditions, that it would not interfergh
their highest allegiance to Jesus, and that itfiepe
new possibilities for members of the Goshen College
community to publicly offer prophetic critique —riked
be — as citizens in the loyal opposition on issafes
deepest moral conviction, such as war, racism, and
human rights abuses.”

Trying to walk the balance between being citizehs o
the United States and being Christians isn’t alwasys
difficult as it is for citizens in other countridsyt it can
still be a challenge. Being a citizen requiresgvup
competing claims for loyalty, giving up old allegizes,
and fully committing to the duties, rights, and
responsibilities of citizenship. When | was in
Carbondale on my vicarage, | got to go watch one of

the members of the Chinese congregation become a US

citizen. When he took the oath, he was giving upldn
way and moving towards a new way. Listen to thé& oat
of citizenship that he gave:

I hereby declare, on oath, that | absolutely artatedn
renounce and abjure all allegiance and fidelitsriy
foreign prince, potentate, state, or sovereigntyledm
or which | have heretofore been a subject or citize
that | will support and defend the Constitution dends
of the United States of America against all enemies
foreign and domestic; that | will bear true faitida
allegiance to the same; that | will bear arms dmalfe
of the United States when required by law; thatill w
perform noncombatant service in the Armed Forces of
the United States when required by the law; thveitl|
perform work of national importance under civilian
direction when required by the law; and that | tdke

obligation freely without any mental reservation or
purpose of evasion; so help me God.

This oath of citizenship is quite drastic. Thetfstep is
severing all previous loyalties with competing
countries. Do you remember hearing this language
somewhere before? When there’s a baptism, oneeof tr
first questions is “Do you renounce the devil lad
works, and all his ways?” When we are baptized, we
renounce, give up our “citizenship on earth” arstead
become citizens of heaven. But how do we do that?
How do we maintain the competing citizenships of
heaven and of where we are on Earth?

Looking into understanding the context that Paglina
mind when he calls us citizens of heaven help®us t
understand better. The city of Philippi was namigelr a
Philip of Macedon, father of Alexander the Gredtow
had conquered the part of Macedonia and Greeceswhe
it was. Later, it was the site of a great battld2nB.C.,
between Roman forces led by Marc Antony and
Octavian on one side, and the forces loyal to @assi
and Brutus, those who had killed Julius Caesathen
other. After that battle it became a military cotpa
place for retired soldiers.

Being a Roman citizen in Philippi wasn’t about gpin
home to Rome someday. That wasn't the point. The
Roman citizens of Philippi, most of who were retire
soldiers, were there for two reasons. The first thas
the civil war that had raged showed that it wasebet
for retired soldiers to be someplace other than ®tira
next time some ambitious general or senator watoted
make himself leader of Rome. The fewer retired
soldiers there were in Rome, the fewer there wefeet
recruited to cause trouble, incite revolts, anttfig
against the forces loyal to the current emperor.

But if you were going to keep the retired soldieus of
Rome, you might as well do something useful with
them, and that leads to the second reason theyiwere
Philippi. They were there to establish, strengtlzel
maintain a Roman presence in an area that was still
Greek. They were there to extend Roman influertce, t
be a colony of Roman culture in the midst of thdewi
Mediterranean world. They were there not to be
temporarily until they retired back to Rome. Thegrey
there to bring Rome into where they were.



That is what Paul had in mind when he describeaisus
citizens of heaven. Being a citizen of Rome was not
meant to mean an eventual return to Rome. As we see
in the other readings from today, citizenship wasn’
enough to make you welcome in a capital. Jeremiah
was very unwelcome when he traveled to Jerusalem an
preached against the political and religious lesder
there. When Jesus preached in Jerusalem, he atso wa
placed in opposition to the ruling authorities, iaga
Herod and the religious leaders. Being a citizeimdi
protect you unless you came with a welcome message
that supported the established powers.

Being a citizen of Rome eventually got Paul to Rome
true. Rome is probably where Paul wrote this leter
the Philippians, perhaps the last of the letterBanfl in
the New Testament to be written. But he was in Rome
in chains, imprisoned, awaiting his trial before th
Roman emperor, Nero. Being a citizen of Rome gave
Paul a quicker death by beheading than many other
Christians got, but that’s all it got him. It didiprotect
him from the whims of an emperor who fiddled while
Rome burned and used Christians as torches tothght
city. It was Paul’s citizenship in heaven, Paulace in
the kingdom of God, that saved him, and that sages

Being a citizen of heaven in Philippi was like lmpan
citizen of Rome in Philippi. It is meant that thegre
there to establish, strengthen, and maintain admav
presence where they were. It meant continuing their
work to transform the surrounding culture, but twot
make it more Roman. It meant to make it look more
like heaven.

The same is true for us, as well. Being citizens of
heaven means more than knowing where we are going
when we die. Being citizens of heaven means that we
live here as a colony of heaven, that we contihee t
work of Jesus and Paul to proclaim the kingdom of
God, to share the Good News with those aroundngs, a
to shape the surrounding culture to be more likevae.

As Lutherans, we don’t see that our heavenly
citizenship means that we need to separate ousselve
from the world. No, we know that it means thatehds,
pushes us out into the world to transform it, tovgh
God'’s love as we live out our callings as teaclaers
students, parents and children, and as citizeng.asn
citizens of heaven, we look to follow the exampie o
Jesus. The season of Lent is a time of walkingpén t

steps that Jesus walked, heading towards the cross.
Because when we are baptized, we are crucified with
Christ. And when we are crucified with Christ, weoa
rise to new life with Christ. We are transformed to
conform to Jesus, and to transform the world araasid
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