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Imitation? 
 

Grace to you and peace from our loving God, and from our Lord and Savior 
Jesus Christ. Amen. 
 
 Perhaps you too were struck by the appeal from Paul this morning: 
 

Brothers and sisters, join in imitating me, and observe those who live according 
to the example you have in us. 

 
 Sisters and brothers, we are to imitate Paul! That sounds awfully bold to me. But 
perhaps the strength of his feelings here in his letter to the Philippians excuses him. He 
speaks with tears in his eyes about the abuses of the cross of Christ present among 
some groups. He is passionate about the cross and his Lord, and he is extremely 
sensitive about a false faith that misunderstands it. He cares deeply about his brothers 
and sisters in Christ, and he is ardent about protecting them from false faith. He doesn't 
want for his friends the end that he knows will come to those who are enemies of the 
cross. 
 
 Bold or not, what Paul exhibits in these brief and now highly debated lines is well 
worth our imitation. What is worth imitation is his care. What is the subject of much 
argument is the nature of the groups to which he refers. I seriously considered 
reviewing with you this morning some of the history of the controversies, but I consider it 
more important to focus on what Paul is calling for, not preaching against. Suffice it to 
say that it is profoundly misguided to read this as a polemic against the Jews, as if 
Judaism in that day was a well-defined, monolithic, and unified tradition. 
 
 It is intriguing, this matter of imitation. Certainly Paul's impassioned caring for the 
spiritual and full well-being of folks is admirable and worth imitating. But surely that isn't 
all that we ought to get out of this portion of scripture. Besides, it’s worth asking if 
imitation is indeed an appropriate way to live a life of faith. Is Lent properly understood 
as an opportunity for reviewing how our lives conform to Paul's?—or to Christ's? Is this 
a time for imitation? 
 
 Surely even Paul would tell us, if he could, that his call to imitate him was 
tantamount to calling for an imitation of Christ, since his actions and words grow out of 
the love of his Lord. The final verse helps here: 
 

Therefore, my brothers and sisters, whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, 
stand firm in the Lord in this way, my beloved. 
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 Paul loves them, he longs for them. They are his joy, his crown, his beloved. It's 
an impressive cluster of loving words in a single sentence. The focus is clearly on a 
caring that concerns their relationship with the Lord. "Stand firm in the Lord," he exhorts. 
 
 If this season is about imitation, then surely we are to be imitating Christ 
primarily, not Paul. You may know that the most widely read and distributed Christian 
book in the world, other than the Bible, is a work called The Imitation of Christ. Its 
authorship is attributed to Thomas ά Kempis, a monk and priest who lived in the 
fifteenth century in what later became Germany. In it, he provides a series of 
meditations and admonitions on the proper attitudes, disciplines, and exercises 
consonant with a life that imitates that of our Lord while seeking a deeper unity. I’m not 
that crazy about the book myself, but it has been widely distributed and widely read. 
 
 Many of us are given to imitation in its most basic sense—to superficial thinking 
that Christians are really just good people who do good things, offering themselves as 
examples of goodness, kindness, and morality for others to observe and imitate. We 
hear comments, even around the church, about codes of behavior and expectations of 
what Christians "should" be and how they "ought" to act. Hopefully, these are balanced 
with those that offer words of grace, forgiveness, and absolution. 
 
 Christianity truly is much more than imitation, even the imitation of Christ. Unless, 
of course, Paul and Thomas mean what Paul says just a few verses prior to this 
morning's epistle. He claims that he is one "not having a righteousness of my own that 
comes from the law, but one that comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from 
God based on faith." (3:9) When we begin to think that our righteousness is our own or 
our goodness or even our abilities, we tread on extremely dangerous ground. We set 
ourselves above others, We make distinction. We fail to know our need of God and of 
our unity with all of God's creations and creatures. 
 
 The casual reader of Paul is in danger of letting him become what he inveighs 
against—a perversion of the gospel. For if we take Paul literally in his invitation to 
imitate him, he thereby erases the gospel by which he established many congregations 
and in which he stands. That cannot be the case. 
 
 Imitation is not an attractive way to talk about faith for me. It stands in opposition 
to faith understood as the quality of our relationship with God through Christ. We don't 
merely imitate Christ, as if we were actors playing out roles that we judge Jesus might 
endorse. Imitation is concerned with mimicking, matching movements, conforming. 
Faith is much more fundamental. Imitation is principally a cognitive function. Faith is a 
response of the whole person motivated from the inner presence of God's Spirit. 
Imitation tends to be superficial. Faith is profoundly relational. Imitation is clothing. Faith 
is deep in the flesh. 
 
 If we are to imitate Christ at all, it needs to be in a fuller sense, reflecting the way 
he became the one who reconciled us to God. We need to pay attention, especially in 
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Lent, to the work of Christ; and the gospel for this morning depicts Jesus in an attitude 
most worthy of imitation in my estimation. 
 
 Jesus, in Luke's gospel, aches, hurts, groans, cares deeply for the city—in this 
case, Jerusalem. As we consider the work of the imitation of Christ, this is a call for us 
to embody that continuing care of God for the human city. True imitation of Christ is 
expressed in love and care incarnate in and through us. 
 
 It is a call to us that we find our meaning living out our care for others and for our 
place, as Paul did in caring for congregations. Jesus expresses such care in the gospel 
this morning as he weeps over Jerusalem. Cities elicit all sorts of responses. Depending 
on the city, we might feel bewildered, tired, frightened, isolated, excited, or lonely. 
Images are called forth of neighborhoods, poverty and homelessness, shopping, 
institutions, crowds, traffic, crime, and restaurants. 
 
 One wonders what might be in the mind and heart of Jesus as he beholds 
Bloomington, and all cities, with all those who call the city home. 
 
 St. Luke depicts a moment in Jesus' ministry when he speaks from his heart to 
the city. 
 

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! 

 
Can anyone hear these words without being impressed by the depth of our Lord's care 
for Jerusalem? That yearning for the women and men and children of the city comes 
through in an image that is unforgettable. "How often have I desired to gather your 
children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing!" 
These words convey profound care. And, notably and beautifully, they use a feminine 
metaphor. 
 
 There is no resentment, anger, or vengeance in our Lord's heart for the city that 
kills the prophets and rejects those whom God sent. Jesus' attitude of care is even more 
poignant expressed as it is in the face of hypocrisy and hostility. The Pharisees and 
Herod plot against him, with cunning and threat. But Jesus refuses to be intimidated. He 
stands firm in his mission. 
 
 Jesus' real concern, the concern that prompts his care for the city, is revealed in 
the somewhat cryptic words that follow his dismissal of Herod. "I must be on my way," 
he says. "I am casting out demons and performing cures today and tomorrow, and on 
the third day I finish my work." Jesus meets the insults, plots, treachery, and blasphemy 
of the city with a prophecy of his own death, a death that would transform the city and 
all people. 
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 Jesus seeks their good, as a mother hen might gather her brood under her wings 
in the face of a coming storm. The storm comes, and the people kill the very one who 
would care for them! From our vantage, of course, his reference to the three days is 
clear to us. It points to Good Friday and to the Easter that follows. Jesus’ care for the 
city is not deterred even by death. 
 
 Today we gather again around the one who has drawn us to himself as a hen 
gathers her brood. We come here to feed upon the gospel in word and sacrament as 
people of the city. The fruit of our fellowship with the risen Lord is caring for this city and 
for many other places as Christ empowers us for such high and demanding callings. 
 
 From the earliest days of the Christian church, the Spirit of God has moved 
believers to care for the city. Paul and the other missionary apostles of the book of Acts 
went to Ephesus, Philippi, Corinth, Athens, and Rome, the great urban centers of the 
first century. To be sure, mission didn't stop with cities, but it certainly included cities 
and often began there. And at the end of Luke’s gospel, we recall that our Lord invites 
us to “stay…in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high.” Not only 
Easter, but Pentecost too is coming! 
 
 In our own time and place, the story continues. We are involved in creative 
ministry in this and other places. We are signs of and embodiments of God's care. 
 
 God, we are reminded by Luke this morning, does not give up on the city. After 
all, the Biblical images of the final days God prepares for the whole human family are 
images of the city. "I saw the holy city," John writes in Revelation, "the new Jerusalem, 
coming down from God... the glory of God is its light, and its lamp is the Lamb... By its 
light shall the nations walk... and there shall be no night there..." (Rev. 21:2, 22-26) 
 
 As we live toward that city, we are here in this city, and our calling is to embrace 
it in embodied caring. Here is the answer for how we might imitate Christ. It is not simply 
about doing what Christ did. It is about being what he was—a lover, caring with all that 
he was, in every way he could, regardless of the consequences. Amen. 
 
 May the peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep our hearts and 
minds through faith in Christ Jesus our Lord, unto abundant and eternal life. Amen. 


