
Becoming a New Creation 9-7-08

By Mary Jane Button-Harrison

2 Corinthians 5:16-20

16From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view;

even though we once knew Christ from a human point of view, we know

him no longer in that way. 17So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new

creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become

new! 18All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ,

and has given us the ministry of reconciliation; 19that is, in Christ God

was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses

against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us. 20So

we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his appeal through

us; we entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God. 
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“If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation:  everything old

has passed away; see, everything has become new!” (2 Cor. 5:17)

Starting today and going all the way to the end of the year, we are

going to take those eloquent, hope-filled words of Paul’s very seriously.

For the rest of this year, David and I will be preaching a rather

extensive series called “Becoming a New Creation.”  In this series we

will try to answer questions like, “What does it mean that in Christ

there is a new creation?  What is the old that has passed away?  How

has everything become new when I still live in the same place and face

the same people each day and seem to have the same problems I had

yesterday?  And what difference does Christ make in my life and in the

world?”

We live in times when the world seems so divided.  There are

divisions between liberals and conservatives, republicans and

democrats, Christians and Muslims, black and white, men and women,

pro-life and pro-choice, gay and straight, militarists and pacifists, rich

and poor, creationists and Darwinists, developed and developing world,
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and the list goes on.  Add to that a time when we have just survived

both the Democratic and Republican National Conventions and now head

right smack into the political posturing that leads up to the

presidential election in November.  And in the midst of it all,

Christianity gets played like a trump card in ways that make so many of

us uncomfortable.

“If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation:  everything old

has passed away; see, everything has become new!” (2 Cor. 5:17)

There’s nothing new in the world I just described.  Those kinds of

divisions have been with us in one form or another since humans have

come onto the scene, I’m sure.  But doesn’t it sometimes seem as

though it is getting worse.  Commercials used try to convince us to vote

for a particular candidate.  Now they’re used to convince us not to vote

for a particular candidate.  This kind of cynical campaign strategy

suggests to us that it’s not really about the issues and what kind of

society we want to create, but about how we feel about a leader and

what they tell us to be concerned about or afraid of.  This way of
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dividing people and trying to increase hostility between people is most

certainly part of the old that must pass away if we are in Christ.  As

people of faith, we need to hear about and experience the new creation

that comes about when we live in Christ so we don’t get swept up in the

“old” ways.  Paul says, instead, we are to be ambassadors of Christ

entrusted with the ministry of reconciliation… bringing people

together, healing the divisions, making peace, caring about the world.

Unfortunately, Christianity has a bad reputation in terms of

actively being about the business of healing and reconciliation.  So

many people have given up on Christianity because it is seen as being so

judgmental and divisive and only concerned for itself.  To many,

Christianity is worse than irrelevant, it is part of the problem.  So

when Paul speaks of becoming a new creation, he is speaking to the

heart of the matter today as much as in his day.  The world is in

serious need of those ambassadors of Christ entrusted with the

ministry of reconciliation for the sake of the gospel and for the sake

of the world.  That is what salvation is all about.  And Paul, here, is
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talking about salvation… not salvation as in where we go after we die,

but salvation as in how we live, and relate to and care for God’s world

here and now while we are living and breathing; salvation as in how we

relate to one another and to God.  If we are in Christ, there is a new

creation: the old has passed away; see, everything has become new!

Brian McLaren – a pastor and writer, tells of the time in 1994

when he and his daughter went to Bujumbura and met with a group of

Tutsi and Hutu leaders from Rwanda and Burundi.  At that time, their

homelands were among the most violent, poverty-stricken and

dangerous countries in the world.  McLaren tells of a man named

Claude, the son of a preacher, who addressed the group saying, “In all

of my childhood, in all the church services I attended, I only heard one

sermon… The sermon went like this: “You are a sinner and you are going

to hell.  You need to repent and believe in Jesus.  Jesus might come

back today, and if he does and you are not ready, you will burn forever

in hell.’”  The entire room broke out in a laugh of recognition.  That was

the only sermon they had ever heard as well.  
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But then Claude got serious.  He spoke of the genocide and

violence and poverty and hunger in these countries going back for

decades, and he said, “So much death, so much hatred and distrust

between tribes, so much poverty, suffering, corruption, and injustice,

and nothing ever really changed.  Eventually I realized something.  I

had never heard a sermon that addressed these realities.  Did God only

care about our souls going to heaven after we died?  Were our hungry

bellies unimportant to God?  Was God unconcerned about our crying

sons and frightened daughters, our mothers hiding under beds, our

fathers crouching by windows, unable to sleep because of gunfire?  Or

did God send Jesus to teach us how to avoid genocide by learning to

love each other, how to overcome tribalism and poverty by following his

path, how to deal with injustice and corruption, how to make a better

life here on earth ..” (Everything Must Change, p.19)  “If anyone is in

Christ, there is a new creation:  everything old has passed away; see,

everything has become new!”  
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Even our understanding of what it means to be a Christian can

become new.  When we allow Christ to enter into our minds and our

hearts and our lives, we start to see things differently and the old just

doesn’t make sense anymore.  Once we’ve come under the influence of

the reconciling love and forgiveness of God in Jesus Christ, our vision

changes and everything has become new.  It can be a little disorienting,

however.  The world is telling you one thing, but you know in your heart

something else to be true.  It’s like we have a jigsaw puzzle in a box,

but someone put the wrong lid on the box.  Can you imagine what that

would be like?  You look at the picture on the wrong lid, and with that

wrong picture in your mind, you try to put the puzzle pieces together,

only it just doesn’t make sense… the colors are wrong, there are pieces

that don’t match the picture in your mind… and so you keep putting

more and more pieces aside and trying to fit together pieces that just

won’t go together.  You do the best you can, but it is very frustrating.

Maybe you give up and throw out the whole puzzle, or maybe you

fearlessly defend that it’s the right lid, you just haven’t worked hard
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enough to fit the pieces together.  Or maybe you go in search of a lid

that matches the puzzle pieces in your box and discover that the

pieces do fit together easily if you have the right picture on the lid.

The way we see Jesus and the world matters.  So much of the

picture we’ve been given of what it means to be Christian is like having

the wrong puzzle lid.  And we try the best we can to be faithful, to put

the puzzle together, but it just doesn’t make sense.  Surely God cares

that there are people all over the world dying of hunger and violence.

Surely God wants a world where love is the rule and where people are

not so absorbed in their own personal self-interest, but can work

together to create a better world for all.  Surely Jesus came to show

us the path of God’s love which unites and brings down the walls that

divide and which lets the last be first and the least the greatest and

which heals and brings good news.  Surely we are called to be partners

with God in that saving work.

Salvation, as Paul shows us, is being brought back into right

relationship with God.  As that relationship is healed and made whole,
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everything is new.  Thinking Jesus is just a ticket to heaven - the old

has passed away.  You as the center of the universe – the old has

passed away.  The measure of your success is your achievements,

affluence and accolades – the old has passed away.  Following in Jesus’

steps, sent into the world to make it better for everyone – see,

everything has become new!  Ever deepening relationships with God,

with others, and with every living thing – see, everything has become

new!  The measure of your life is the love you share – see, everything

has become new!

We are ambassadors of Christ entrusted with the ministry of

reconciliation and healing, of bringing people together, of removing

barriers between people, of making peace.  That is such an important

and needed role in our times.  God wants to work through us to make

alive the grace and love poured out upon all.  The old ways of division

and hate and strife don’t have a place in the new creation which brings

hope and energy and connects us to one another in ways which bring
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abundant life.  Once we see that, the old ways just don’t make sense

anymore, and we stop going along with them.

Becoming a new creation means looking at things in new ways, it

means changes in the way we’re used to seeing and doing things, it

means being open to God’s direction and vision.  It can be scary at

times, but it is truly the only hope for this great world God has gifted

us with.  “If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation:  everything old

has passed away; see, everything has become new!”   Thanks be to God!

Amen.
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September 14, 2008 Revelation 21:1-7

See, God is Making All Things New

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth;1

for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away,

and the sea was no more.

And I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem,2

coming down out of heaven from God,

prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.

And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying,3

“See, the home of God is among mortals.

He well dwell with them; they will be his peoples,

and God himself will be with them; 

he will wipe every tear from their eyes.4

Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more,

for the first things have passed away.”

And the one who was seated on the throne said,5

“See, I am making all things new.”

Also he said,

“Write this, for these words are trustworthy and true.”

Then he said to me,6

“It is done!  I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end.

To the thirsty I will give water as a gift from the spring of the water

of life.  Those who conquer will inherit these things, and I will be their7
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God and they will be my children.”

C I believe in a God who makes all things new.

C I believe in the God of new wine in new wineskins.

C I believe in the God who sets dreams spinning in old peoples’ heads and

puts visions in young persons’ hearts.

C I believe in the God who makes manna in the wilderness and releases

living waters in the spirits of those who hunger and thirst for

righteousness.

C I believe in the God of promised lands and the kingdom on earth where

all is well, where lambs and wolves lie down together in peace.

C I believe in the God who dresses up the eternal city like a bride on her

wedding day, radiant in joy and resplendent in all her finery, coming

down to earth connecting heaven and earth in the grand symphony of

the harmonies of creation.  She’s put on her make-up, had her hair all

done up and can’t wait for that moment when she’ll go walking, no, she’ll

so sashaying down that aisle of joy all molten fire and vibrant love. 

C I believe in hat new day coming when there’ll be no more tears. 

There’ll be no more death.  There’ll be no more sorrow.  There’ll be no

more crying.  There’ll be no more pain.  All the misery of the ages will
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be gone because God makes all things new.   

You do know how to read Revelation don’t you.  It’s poetry embracing truth

that mere prose cannot contain.

You read Robert Frost and know exactly what he means when he writes:

The fog comes on little cat feet.

It sits looking over harbor and city on silent haunches

and then moves on.

No one needs to explain what that means.  We’ve seen fog.  But we also know

that fog does not have little cat feet and it does not sit on haunches.

When you read Revelation, think poetry.  Look for the deeper meanings and

don’t get tripped up on the impossible pictures which are true even if they

will never happen.  The new city is poetry.  The new heaven is poetry.  The

new earth is poetry.  The voice calling, “See, the home of God is among

mortals,” that is prophecy.

All things.  All things new.  Heaven new.  Earth new.  Creation new. 

Everything new.  Gone with the old.  Gone with the dead.  Gone with the

painful.  Gone with sighing and crying and dying and lying.  It’s a God thing. 

It’s a vision to seal a young person’s heart and to settle an old person’s

fevered dreams.

C I believe in God who plans parties in the middle of the cemetery.  And
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the people who went among the graves carrying frowns found new

smiles.  Eyes filled with tears twinkled with glory because God is not

afraid of death.

C I believe in God who hung a bright star in a dark sky over a stable out

back in the by waters of history.

C I believe in God who blazons arching rainbows in the midst of thunder

clouds.

C I believe in the God who lived in Miss Edith.  When she was 80 she got

cancer and had to have a double mastectomy.  She had no time for

cancer so determined that she’d just be a new person.  Before she’d

dutifully report in to the clinic for her check-ups Miss Edith would

take bright red finger nail polish and draw circles on her flat chest, big

elaborate anatomically correct depictions, in her own hand, with a

smiley face around her belly button.  The first time she did that her

doctor went from startled shock to uproarious laughter and called in

all the other doctors on the floor to admire her art work and they’d all

enjoy huge belly laughs, Miss Edith leading the way.  She made

everything new in the cancer ward.  She did not die of cancer.  An

automobile accident took her life.  She went out of this life, a new

creation, new every day, singing in her heart, in love with God.

C I believe in God who laughs at death.
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C I believe in God who sits at the wheel, turning the clay, creating a

vessel, spinning something glorious out of earth, designing a cosmos.

C I believe in the God who danced in the souls of two women who sat

across the center aisle from one another at an Ash Wednesday service

when we lined up and marched up to have ashes describing the shape of

a cross put on our foreheads and to hear the words, “You are dust.  To

dust you shall return.”  In that Ash Wednesday collision of life and

death those two women looked at each other.  They’d disagreed

sharply.  They’d not been friends.  In the power of that God-making-all

things-new-moment when forgiveness rolled down like waters one fairly

leaped across the aisle and hugged the other, both smiling, tears

flowing, love showing.  I believe in that God who makes even human

relationships new.

C I believe in the God of miracles.  We stood in a circle around the

grave.  The brother hadn’t talked with his sisters for almost thirty

years.  They lived miles apart, generations apart, emotions apart,

sharing only a family name and bitterness.  But everyone had made the

journey back to Iowa, ancestral home, and we prayed.  God heard the

prayer.  Across the chasm of death there opened a pathway of peace

in that rural cemetery.  Bitterness dissolved in the cleansing bath of

remembered love and those sisters got a brother back, welcomed a

brother back.  They left, arm in arm, to go off together, not to

separate cars as they’d planned, but to a party, in a fancy restaurant, a

celebration of a new creation.  I believe in that God who is always up to
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more tricks than we know and who whispers peace to us, who seduces

us with gentle love, who recreates us out of the ashes of our failures

and fashions in us something sturdy and compassionate and carefree.  I

believe in the God who turns a cruel cross of shame into a causeway of

glory.

I love the heady mix of joy and terror that comes when we go out in the

boat sailing.  Waves leap across the bow.  Winds rip across the sails.  The

boat becomes a living thing singing her ancient song that goes back to the

dawn of creation.  When, however, the wind veers and the boat heels over on

her side and your life starts to parade before your eyes, I understand the

terror that the ancient mapmakers knew when they inscribed on the edges

of what they knew, “Beyond here there be dragons.”

Dragons are the frightening leftovers from creation.  In the new creation of

God’s dream there is no room for leftovers from the old.  The dragons of

un-creation, the chaotic powers of anti-creation, the abyss-mal death from

which dragons arise to torment the earth: all gone.  No more.  Nevermore.

The poetry of Revelation says, The sea shall be gone.  Torment are gone. 

Dragons are gone.  What remains is the creator God.  At the end of things

there is not an event but a Person, the Lord God Almighty, Creator of

heaven and earth, Ruler of all, Spinner of glory.  God says, 

“I am the beginning and the end.”  

God is not one item in the process, God IS the process.  
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God is the all in all, the ISNESS of the IS.  

God is not AT the end, God IS the end.  

Those words are trustworthy and true.

C I believe in the God who creates all things new, whose new Jerusalem

has no temple.  The cloistered Holy of Holies, intimate inner chamber

of God, is thrown open and God comes out, in full view, made

accessible, immediately, for everyone, all the peoples of the planet.  

C I believe in a God big enough to embrace us all, every one of us,

stirring the pot, making all things new.

C I believe God is working now.  Right here.  Right now.  Everywhere. 

Every time.  Can’t you see?  Can’t you hear the rustlings and stirrings

as the old order gives way.  It’s all birth pangs.  God’s day is coming

when the only will done on earth will be God’s will.  Until then, God is

busily subverting the old and dreaming the new.  It’s about glory.  It’s

about wild love.  It’s about life.  We get the fantastic choice.  We can

become part of the New Creation... can’t you see?  Will you join?



The New Kingdom: God’s Un-terror Movement 9-21-08

By Mary Jane Button-Harrison

Have you seen the bumper sticker that says, “God is not a

Republican… or a Democrat.”  Hopefully that goes without saying.  In

this season of presidential politics, it is important to remember that

God is much bigger than any political party.  God is not a Republican or

a Democrat, but that is not to say that God is not political.  To be

political and to be partisan are two different things and it is easy to

get that confused sometimes.  

Wikipedia says that politics is “the process by which people make

decisions… Politics consists of social relations involving authority or

power.”  Partisan, on the other hand, is to devote oneself to a

particular political party.  God does care about social relations between

people and how power is used and who benefits from the way humans

organize themselves no matter if they are red or blue, a donkey or an

elephant…., or something else entirely.  God’s politics ask us to see the
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bigger picture and to care about how policies affect people,

particularly those marginalized members of society.

We are in the midst of a sermon series on becoming a new

creation.  And so we keep asking, “what is the old that has passed

away,” and , “what is the new thing God is bringing forth?”  In our

scripture reading this morning, Jesus begins to answer those questions

in some definitive ways.  Filled with the Spirit, Jesus speaks boldly.  He

stands before his home synagogue, reads from the scroll of the

prophet Isaiah – a passage about God’s rule, about good news and

liberation – and says that today this prophetic word is fulfilled.  The

year of the Lord’s favor is now.  The anointed one of God, as promised

in scripture, is here, ushering in the new kingdom,… the reign of God.

This is a big deal.  And it is political.  This is Jesus’ campaign speech,

his inaugural address, his mission statement.  It is God’s plan revealed

which stands in stark contrast to the political order of Jesus’ day.

If someone today got up and said they were anointed of God, we’d

probably think they were full of themselves.  Religious certitude can be
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a dangerous thing.  In the aftermath of World War II and the

Holocaust, many European intellectuals had to ask themselves how it

could have happened.  How could Nazism have had such power in a

Christian country under the leadership of Hitler, a Catholic in good

standing?  After much reflection, they came to the conclusion that it

was excessive confidence that allowed events to unfold the way they

did.  Just as cancer is an excessive growth of cells, Nazism was an

excessive growth of confidence… in their national ethos, in their

rational powers, in their scientific prowess and so on.  This confidence

grew out of proportion and became malignant giving Germany the

hyperconfidence to claim racial superiority and global dominance, even

when it meant extermination of those who were determined to be

“other” such as Jews, homosexuals, gypsies and others.  Religion and

politics can be a deadly mix, if in the wrong hands.

But Jesus came with an entirely different message that sought to

widen the circle and extend justice, mercy and compassion to more

people.  Jesus came proclaiming a regime change.  Out with the old
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social and religious rules that oppress certain groups of people like the

poor, the orphan, the widow and the stranger.  In with the kingdom of

God which gives dignity to the poor, liberates the oppressed and opens

up the eyes of those who do not understand.  The year of the Lord’s

favor has come.  

In the Hebrew scripture we read of the year of Jubilee which

was to happen every 49 years.  In the Jubilee year, families who had

lost their land were given it back.  This was one of the legal institutions

that allowed for everyone, at certain periods, to start their lives again,

with equal chances.   It was a way to correct growing economic and

social injustice.  Likewise, every seven years in the year of remission,

debts were cancelled.  So when Jesus says he has come to proclaim the

year of the Lord’s favor, that’s what he’s talking about.  Debts are

forgiven, people are restored, those who have lost land and money are

freed from the burden and given another chance.  That’s how it is

under God’s rule, and Jesus has been anointed by God to proclaim the
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good news.  Jesus came to usher in a new social political system in tune

with God’s hope for humanity.  

This is crucial to Jesus’ identity and mission.  A little later in

Luke’s gospel, John the Baptist sends some of his disciples to Jesus to

ask, “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?”

In other words, are you the real deal… the one we’ve been waiting for?

Rather than giving his credentials, Jesus answers, “Go and tell John

what you have seen and heard; the blind receive their sight, the lame

walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the

poor have good news brought to them.”  Things have changed.  Not just

ideas, but realities.  Not just things of the spirit, but things of the

body as well.  God has hopes and dreams for humanity.  Jesus was sent

to show us another way of being… a way in sharp contrast to the ways

of the world’s powers… a way of second chances and forgiveness, a way

of sharing and caring and sacrificing for another, a way of liberation

from things that bind us.
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Some people think Christianity is all about where you go after you

die, but clearly that is not what Jesus was all about.  Jesus, as the way,

the truth and the life is about how we relate to one another and treat

those who are on the margins of society.  It’s about how we build one

another up and care even for the stranger.  Jesus’ story is compelling

precisely because it is relevant and real.  More and more people are

asking whether there is anything within Christianity that can help solve

the world’s problems.  If it’s all about life after we die, then the

world’s in trouble.  But if we take seriously Jesus proclamation of God’s

reign come on earth, if we change our thinking and our responses and

our attitudes to be more in line with what Jesus showed us, then there

is hope, not just hope for some grand and glorious time by and by, but

hope for the world now.

This world is in trouble.  There is war and poverty, global

resource and environmental issues, and a growing gap between the rich

and the poor.  All of these things create a toxic situation where there

is resentment, mistrust, victims seeking revenge, crime, acts of
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terrorism, … fear, and despair on the rise.  Jesus’ life and words shine

on the situation.   Jesus is well respected across religious lines, you

know.  Even people who don’t believe Jesus was both divine and human

often acknowledge he had an important and prophetic message that the

world really needs to hear and follow.  Maybe Jesus’ message can bring

us together with Jews and Muslims in a way that changes how we relate

to one another and makes real God’s kingdom in our time.

Author Brian McLaren writes, “When groups of seemingly

disparate people defect and band together in the way of Jesus, they

form what we might call unterror cells.  They secretly plot detonations

of hope.  They quietly conspire to set off explosions of spontaneous

kindness.  They plan gentle coup d’états to replace regimes of

domination and oppression with movements of empowerment and

service.  In a complete overthrow of violent terrorism, they fly

airplanes of generosity into towers of need and plant improvised

encouragement devices by roadsides and in neighborhoods everywhere,
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seeking God’s kingdom and God’s equity.” (Everything Must Change,

p.130)

We can’t solve the world’s problems using the same mindset and

tactics that got us in this mess to begin with.  It is going to take a bold

new strategy like the one Jesus proclaimed as he stood in the

synagogue in his hometown that day.  By the end of the conversation,

the townspeople nearly ran him off a cliff, and by the end of his

ministry, he had been crucified on a Roman cross as a political

insurrectionist.  Jesus’ plan is bold because it rejects the use of power

for selfish ends in favor of justice, mercy and compassion.  It is a

power-sharing plan that lifts up the lowly and brings down the high and

mighty, closing the gap between people and giving everyone a clean

start.  Each one of us can be part of “God’s unterror movement,”

preaching good news to the poor, freeing the oppressed people,

proclaiming that God’s kingdom has come, and spreading hope.  As it

was written, may it be so, Amen.

8



September 28, 2008 Matthew 16:13-26

From Rock Star to Fallen Saint 

 Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his13

disciples,

‘Who do people say that the Son of Man is?’ 

And they said, 14

‘Some say John the Baptist, but others Elijah, and still others

Jeremiah or one of the prophets.’ 

He said to them, 15

‘But who do you say that I am?’ 

Simon Peter answered, 16

‘You are the Messiah, the Christ the Son of the living God.’ 

And Jesus answered him, 17

‘Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not

revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven. And I tell you, you are18

Peter, and on this rock  I will build my church, and the gates of Hades

will not prevail against it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of19

heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and

whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.’ 

Then he sternly ordered the disciples not to tell anyone that he was the20

Messiah.  

 From that time on, Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to21

Jerusalem and undergo great suffering at the hands of the elders and chief

priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised. And22

Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him, saying, 

‘God forbid it, Lord! This must never happen to you.’ 

But he turned and said to Peter, 23

‘Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling-block to me; for you are

setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.’ 

 Then Jesus told his disciples, 24

‘If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and

take up their cross and follow me. For those who want to save their25
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life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it.

For what will it profit them if they gain the whole world but forfeit26

their life? Or what will they give in return for their life? 

What does it mean to say, “Jesus is the Son of God”?  The question arises in

each new period of history.  The answers vary.  It is a most important

question in our time.  We know about the God of Israel and Jesus primarily

through the Bible.  But we know about God’s character primarily through

Jesus.   Christians are the people who believe that we know God through

Jesus.  We say “the Word became flesh and lived among us.”  Jesus is what

we can see of God embodied in human life.

Some ways we have seen Jesus have become unpersuasive to millions of

people in the last century.  Especially unpersuasive is the insistence that

Jesus is the only way of salvation and that Christianity is, therefore, the

only true religion.

I imagine Peter blurting out his conviction that Jesus is Lord being overcome

with love.  That most important insight changed everything.  He’d never go

back to being a simple fisherman.  He’d cast his lot with the most

extraordinary person of all time.

Jesus built his church on Simon and changed his name to Peter - Petros -

Petroleum - Rocky.  He gave Peter the rock star the keys to the kingdom and

even the evils of hell fell away before the power of a church which knew

Jesus as Lord.
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We come into church by confessing Jesus.  In baptism we come to new life

centered in a relationship with a living Christ who turns everything upside

down.  We part company with Muslims and Jews who agree that Jesus was a

great leader, a healer, a prophet, a fascinating man when we say Jesus is

God’s Son in a way no one else ever was or will be.  We say Jesus is the way

to God.  We know who God is by looking at Jesus.

However, the exclusive brand of Christianity that insists that Jesus is the

only way to God, has become a barrier.  The reason most people who have

left Christianity give for leaving is the insistence that there is no other way

of salvation except Jesus.   We live alongside people of other faiths and no

faith.  Sometimes we see in those neighbors the gifts of God.  We will not

condemn all non-Christians to damnation because we do not believe that God

condemns them.  A Pew Research Center survey found that most of us do

not believe that Jesus is the only way.  83% of mainline Protestants reject

the idea.  So do Evangelicals and Roman Catholics. 

In the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) we have declared boldly that

we know that Jesus is the path of salvation for us.  He is the way for life in

its abundance.  What he tells us about living is true and we trust him.  We

have also declared that God’s judgment belongs to God and that we cannot

know all the ways God works among people.  We believe that the church is

not people who necessarily agree.  The church is people seeking to live in the

way of Jesus.  

Last Friday night 75 people accepted the invitation from the Iowa Dialog
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Center and First Christian Church to go to the Fellowship Hall to share a

breaking of the Ramadan fast.  Muslims provided the food.  At the tables of

fellowship Roman Catholics, Eastern Orthodox, all kinds of Protestants, and

some who claim no faith but were drawn to the idea that people can actually

reach out to one another across the lines of division, suspicion and fear in

this Post 9-11 world.  We prayed.  We rejoiced in the goodness of God.  It

became one of those shining nights that will be long remembered when

people of many races, ages, creeds, theologies, faiths shared a meal of

hospitality and community, a meal of faith and thanksgiving, a meal of

blessing.

We Christians saw Jesus in the spirit of that evening.  We saw Jesus who

taught the path of service, not the way of domination.  We saw Jesus who

said to seek reconciliation, not revenge.  We saw Jesus who befriended

strangers and enemies and did not revile them.  We claimed Jesus who

draws near to people and does not isolate them.  His mercy and compassion

were there.  Hope for the world was there.  Everyone was welcomed in the

name of God.

When Jesus talked about salvation he painted a picture of sheep and goats,

some were welcomed by God and some were condemned.  The sheep fed,

ministered to, visited the sick and imprisoned, clothed and sheltered the

poor.  The goats did not.  Neither the sheep nor the goats thought they

were doing anything religious.  The path to God, taught Jesus, is compassion,

mercy and justice.  The name of Jesus God exalts is the humble servant who

sees the needs of others and responds.
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As soon as Peter recognized that Jesus was God’s son and called him Christ

and Lord Jesus started talking about execution.  Peter couldn’t stand it.  He

objected.  It was insane to him.  And Jesus, who had just blessed and

praised Peter, elevated him to the status of Rock Star, called him Devil. 

Commanded him to stand back.  Called him, no longer a rock but a stumbling

block.  Accused him of human thinking, not God thinking.  Peter the Rock

Star became Peter the Fallen Saint.

I wonder if that might not be the genius of the church Jesus envisioned. 

It’s not Peter who knows it all with the absolute certainty of theological

correctness that makes the church but the one who overflows with love and

faith one minute and the next must be brought into line for failing to

understand God’s way and will.  In two short moments Peter went from

revelation to castigation.  That’s the church Jesus built.  It’s hard but

honest.  It’s uncomfortable but compelling.  It’s love deep enough to

discipline

None of us enjoy being around people who are so full of themselves that

they won’t listen, won’t learn, won’t let anyone else talk.  Too much religious

certainty leads to death - ours - or the death of others.  In their certainty

such people become dangerous.  They are so right that they become wrong. 

They trade certitude for humility.  They trade servanthood for domination. 

Paul called those Christians “babies” in Christ.  They are not mature

followers.  Mature followers may state powerfully their witness to all the

truth they know.  But they do not claim to know all the truth there is.  God

is bigger than our theology.  God is bigger than our religion.
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Perhaps we might take a lesson from Peter who blurts out his dismay at

Jesus’ hard teachings and is criticized for it.  A church rising up in the

passion of its good confession, “Jesus, you are God’s Son.  You are the

world’s savior.  You are my Messiah.” is a good church.  And a church big

enough to also confess, “I believe, help my unbelief.  I understand, help my

misunderstandings” is a great church.

Peter is the cornerstone but he is also the stumbling block. At the

transfiguration - the high and holy moment with the clouds and the

personages - the cornerstone "gets it." 

But the stumbling block immediately wants to build an institution!  Rock star. 

Fallen saint.

Though he was in the form of God he did not regard equality with God as

something to be exploited but emptied himself, taking the form of a

servant, being born in human likeness.  And being found in human form, he

humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death - even death on

a cross.  Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that

is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend,

in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue should confess

that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God.  This we believe.

This Jesus is good news – not just for Christians but also for Jews,

Buddhists, Muslims, New Agers, agnostics and atheists.  And he has warnings

for us all.  He is exalted as the fascinating, mysterious, uncontainable,

uncontrollable, enigmatic, vigorous, surprising, stunning, dazzling, subtle,
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honest, genuine, and explosive personality that wins us to him – whether we

recognize him as Jesus or not.  He comes to us in many forms, always

humbly, always loving, always serving.

I was helping pile sandbags in the floods of ‘93, in St. Louis, at the General

Assembly, trying to make a boundary for the Mississippi River when

Desmond Tutu came and stood beside me.  That little man who has changed

the history of his native South Africa, standing just barely over five feet

tall, radiated huge joy and glory.  His face beamed with a love that

embraced everybody who came into his gaze.  When he walked we left our

sandbags and went after him, drawn to him by a majesty and a mystery we

did not understood but when we experienced.  Just to be in his presence

made us happy.

Jesus had that effect on people.  People flocked to him, gathered around,

clung to him. He drew them by a magnetism they could not explain but which

they felt.  He was pure.  He was humble and welcoming.  He was obedient to

God.  He shows us God.  He is the path to God.  In him "the Word became

flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a

father’s only son, full of grace and truth." (John 1:14-15)

Thanks be to God in sending Jesus to show us the way.  Give us grace and

courage to follow!



Loaves Abound!  10-5-08

By Mary Jane Button-Harrison

With the economy in crisis, you could say we live in times of

scarcity.  People are anxious.  Prices on the basics like food and gas

and housing are on the rise.  The value of assets is falling and job

security for many is uncertain.  Couple that with the fact that this

country is at war and you can understand if people aren’t feeling

very generous with our resources these days.  “Will there be

enough?” we ask ourselves.

In 1986, when I was in my early 20’s I was part of a delegation

of Disciples from the Midwest who went to Nicaragua with an

organization called, Witness for Peace.  We traveled to various

places in the country and heard the stories of how the war and

poverty that ravaged that little nation had affected their lives.

Person after person told stories of villages being burned and

children being kidnapped and men and pregnant women being

tortured and killed.  These people’s lives had been devastated by the
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effects of war and poverty.  They scarcely had enough to eat and

they lived in tiny one-room huts without running water and with the

sound of gunfire in the background.  

These people knew scarcity like no people I had ever encountered

before.  Yet, these were people of faith.  And they had a spirit of

generosity that truly amazed me!  Those of us on the church

delegation stayed in their homes and were given places of honor at

their tables.  The best of what they had, they wanted to give to us

as guests.  They killed the biggest chicken and turned a little bit… a

meager offering… into a feast.  It is in that place, among those

people who were so poor in things and so rich in spirit, that I

received my call to ministry.  It is there that I witnessed the

Kingdom of God alive and well and making a difference in people’s

lives.  I was the poor one and they shared with me what you cannot

buy.  They shared all they had because of their love of God.  And

there was more than enough to go around.
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Just a couple of weeks ago, our church historian, Pat Gustofson,

was looking at old newsletters and she found an article written by

Mary Fitz from April 1986.  In that article it was reported that

First Christian Church was going to give Mary Jane Harrison (that’s

me) some money to help fund my trip to Nicaragua that maybe I’d

come and share about my trip sometime.  Well, how about 22 years

later.  God used that trip you helped fund to call me to ministry and

now here I am.  I guess you might say it’s a small world.

In God’s world there is always enough.  In fact, there is

abundance.  That’s the message of the loaves and fish story.  Some

say that the miracle of that story may be that as the people in the

crowd with Jesus that day saw how he took what he had been given

and blessed it, that the people were filled with a spirit of abundance

as well and they took the food they had with them and started

sharing with those around them and that spirit caught hold of more

and more people until a meager offering turned into more than
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enough.  Abundance is a sure sign that the kingdom of God is

breaking out among us.

It’s like the story of Reb and Jackay.  They had worked hard

and saved for years in order to open their own restaurant.  All that

was needed was the final health inspection and the issuing of their

business permit. That was scheduled for first thing that morning;

then "Our Place," as they called their restaurant would be in

business.  But that morning the winds and rains of Hurricane Hugo

hit, unexpectedly making its way 200 miles inland to their North

Carolina town. Trees were uprooted, power lines were down, homes

and stores were destroyed.  Reb and Jackay hurried to their

restaurant. Everything was intact.

A deputy sheriff pulled up and told them that their restaurant,

the fire station next door, and a service station down the road were

the only ones that had electricity. Reb and Jackay called the health

inspector to come immediately so they could open, but because of

the power outage, he couldn’t get into his office to issue the permit.
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No permit, no business opening. With a refrigerator stocked with

300 pounds of bacon and beef and bushels of tomatoes, lettuce and

bread, there was only one thing to do:  give the food away.  They

told the deputy, "Tell your coworkers and other emergency people

you see that we’ll have free BLT’s and coffee for anybody who wants

to drop by." Soon firemen, policemen, linemen and other workers

were filing into “Our Place.”  When the couple heard that another

restaurant was scalping people by charging ten dollars for two eggs,

toast and bacon, they placed a sign in their window: FREE BLT’S--

FREE COFFEE. Families, travelers and street people were welcomed.

Then something began to happen. People started to clean

counters and sweep floors. Volunteers took over the dish washing

from Jackay and helped Reb at the grill. Hearing about what was

going on at “Our Place” from the local radio station, people from a

neighboring town, that had not been hit too badly by the storm,

brought food from their freezers. Stores and dairies sent over

chicken, milk and foodstuffs of all kinds.  And so the long day went.
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Those first cups of coffee and BLT’s somehow stretched to 16,000

meals. The restaurant’s small stock increased by 500 loaves of

bread, cases of mayonnaise, 350 pots of coffee and bushels of

produce.  Just like with the loaves and fish, God’s spirit of

generosity spread and there was more than enough.  We’ve seen how

that happens around here as we prepare for the community-wide

Thanksgiving Dinner.  God’s spirit of generosity spreads and people

start giving of their time and their money and there is more than

enough.

There’s another aspect of this loaves and fish story from

Matthew.  Did you know that Matthew has two loaves and fish

stories?  The first one is more familiar.  It is the feeding of the

5000 which is found in other gospels as well.  But then there is this

story in Matthew which begins with Jesus’ encounter with the

Canaanite woman who comes to Jesus seeking healing for her

daughter.  At first Jesus doesn’t have time for this woman or her

daughter.  He tries to ignore, then he tells her he “was sent only to
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the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”  But she doesn’t buy Jesus’

idea of scarcity and tells him that even the dogs get the scraps

from the table.  Jesus realizes that she is right.  His mission is

larger, God’s abundant love is grander than just one group of people.

God’s blessings extends to all, Jew and gentile alike.  And so, he

begins to heal and to bless a crowd of non-Jews; those who are not

the lost sheep of Israel.  The 4000 in this second loaves and fish

story are those who were outside the circle of promised ones.

Jesus feeding of the 4000 signals that now gentiles are included in

this miracle of abundance.  God’s grace is not reserved for one group

only.  It is not exclusive.  It is for all.  There is more than enough.

Many years ago, there was a woman who lived in a small village in

France.  Trained as a nurse, she devoted her life to caring for the

sick and needy.  After many years of kind and selfless service to the

village’s families, the woman died. She had no family of her own, so

the townsfolk planned a beautiful funeral for her, a fitting tribute

to the woman to whom so many owed their lives.  The parish clergy,
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however, pointed out that, because she wasn’t a member of their

church, she could not be buried in their cemetery. The villagers

protested, but the clergy held firm. It was not easy for him either,

because he too had been cared for by the woman during a serious

illness. But the rules of the Church were very clear; she would have

to buried outside the fence of the cemetery.

The day of the funeral arrived, and the whole village

accompanied the woman’ s casket to the cemetery, where she was

buried--outside the fence.  But that night, a group of villagers,

armed with shovels, sneaked into the cemetery. They then quietly

set to work--moving the fence.  

More astounding than Jesus’ feeding of the crowds with a few

pieces of bread and fish is Jesus’ transforming the crowd into a

community, a community united in their need for one another, in the

bread they share, in the love of Christ who has brought them

together.  Christ empowers each one of us to perform our own

miracles of creating community when we "move the fences" to
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include outsiders, when we welcome the rejected and forgotten to

our tables, when we give of what little we have, joyfully and

gratefully, for the sake of others, when we welcome one another as

we would welcome Jesus.

There is a saying by Edwin Markham that goes like this:

“He drew a circle to keep me out, 

A thing of scorn, and a thing to flout. 

But love and I had the wit to win: 

We drew a circle that took him in.”  

Today is World Communion Sunday; a day when we celebrate

God’s abundant love and grace that knows no bounds.  God’s blessing

is for all, no matter what nation or race or economic class.  In God’s

kingdom, there is room at the table for all and not only enough, but

more than enough to feed and to heal all who are gathered.  At the

table of Christ, as the bread is blessed, a miracle happens and a

meager offering turns into abundance.  Loaves abound!  May we be

infected with God’s spirit of generosity.  Amen.
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Blessing and Blessed 10-12-08

By Mary Jane Button-Harrison

Bless you!  You are blessed.  You have my blessing.  God bless you.

Have you ever thought about how freely we use the word bless?  At

least among the people with whom I am most in contact, and in fact,

politicians often say bless you or God bless you, or God bless America.

So what does it mean to be blessed?

There are some who preach a gospel of prosperity.  They tell you

that if you only say the right things or pray the right words or believe

the right things or maybe do the right things, God will bless you with

wealth.  You will experience an increase in stuff like money and

property and friends and the like.  And, you know, there is something

appealing in that, isn’t there?  There was a man in a congregation I

served once who confesses he became a Christian because he read in a

book that that was the best way to become rich and he had the goal of

becoming a millionaire.  He bought into the gospel of prosperity.  The

problem is, Jesus didn’t preach a gospel of prosperity, at least not in
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those terms.  And eventually this man figured out that he had been

misled, but what he found was far more valuable than money or

property or prestige.  He discovered the true meaning of being

blessed.

These words of blessing in Matthew are often called The

Beatitudes.  A beatitude is a blessing or announcement of God’s favor.

There are actually a whole bunch of beatitudes in the Bible.  It begins

in creation when God creates humankind – male and female – and, “God

blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply…”

(Gen.1:28)  Blessing does imply an increase; an enlargement of life.  God

called Abraham and Sarah to leave their home, their family, and their

security, and go to a new place.  Again, we read in Genesis, “Now the

Lord said to Abram, ‘Go from your country and your kindred and your

father’s house to the land that I will show you.  I will make of you a

great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that

you will be a blessing.’” (Gen. 12:1,2)  
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Last week I read the story of Jesus feeding of the 4000.  That,

too, is a story of blessing.  Jesus takes seven loaves of bread and a few

fish, blesses them, and there is enough to feed the whole crowd with

plenty of left-overs.  God blesses and enlarges life and as people

receive God’s blessing, they become a blessing to others.  Blessing is a

big deal!  

In our story from scripture this morning, Jesus goes up the

mountain, reminiscent of Moses going up the mountain to receive the 10

Commandments.  Jesus goes up the mountain and begins teaching.  Only,

the funny thing is, Jesus begins not with imperatives of what to do or a

moral code to follow, no “thou shalt not’s”.  Rather, Jesus begins his

teaching session offering statements of blessing in the indicative

mode, kind of like how Walter Cronkite used to end the news, “And

that’s the way it is.”  

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of

heaven.  Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.

Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.  Blessed are
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those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.

Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.  Blessed are the

pure in heart, for they will see God.  Blessed are the peacemakers, for

they will be called children of God.  Blessed are those who are

persecuted for righteousness sake, for theirs is the kingdom of

heaven.  Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and

utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account.  Rejoice and be

glad, for your reward is great in heaven.”  

You see, in the kingdom of God, those who are blessed are the

ones you might least expect.  Well-renowned Disciples’ preacher, Fred

Craddock, writes, “God’s favor is granted to those whom society

regards as the ones left behind:  the poor in spirit, the meek, the

mourners, the merciful, those hungering for justice, the purehearted,

the makers of peace, those mistreated for the cause of justice.  On

these Jesus pronounces God’s congratulations, with these God

identifies in Jesus, to these comes the Good News of God’s interceding

grace.  What a reversal of values and fortunes!”  Jesus turned the
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gospel of prosperity on its head!  The last are now first, the least now

the greatest. 

The Bible bears witness how time and time again, God calls people

to stop seeking security in the things of this world like wealth and

violence and prestige.  Rather, God seems to bless those who find their

security and esteem and purpose in God and in God’s dreams and visions

for humanity and all creation.

I don’t know about you, but I’ve been thinking a lot about security

lately… what with the financial crisis we find ourselves in.  So many

things that seemed to hold us up now seem to be falling out from

underneath us.  Pensions are at risk, not to mention college funds for

our children.  Jobs are tenuous.  Prices of so many things we need are

going up as our resources are going down.  People on the bottom of the

economic ladder are struggling just to make it.  The future seems

rather uncertain.

We humans have a need for security.  When we’re feeling secure,

we will more likely be bold and take risks.  When we’re feeling insecure,
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we will more likely hold back.  But what if our security isn’t in these

things at all?  Stock markets crash.  Jobs come and go.  Money and

property can be lost.  It would be easy to get cynical or anxious or

downright depressed if it weren’t for the thought that we are God’s

children, living not only in the world of markets and crashes and wars

and scarcity, but more importantly in the world of God’s dreams and

hopes and vision for the world; a world with abundance and blessing for

those who participate with God in the deeper, more important things of

life. 

The Beatitudes tell of the enrichment of life that comes when

risks are taken for the sake of those often forgotten or hurting.  Brian

McLaren, in his book, Everything Must Change, writes, “The kingdom of

heaven (or God) – which would include a life full of prosperity, security,

equity, meaning, and shalom – comes to people who crave not victory or

even freedom, but justice, who seek not revenge but mercy, who strive

not for revenge but peace, and who are courageously eager to suffer

pain for the cause of justice, not inflict it.” (p.177) 
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There is story after story of people who have a vision of how

things can be better, who take a risk not for their own gain, but for

the blessing of many.  We’ve heard the stories of those like Gandhi and

Martin Luther King, Jr., and Mother Teresa and Oscar Romero and

Nelson Mandela; those giants, maybe even saints whose faith and

determination to live by God’s vision literally changed the world.  But

we don’t as often hear the stories of the more ordinary people who

played their part in blessing.  These times call for people willing to take

great risks, not for personal gain or comfort, not in order to be

blessed, but because of God’s love poured out, God’s blessing expanding

life and love and courage and purpose.   Those stories are important

because – no offense - we are probably closer to ordinary than to saint.

Here’s one such story.

Fifty years ago in this country, particularly in the south, black

people and white people were segregated.  Separate schools.  Separate

places to swim.  Separate drinking fountains.  Separate places to sit on

the bus.  White people had the positions of privilege.  Black people had
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to take the leftovers.  White people controlled politics and kept black

people from voting by creating obstacles, like literacy tests, which

most couldn’t pass because reading was difficult in this segregated

world.

At that time, there was a bus driver named Esau Jenkins.  Mr.

Jenkins ran a bus service that took his neighbors 30-40 miles to the

city each day where they worked as domestic and factory workers.

Much time was spent on this bus which gave Mr. Jenkins an idea.  He

decided to try to teach people to read, and maybe preach a little.  He

soon realized he needed help, so he called in a young black woman

named Bernice Robinson.  Bernice hadn’t even finished high school, yet.

Bernice Robinson began to teach people to read.  She told the people,

“I’m not a teacher.  I really don’t even know why they want me to do

this, but I’m here and I’ll learn with you.”  They practiced writing their

names and filling out money orders.  They got a copy of the Declaration

of Human Rights and learned to read and understand it.  You see, it

wasn’t just about reading and writing, but about having a voice and
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making a difference in the world.  Bernice organized a class of about

25 people who started planning and dreaming what they were going to

do to improve their world once they got to vote.  More and more people

joined the class.  And, for the final exam, they all went down to the

courthouse to register to vote.  Eighty percent of them passed the

exam and were allowed to register.  This started a movement to help

others gain the right to vote and make a difference.  They were

blessed and then became a blessing to others.  

Jesus sat on that mountain and said, “Blessed are the meek, for

they will inherit the earth.  Blessed are those who hunger and thirst

for righteousness, for they will be filled.”  That’s just the way it is.

When we tap into the healing and saving power of God in the world,

when we participate in God’s kingdom proclamation of justice, peace

and mercy, there is blessing.  Life is enlarged.  God’s purposes are

advanced and Jesus’ prayer that God’s kingdom come on earth as it is in

heaven is made manifest, at least in some small way.  May God bless you

and may you be a blessing to others.  Amen.
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October 19, 2008 Matthew 6:24-34

Birds,  Barns,  Flowers,  Fields:  God’s Sacred Ecosystem

"No one can serve two masters; 24

for a slave will either hate the one and love the other, 

or be devoted to the one and despise the other. 

You cannot serve God and wealth. 

"Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, 25

what you will eat or what you will drink, 

or about your body, what you will wear. 

Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing? 

Look at the birds of the air; 26

they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, 

and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. 

Are you not of more value than they? 

And can any of you by worrying add a single hour to your span of life? 27

And why do you worry about clothing? 28

Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin,

yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not clothed like one of29

these. 

But if God so clothes the grass of the field, which is alive today and30

tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe you—you of

little faith?

Therefore do not worry, saying, 31

‘What will we eat?’ or ‘What will we drink?’ or ‘What will we wear?’ 
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For it is the Gentiles who strive for all these things; 32

and indeed your heavenly Father knows that you need all these things. 

But strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness, 33

and all these things will be given to you as well. 

"So do not worry about tomorrow, 34

for tomorrow will bring worries of its own. 

Today’s trouble is enough for today.

Don’t worry about tomorrow.  Don’t we wish!  

Tomorrow the stock market may come crashing down and plunge the

world into a depression.

Tomorrow another glacier may melt enough that it will tip the scale so

the whole world becomes so unbalanced that rapid climate change will

flood coastal cities, and scorch inland prairies.

Tomorrow terrorists may strike in another of the world’s great cities

killing school children or office workers or subway riders with their

deadly explosives.

Tomorrow we may die.

Don’t worry about tomorrow, says Jesus.  

Bad advice we’d say.  

We need financial planners, trustworthy scientific data, competent security
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forces, decent healthcare.  We’d best be worried.

Or maybe not.  The word worried means, in its ancient roots, “to seize or

shake by the throat.”  

Worry destroys peace of mind.  

Worry irritates and troubles.  

Worry is magnified use of the imagination.  

Worry is like sitting in a rocking chair.  It gives us something to do but

doesn’t get us anywhere.

There must be a better way of addressing pressing problems than to simply

worry about them, wringing our hands and crying, 

“Oh, what will we do, what will we do?”

At first blush, Jesus gives us bad advice.  

If serving God first and seeking God’s kingdom first means we don’t have to

worry about food and clothing does that mean food and clothing just

magically come to us?  Isn’t that lazy thinking?

Somebody has to farm the soil and gather the harvest and prepare the

meals.  Somebody has to weave the fabrics and merchandise the garments. 

Birds don’t have to go to work, they don’t need money, but we do.  Flowers

don’t have to make decisions about how they appear to get along, but we do. 

We don’t live in some Garden of Eden where all our needs are provided.

Managing what we have is never easy.  We always have to make choices

about what we will eat, drink and wear.  We always have to make choices

about how we will serve God and seek the right path.
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It’s getting harder for people in middle class America.  We all feel the

pinch.  Our income, in real dollars, is shrinking at the very time we have to

pay more for energy, food, tuition, and medical care.  Jesus may caution us

not to worry but when we have to decide whether to pay the electric bill or

McFarland Clinic it’s hard not to become depressed.

And it is simply not true, even if Jesus did say it, that the birds of the air

are always adequately fed or that all lilies of the field reach their fullest

beauty.  Most of the kids of birds that have ever existed are extinct.  Most

of the different kinds of flowers that have ever existed are extinct. 

Droughts and other catastrophes cut short lives of birds and flowers and

humans who trust God.  Even the best of us suffer hardship.  Faith does not

protect us from misfortune.  It is simply not true that all who seek first the

kingdom of God find that all things necessary for life are added to them. 

Jesus trusted God more than most and look at how his life ended.

In its worst reading this straightforward passage about money from Jesus’

Sermon on the Mount can lead some to think Jesus is commending

irresponsibility and laziness.  Don’t worry.  Be happy.  God will provide.  You

don’t need to plan, predict, or provide for the future.

You used to see it in the Board meetings of the church when the budget was

up for discussion.  On one side of the room were those who needed

assurance that we could raise all the money necessary to pay the bills,

perform the ministries, meet our outreach commitments, maintain the

building and take on some new things.  They wanted a balanced bottom line. 

Anybody can dream blue skies and bright sunlight but somebody has to ante

up the cash.  “Don’t be irresponsible” they’d say or you’ll spend us all into

bankruptcy.  

On the other side of the room were those who saw the needs, saw the hurts,
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felt the passion of taking the good news to the streets.  They’d reply, “don’t

you have any faith?  God will provide.  If it’s of God the money will be there. 

We haven’t gone bankrupt yet, despite years of worrying.  God will take care

of us.”

Both sides are right.  You can’t move a church forward by focusing on

finances.  Nobody ever has.  But some churches have not planned well.  They

built too big, failed to reach out, been content with small thoughts and

minded their own comforts - and have become extinct.

I want to suggest that Jesus is giving us blank verse poetry.  It has rhythm

like rap and imagery that captures.  Birds of the air.  Flowers of the field. 

It’s a divine economy, a sacred ecology.  The birds and lilies become larger

than life.  It’s not a frantic pursuit of the necessities of life that counts but

a calmer vision of God’s bountiful care in the natural world.

Let’s read the passage with an ecological eye.  It’s the interdependence of

everything that makes life abundant.  All the marvelous myriad life forms

ask us to reconsider our relationship to other living things.  It’s not all about

us.  God’s concern is for even birds, even flowers, things we forget to enjoy,

parts of the system which we often forget to acknowledge.  Without them

we die.  When we get crazy with our pesticides so we don’t have to worry

about decrease of the yield we produce acid rain, groundwater pollution,

destruction.  It’s suicide.

Or we could read the passage with an economic eye.  Those of us who are

not poor, who don’t have to worry about having enough to eat or drink or who

have the luxury of standing at the closet door wondering what, among the

clothing choices available to us, we shall wear today could read a caution

here.  Like the birds, common laborers sow in fields they do not own and

gather into barns which do not profit them.  They are dependent on minimal
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wages and charity.  They are more valuable than birds and lilies.  The

passage summons the more affluent to show compassion and demonstrate

God’s bias in favor of the poor.

Or we could read the passage with a worshipful eye.  Lilies reflect God’s

glory.  Nature does not prove God’s existence but for those who have eyes

to see, the wonders of creation are reason for awe and amazement.  Even

greater joy comes in knowing we are related to a creator who knows our

needs even before we ask.  We can rejoice in the power and love of God.

The thing is: it’s good counsel from Jesus.  Worry destroys faith for it is a

faithless mistrusting of God.  Greed kills.  Gathering up everything into your

barns without paying the laborers sweating out there in the harvest sun is

wrong, does not seek God’s way first, leads to destruction, dismay,

depression.  If we’re the ones sitting in the restaurant peering over the

menu trying to decide what we will eat and what we will drink then we owe it,

in God’s sacred economy, to pay the wait staff who brings the meal to us.  In

God’s sacred ecology we owe a prayer of gratitude to plants and animals and

people who made the meal possible for us.

Jesus’ counsel about not worrying is a call to faith.  Faith first.  Action

second.  Faith gives us a heart to care, like God cares, for birds and plants,

creating a Garden of Eden again where all may flourish.  Faith gives us a

vision to see injustice and do something about it - fair wages, a decent

opportunity, a chance to be free from despair because of not enough food

and not enough shelter.  Faith makes us think about God who provides it all,

who gives us life, who sustains all of us on this beautiful little planet.

Ecology.  Economy.  Worship.  They free us from the slavery of worry. 

Thanks be to God!
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