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The Heart of Christianity in a Time of Change 4-15-07

“Were not our hearts burning within us while he was talking to us

on the road.”  On the same day Jesus’ tomb was discovered, these two

disciples who were walking on the road from Jerusalem seven miles to

Emmaus didn’t even recognize Jesus when he joined them on their

journey. These disciples, who surely had walked with Jesus before on

other roads leading to other places thought they were walking with a

stranger, someone they had not followed; someone they had not known. 

Isn’t it odd.  Those disciples had been with Jesus.  They had

listened to him as he taught and preached.  They had witnessed his

healing power.  They knew him.  And yet, they didn’t.  In this

resurrection appearance, they don’t even recognize that it is Jesus. 

Isn’t it odd.  Jesus must have looked different somehow now that he

had risen or surely those two would have recognized him in the couple
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of hours it would have taken to walk the seven miles. 

Just think about these disciples for a minute.  Their world had

just been turned up-side-down.  They followed Jesus thinking he was

the one they had been expecting.  They believed he was the messiah,

God’s anointed one who would come and rule with power in the line of

the Great King David.  And then, the one in whom they had put their

hopes was crucified, was put to death on a Roman cross.  And their

world fell apart.  Everything they had thought, their hopes, what they

had been working for, had come to an end.  Now what would they do? 

How would they go on?  What did all this mean?  They were confused

and bewildered and sad.  What they had known was no more and they

couldn’t see the thing that was happening right in their midst.

There are those moments in history when things get redefined. 

Times when the way we have seen things before just doesn’t make

sense any more in light of new events and experience and knowledge. 

Certainly for Jesus’ disciples, his death and resurrection was such a
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time of redefinition, a time of looking at things in a new way, a time of

opening up to a future that looks very different than once thought. 

There have been many moments like that both great and small.  Times

when the old comes crashing down and the new comes into view.  That’s

never an easy process.  

Think, for instance, about when Copernicus, who, in a book

published in 1543 argued that the sun is at the center of the solar

system and that the earth rotates around the sun, not the other way

around.  Up until that point in history, it was thought that the earth

was both stationary and at the center of the universe.  With

Copernicus, a whole new way of understanding began to unfold and

conflict with they way people had thought, including what they thought

the Bible to say about the world, began to rise.  This one idea shifted

the whole conversation and all the particulars with respect to the solar

system.  It transformed both the way the movement of the planets

was seen, but also our sense of place in the universe.  It took a long
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time for this new way of looking at the world to take hold.  Yet now we

take it for granted.

Some think that a similar kind of shift is going on within

Christianity in our time; that we are in the middle of a shift from one

way of looking at Christianity that has been with us for the last 300

years or so - since the dawn of the modern scientific age - to another

way that has been emerging over the last few decades, but has become

increasingly present since the last decade of the 20th century.  

It’s not the same as a scientific shift where one way of looking at

the world is right and one is wrong.  But it is none-the-less two

different ways of looking at the same thing; in this case we are looking

at God, the Bible, Jesus, faith and so on.  And these two ways of seeing

are in conflict with one another.  The reality of these two

Christianities can be seen in such hot-button issues as the ordination

of women, gays and lesbians, and whether Jesus is the only way to

salvation.  These are the issues that find their way into newspapers
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and politics and talk-radio and which are dividing so many churches in

our time.  When you get beneath the surface of these presenting

issues, you discover that the reason for the conflict is due to a whole

different way of looking at Christian faith and practice which, at times

seem utterly incompatible.

For many, many years now, there has been a way of viewing

Christianity that sees the Bible as a divine product; a unique revelation

of God and which interprets the Bible literally and see it as factual.  In

this way of seeing, what you believe is central, as is the afterlife.  The

Christian life, according to this view, is about believing the right things

and being good in order to receive our reward in heaven - in the

afterlife.  This view has been the predominant view for a long time.  It

has nourished the lives of millions of Christians for centuries (though

not as long as we think).  For instance, biblical infallibility and inerrancy

only first appeared in the 1600's and biblical literalism came about as a

reaction to the Enlightenment.  So in the span of history, they are
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relatively new concepts.  But the Spirit of God has worked and

continues to work through this way of seeing Christianity.

There is emerging, however, another way of seeing Christianity. 

This emerging way sees the Bible as a testament of the faith of two

different communities - ancient Israel and the early Christian

movement.  Its meaning is metaphorical which is more than literal -

more than factual asking what is this story saying and what meaning

does it have for us?  In this way of seeing, relationship with God is

central, and the Christian life is about being transformed in this life

through one’s relationship with God.  This way of seeing Christianity is

emerging in part due to so many who grew up in the church having left

it because the faith they received as a child no longer seems

persuasive to them as adults.  And the question arises, what is at the

heart of Christianity?  What is the essence, the core?  Can God be

doing a new thing among us in these times?

Over the next eleven weeks, now through June, David and I are
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going to explore those question with you in worship.  What is the heart

of Christianity?  What is it that really matters?  We will consider an

emerging way to look at Christianity that is arising in this time of great

change in our world; a way that can take us into the new future that is

before us. 

While Jesus walked the earth, his disciples followed him and

tried to understand what he was teaching them.  As we learned from

the gospel of Mark, they didn’t always get it.  In fact, they were often

clueless.  But Jesus continued to reveal to his followers something of

God’s way.  When Jesus died, the disciples had to look at things in a

new way.  The old way of seeing no longer worked given their new

reality.  Jesus did not take over the thrown of King David.  Jesus did

not overthrow the Roman government or even the religious

establishment.  Rather, Jesus lived and taught and embodied God’s

kingdom on earth as a way of living.  And then he suffered and died. 

And the world looked different.  And Jesus looked different.  But then
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something happened.  Jesus blessed and broke bread.  And the eyes of

the disciples were opened and they recognized that it really was Jesus

- he was made known to them in the breaking of the bread.

Our world is changing, the church is changing.  Sometimes we

don’t recognize what is in our midst.  Sometimes we are weary or

bewildered or confused.  But we are an Easter people.  We know that

life is stronger than death and love more powerful than hate and God

can transform our lives in ways we never imagined.  We can trust in the

power of the resurrection and know that even if things look different,

even if things change, even if we don’t recognize it, Christ is present

among us.  And the power of life is surging forward into the future

that God continually reveals in its time.  “Were not our hearts burning

within us?”  The God of life continues to be made known to us.  Pray

that we can but see it.  Christ is risen.  Alleluia!
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FAITH: The Way of the Heart 4-22-07

The word faith is one that gets thrown around a lot, especially,

but not exclusively, within the context of religion.  We talk about being

people of faith or the faithful or on a journey of faith.  But what does

that word really mean? 

One meaning of faith comes from the Latin word assensus which

is believing that a claim or statement is true.  This meaning emphasizes

thinking the right things with relation to the Bible and God and Jesus. 

If you do an internet search using “statement of faith” as your word

search, you come up with all kinds of statements written by all kinds of

Christian groups and denominations about what they believe in their

minds to be true about these things which might include infallability of

scripture as the inspired word of God, the virgin birth of Jesus and

the idea of original sin and so on.  This meaning of faith emphasizes

correct thinking.



2

The summer after my husband, Tim, finished the eighth grade he

went to church camp just as he had for many years.  This particular

summer, for some reason, all the leadership for that camp came from

one rather fundamentalist congregation.  And though there were many

differences among the campers and leaders that surfaced the week, it

had gone pretty well.  Then came Friday night - the night when these

leaders were determined to get as many campers “saved” as they

possibly could.

At the close of the Friday night campfire, the invitation went

out.  Any who wanted to commit themselves to Christ and be saved

were asked to come forward.  And, Tim recalls, along with many of the

other campers, went forward.  The leadership was ecstatic, and so was

Tim.  He remembers feeling a tremendous joy and happiness, feeling

nothing but love for these leaders with whom he had many

disagreements all week long.  But here, in this very spiritual moment,

God’s love and grace seemed to surround him and well up within him, so
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he came forward.

But then the time came for the leaders to instruct these newly

saved souls.  Tim ended up being counseled by the camp director’s wife. 

And, as the counseling ensued, Tim’s experience of joy began to

change.  You see, he was told that there are certain things you have to

believe to be saved, but Tim didn’t believe some of those things.  And,

being an honest kid, he said so.  So, this woman went and got her

husband and together the two of them worked hard to set Tim

straight.  Then Tim became aware that all the other kids had been

released, and that he, alone was left, stuck in a room with these two

adults insisting that he believe certain things about hell and the devil

and creationism.  Finally he pretended to agree with all their

statements so they would release him.  

Upon later reflection, Tim says the experience left him a bit

confused.  There he was at that campfire having an incredible spiritual

experience; crying; laughing; hugging people.  In that moment he had a
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very real experience of God’s presence and God’s grace and felt

completely free to love and rejoice in response.  But the reality he

experienced at the campfire didn’t seem to match the statements of

belief he was being presented by the leaders.

There are other meanings of faith, however.  Meanings that come

from the heart rather than the head, and which are deeply relational. 

One such meaning comes from the Latin word, fiducia; faith as trust,

radical trust in God; not trusting in a set of statements about God, but

trusting in God.  Faith in this way is relational and direct - first hand -

from the heart.  This faith is knowing in whom we live and move and

have our being.  This is trust in God as the one on whom we rely, as our

support and our foundation and our ground; as our safe place.  This

kind of faith creates a sense of peace within us that is there no

matter what happens.  

In this last week, faith has been so important as we have

witnessed such tragedy on the campus of Virginia Tech University.  In
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the midst of chaos and terrible, senseless violence and death, it is our

deep relationship with God that strengthens and comforts us and

which keeps us from losing hope.

Another meaning of faith comes from the Latin word fidelitas. 

It is faith as loyalty or allegiance; the commitment of the self at its

deepest level, the commitment of the heart.  It is not faithfulness to

statements about God, but rather, faithfulness to the God to whom

the Bible and such statements point.  Once again, it is a direct

relationship - first hand - it is a giving of one’s heart; one’s self to the

maker of heaven and earth; the God of all; the God who is love.  To be

faithful to God means not only to love God, but to love that which God

loves.  Jesus, in response to a question about what is most important

says the whole of the law and prophets, in other words, the whole of

the Bible is to love God with heart, mind, soul, and strength, and your

neighbor as yourself.  Faithfulness is about a loving relationship with

God and all those whom God loves including the whole of creation.
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Finally, there is the meaning of faith which comes from the Latin

word, visio.  Or, faith as a way of seeing.  Faith, as a way of seeing

encompasses all of life and the world.  Some, when they look at

“reality”, see it as hostile and threatening.  This way of seeing makes a

person defensive and very worried about things like control and

security.  And so much time and energy is spent building systems of

security to fend off the hostile powers as long as possible.  

Or, another way of seeing “reality” is as indifferent; indifferent

to human purposes and ends.  This way of seeing doesn’t promote quite

so much anxiety as seeing reality as hostile, but the focus of life may

still be primarily on one’s own self.

Faith as a way of seeing, however, sees reality as life-giving and

nourishing.  It sees life as full of wonder and beauty and grace.  It

sees and gives thanks to a loving creator who is generous.  Faith,

according to the writer of Hebrews, is the “assurance of things hoped

for, the conviction of things not seen.”  Seeing through the eyes of
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faith allows us to live life connected to that which is beyond ourselves,

to that which God creates and desires and which is eternal and true.

Recently, there has been a big news splash about a  radio show

host, also called shock jock, named Don Imus.  Imus is known for his

loose tongue and his biting insults, but usually, the target of his insults

are people who are powerful and who have put themselves out there

and who are fair game.  Recently, however, he made a racist, sexist

slur against the Rutger’s University Women’s basketball team.  These

women in no way deserved to be insulted.  They were innocent.  And

there was an outcry from many, many people.  And Imus was fired.  

The amazing thing about this story, however, is that the Rutger’s

women who he insulted never asked that he be fired.  And, when he

met with them personally to offer an apology, they accepted it.  Now

there is no reason why they should have been so gracious to Don Imus.  

He didn’t deserve their grace any more than they deserved his insults. 

But, they apparently had a way of seeing the world through the eyes of
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faith.  I don’t know if it was faith in God.  But I know that their way of

seeing reality must include something bigger than themselves.  They

were hurt by his words.  So their act of forgiveness had to come from

faith in a world of grace rather than hostility.  A world of a generous

creator who invites us to respond with love and grace.

Here at Ames First Christian Church, we don’t have a list of

statements you must believe to be true in order to be part of this

faith community.  Rather, one of our core values is loving Jesus and

learning to love as Jesus loves.  That is a matter of the heart.  It is a

living relationship which informs how we see and live in the world.  And

it is that kind of faith that allows us to see and participate in a reality

full of love and grace and compassion and justice and peace.  

In The Heart of Christianity, Marcus Borg writes, “The Christian

life is as simple and challenging as this: to love God and to love that

which God loves....Faith is the way of the heart.”   Amen. 



April 29, 2007 The Bible: !!!! of the Tradition Luke 8:22-25

Luke 8:22-25

One day he got into a boat with his disciples and he said to them:

“Let us go across to the other side of the lake.”

So they put out,

and while they were sailing he fell asleep.

A windstorm swept down on the lake,

and the boat was filling with water,

And they were in danger.

They went to him and woke him up, shouting,

“Master, Master, we are perishing!”

And he woke up and rebuked the wind and the raging waves;

they ceased,

and there was... a ... calm.

He said to them,

“Where is your faith?”

They were afraid and amazed, and said to one another,

“Who is this, that he commands even the winds and the water,

and they obey him?”
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Those of us who grew up in the church have always been in a changing

relationship with the Bible.  Those of us who did not grow up in the church

but came to faith later in life have both an advantage and a disadvantage. 

The advantage is that you come to the stories of the Bible with adult

understandings.   You can hear truth beyond the facts and power in the

poetry.  The disadvantage is that those very stories are not stamped in your

soul the way they are for those of us who know them as well as we know our

own names.  Indeed, the stories of the Bible, in some way, ARE our names. 

They give us our identity.  They are our sacred story.  We know who we are

because of the way we see who God is through the stories in the Bible,

especially the stories of Jesus.

Christians cannot ever do without the Bible.  There were Christians before

there was a Bible – at least the New Testament portion of it – they told the

stories to each other and learned them by heart, just like children in the

church today do, and grew up with them, wrestled with them, walked in

deeper relationship with God through them.

But none of those people in the Bible were children of the Enlightenment

the way we are.  And we can never be children of the age they were.  We

could never go back and see the world in the pre-scientific, pre-rational way

they did, even if we wanted to.

That causes us some problems, however, when we come to the Bible.

Those of us who grew up in the church and know the stories well also grew

up being taught that they happened just the way we read them.  Moses
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parted the sea.  Jesus shushed the winds and waves and they were calmed. 

God commanded some people to go out and kill other people and they did.

We children of the Enlightenment begin to have troubles with those

understandings.  If the Bible is the holy word of God then how can we argue

with it?  How can we question it?  How can we be Christian if we don’t

believe some of the things in it?

More people have left the church because of the Bible in the past forty

years than for any other single reason.  In the ‘50's and earlier people had

questions but they pretty much had to keep them to themselves.  You’d be in

trouble with the church if you raised too many objections.  You might be

branded a rebel, or worse, a heretic.  You might end up going to hell.  The

parts of the Bible that just didn’t make sense, well, we just don’t understand

the inscrutable ways of God!

But that world has changed.  People can leave the church without fear or

public condemnation.  Some have said that they can be more honest in their

faith outside the church than they can inside of it.  They are still Christian. 

They have given up on the church as having any honest, thoughtful,

meaningful word to say about the Word of God.

We intend to be the kind of church that welcomes discussion and debate

about the sacred text.  We take the Bible far too seriously to take it

literally.  We understand that it is the human side of a conversation

between God and two communities of people over the span of 3,000 years. 
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The first community is the children of Israel.  The second is the followers

of Jesus.

Take out your yellow bulletin insert and check “Yes” or “No” according to

how you believe to be the most accurate response to each of the eleven

statements.  I’ll give you a minute to do it.

Did you know that each of those statements is taken from the Bible?  In the

literalistic way of interpreting, in the older Christian way of defining our

religion by what we believe, we’d have to check “Yes” by each of those

statements.  I doubt that anybody in the room checked them all “Yes.”  We

take the Bible more seriously than that.

Those who want to have a further conversation, beyond the scope of a

sermon in a service of worship, let me know and we’ll take it on.  I can hardly

wait.  We’ve taught Bible classes here, had theological discussion, engaged in

lively Sunday School discussion, and been quite serious about offering each

person in this fellowship of followers of Jesus the tools needed to make

sense of the ancient texts in these days.  And the more we venture into the

realms of serious interpretation the more exciting it gets.  I wish every

member of the church would take advantage of what Mary Jane and I have

been trying to do.  There is no telling what God could do with us if we were

to be set free to really hear the life-giving word as it takes us on, head-on,

in our everyday lives where it really matters.
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So, know this: the Bible is the product of two ancient communities.  Israel

and Christians.  They produced it.  It reflects what they saw as God’s will. 

It does not necessarily express God’s opinion on every matter within its

pages.  It is, however, the best wisdom those communities had and has

become our sacred story.  It is not just any ancient wisdom.  It is deep

wisdom, proved over time to be true, even when the understandings and

facts within its pages are not always in line with the way we understand

reality or the realities of God’s created order.

I put four bullet points in the bulletin.  I hope you will reflect on your level

of agreement or disagreement with each of those bullet points.  There are

churches all over this country which would disagree, some quite violently,

with each of those bullet points.  I am convinced of their accuracy and

importance as we come to understand the ancient texts which give us our

foundations and our identity.

When we say that the Bible is metaphor we mean that it means more than

the literal meaning.  That’s no mystery.  We do it all the time.  When we say

something like, “You could have blown me over with a feather,” we don’t mean

it literally.  To try to make literal sense of something like is foolishness. 

Yet, we know what it means.  That is metaphor.  It expresses a truth beyond

the words.

So it is with the Bible.  Always.  Do not get stuck on the words.  Ask, always,

“What does this text mean?”  If you believe it literally, fine.  Ask, “What

does it mean?”  If you believe it may not have happened in just the way it is
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reported, fine.  Ask, “What does it mean?”

If you believe, for example that Jesus waved his arms and calmed the

storm, fine. You still have to ask, “What does this story mean?”   If,

however, you have trouble with that because you took engineering or

meteorology or physics and you just can’t accept it, fine.  You still have to

ask, “What does it mean?”

If faith is simply believing something, then it means little.  It’s in our heads

but not necessarily in our hearts.  People may believe all the right things and

still be mean, hateful, greedy, arrogant people.

If faith, however, is trusting God, being faithful and loyal to God, and if

faith means looking at everything with a God-lense then it makes our lives

very different.  We cannot trust God and live anxiously, greedily, hatefully. 

God won’t have it.  And if Jesus’ calming of the storm speaks to us

powerfully saying that this one, who knows God better than we do, has power

over all the forces which threaten us... all of them... then we’d better pay

attention.

When we say that the Bible is sacrament we mean that it gets inside of us. 

Some of us remember, before we went on a year-long congregational

sabbatical, how we told our stories to one anther, in a moving, powerful,

beautiful time of when we stepped out of the boat and onto the waters of

faith.  Every one of us was speaking metaphorically.  None of us had actually

literally walked on water to Jesus but every one of us had walked on water in
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a true, meaningful, more than literal way.  And it launched this congregation

into a path of growing deeper spiritually which has changed every one of us. 

We’re only just beginning.   But we are trusting God.  We are understanding

that the Word of God is always the life-giving truth that lights up inside of

us.  It’s not the words we say but the meanings behind those words.

Were you disturbed by the version of the Lord’s Prayer we used?  I imagine

I’ll hear about it through the week.  I picked out that version for a

deliberate purpose.  Did it make you think about what you were praying in a

way you have never thought when you were praying the familiar words that

we’ve always used?  Did something break forth inside of you that stretched

you

 out of your comfort zone?  Or did you just sit back and refuse to enter into

the prayer.  It was, you know, accurate to what Jesus prayed.  Is your

praying dependent on familiar words or is it seeking expression in larger

truth?  New wine cannot be contained very well in old wineskins.  The gospel

is always bigger than the words.  The Bible is always more lively than the

translation.  God is always creating a new thing, speaking to us through the

ancient communities of Israel and the early Christian church, giving us both

roots and wings, expressing truth which grabs us by the soul and sends us

back into the world to be Jesus followers with good news to share and good

heart to give.

I am committed to you in this worshiping community.  We belong to each

other because we all belong to Jesus, whom we see clearly in the pages of

the Bible.  He is the one who shows us God. Thanks be to God!



May 6, 2007 God: the !!!! of Reality Psalm 139

At the heart of reality is a robust affirmation of God.  At the heart of

reality, beats our idea of who God is and how God is.   It makes all the

difference.

If, for you, God is mostly concerned about your personal virtues, your

religion is mostly concerned with rules.

If your picture of God is terrifying judge then your relationship will be also

drawn from the courtroom and you are on trial.

If your God is mostly nice or sweet then the faith that calls you forth most

deeply is about politeness and correctness.

If the God you respond to cares about social justice then you have to

respond in ways that sometimes bring you into conflict with others.

Saying we believe in God is not the same thing as having a passionate

relationship with God that transforms our character and creates a faith

sturdy enough to get us through this life.  For the past fifty years 95% of

adults in the United States have said they believe in God.   Yet it seems

clear that God is not the central passion of 95% of our population.  Some-

thing must be wrong with our belief.  Else, our behavior would be different,

our sense of belonging would be different.  While we may say we believe,

many of us are practical atheists.
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Let’s look at the disconnect and wonder together if some of the things we

have been taught to believe about God have not, in fact, harmed more than

helped. 

One fundamental way people have thought about God is as a supreme being

who created the universe but remains separate from it.  God is person-

like in that way of seeing.  God is up in heaven.  God is out there.  Whether

God intervenes in the affairs of this world may or may not be dependent on

how believers pray.  Those believers may be Christian, Jewish, or Muslim. 

In Western Christianity, since the 17th century we have come increasingly to

think of the universe as separate from God.  God is the divine clock builder

who wound things up and left.  God, relegated more and more to “out there”

becomes more and more difficult to know.  The difference between a

remote God and no God is very slender indeed.

The problem with seeing God as separate from the universe but who

intervenes in it is how we account for the things God chooses not to correct. 

C If God could have stopped the Holocaust but chose not to, what kind

of sense does that make?  

C If God could have stopped the destruction of the World Trade Center

but decided not to, what kind of a God is that?  

C If God could have held back the waters of a flood or the wind of a

hurricane, but didn’t, how do we explain it?  Do we say the tsunami was

punishment for sin?  Or that the tornado is divine retribution for evil? 
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The God many modern people don’t believe in is one I also don’t believe in.  

I wonder of many of those 95% of persons in the United States who say

they believe in God but whose lives show no evidence of a vital relationship

with God have a poorly conceived theology and have come, at some level, to

reject a God who arbitrarily saves some and condemns others. 

How then can we think about God?  All our thoughts are but stammers.  God

knowledge is too wonderful for us, we cannot attain it.  Yet we cannot not

make the attempt.

A second fundamental way people have thought about God is as the

encompassing Spirit in which everything is.  The universe, in this way of

thinking about God, is not separate from God.  It is, rather, in God, as Paul

said, “God is the one in whom we live and move and have our being.” We live

in God, move in God, and are in relationship to God.  God, in this second way,

is not “out there” but “in here” all around us.

Both ways of looking at God are in the Bible.  With the advances of science

and technology since the Enlightenment the second way makes more sense

than the first.  The second way of thinking about God combines the “out

there” ideas of a transcendent being who stands over and above creation and

the “right here” ideas of God who discerns our thoughts from afar, knows

when we sit and when we rise, who formed our inward parts and who is

everywhere so that we cannot flee – from Sheol to the farthest limits of

the sea, from the darkest dark to the brightest light.
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Most of us have a bit of each of the ways of looking at God – the idea of

God as person-like supernatural being is familiar.  So also is the idea of God

as all-encompassing Spirit, who is the air we breathe and more.

But if we were to move further in the direction of seeing God as

encompassing Spirit it leads to a different way of thinking about the God-

world relationship.  Rather than looking for God’s intervention in the world, 

we begin to talk about God’s interaction.  In this way we think of God as a

presence beneath and within our lives.  Prayer then becomes, not so much

suggesting to God how to run the universe as an alignment with God’s

purposes that keeps us connected to God’s surrounding embrace of love.

Whatever God is ultimately like our relationship is intimately personal.   God

finds us out at our deepest and most passionate level.  God is a presence

that knows us in our inward parts, that searches us and knows our hearts,

that hems us in behind and before. We have a sense of being addressed -

whether in a dream or a vision or an internal prodding, some devotional

practice, or the words of another person.  We cannot always easily decipher

God’s language with us but we recognize it powerfully, memorably,

unforgettably. 

And God’s character is ultimately about love and justice.  Love and justice

are the two primary themes of all the Bible.  People are beloved of God.  God

is love.  Justice is a social form of love.  We do justice for the love of God. 

Loving God makes us more compassionate people.  Because we know in our

inward parts that we are precious in God’s sight, that there is nothing we
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must do to be precious, that it is God’s gift, then we respond with larger

lives and deeper loves.  Following Jesus then is loving worldwide and soul

deep, without anxiety, with boldness.

We way we see God forms the heart of how we see reality.  The way of

seeing God as lawgiver and judge demands a response from us.  So also does

seeing God as encompassing embrace in all that is.  The first way poses a

threat.  The second, an invitation.
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JESUS: The Heart of God 5-13-07

When my husband, Tim, asked me what I was preaching about

today I quickly replied, “Jesus!”  Somehow he thought that was a

rather incomplete answer.  I’m a Christian preacher.  Of course I’d be

preaching about Jesus.   Have you ever seen the bumper stickers that

read, “Jesus is the answer.”  It kind of seemed at though I was giving a

bumper sticker answer.  

Jesus is certainly one who has sparked all kinds of interest and

discussion.  Jesus has found his way into movies and books and did you

know, you can even get a Jesus action figure.  The ad for the Jesus

action figures says this: 

“Everyone has a different take on Jesus. Muslims saw him as a

prophet; Buddhists say he was enlightened; Hindus consider him an

avatar (the incarnation of a deity in human form) while Christians hail

him as the Son of God. But, wherever your theological compass points,
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you will agree that this is the coolest action figure since G.I. Joe.”

Earlier this morning we sang “Jesus loves me.”  What a wonderful

song.  Its simple, yet profound truth has spoken to children for almost

150 years.  I grew up singing it.  It’s a fun song to sing.  “YES, Jesus

loves me!  YES, Jesus loves me!  YES, Jesus loves me!  The Bible tells

me so.”  I gotta tell you, that little children’s song certainly shaped me.

The message of Jesus’ love, together with the stories of Jesus from

the Bible have had a tremendous influence on my life.  I can say

without a doubt that I wouldn’t be who I am today if it weren’t for my

relationship with Jesus.

And I must make a confession.  It may sound hokey, but I love

Jesus.  I really do.  That unconditional love that I heard about and

read about and sang about growing up is what sustained me in times

when I felt stupid or lonely or picked on or sad.  It was Jesus who gave

me the strength to go against the flow.  It was Jesus who lifted me up

when I was down.  It was Jesus who I looked to for guidance.  And it



3

was Jesus who made God’s presence real in my life.  And, as a young

woman experiencing a call to ministry, it Jesus who gave me the

courage to move into a position traditionally reserved for men.  Jesus

has been not only in my head, but my heart.  And though my

understanding of Jesus has changed as I have matured, I still gotta

say, “I love Jesus.”

So just who is this Jesus, anyway?  There are many answers one

could give.  How would you answer that question? 

You might first look at the Jesus we see in the gospels.  The

historical Jesus; Jesus of Nazareth; the pre-Easter Jesus.  The

historical Jesus was a Jewish mystic.  Mystics are people who have

vivid experiences of God.  Jesus certainly had a very close relationship

with God and lived a life centered on God.  Jesus was also a healer. 

The gospels are filled with stories of Jesus’ remarkable healings.  He

was a wisdom teacher, teaching a way of life; a path to wholeness.  The

historical Jesus was a social prophet who preached and protested
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against injustice and who proclaimed how different things are when

God rules, who proclaimed release to the captives and who blessed

those who hunger and thirst for righteousness.  

This pre-Easter Jesus was a movement initiator.  He crossed the

sharp social boundaries of his day and lived a vision of inclusivity -

eating with the least, the lost and the last.... being in the company of

people who were below him socially... defying social boundaries by really

living God’s love and grace in this world.  The historical Jesus was very

human and very political.  It is because of his political nature - his

passion for God’s justice and his witness against injustice - that he

ended up being executed by the state or as we say in church,  crucified

on a cross.  Jesus stood over and against a system of domination that

put one group of people on top and another on the bottom - a system

that made some rich and powerful while others barely survived.  Jesus

of Nazareth was absolutely committed to proclaiming and living the

Kingdom of God which stood in stark contrast to the Kingdom of
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Caesar and the religious leadership of his day.

Another way we understand Jesus is by looking at what the

community says about Jesus, their experience and understanding of

who he was and is, and the traditions that developed after his death;

the post-Easter Jesus or, as some say, the Christ of faith. There are

many metaphors that help as we seek to understand more the nature

and meaning of Jesus.  This is where such images as “Bread of Life” or

“Light of the World” or “Living Water” or “Good Shepherd” evoke an

understanding of Jesus as one who brings life and guidance and vision. 

Of course these are metaphors.  Jesus is not literally bread which we

eat in order to live.  Rather, it is a statement of faith that Jesus

nourishes us and gives us life that is more than physical - Jesus is food

for the soul, light in our darkness. 

In our scripture from the gospel of John, I read, “And the Word

became flesh and lived among us,...The law was given through Moses;

grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.  No one has ever seen God. 
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It is God the only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has

made him known.”  In other words, there is something about this

person, Jesus.  Jesus revealed to us God in human form.  Through

Jesus we see God, we see grace and truth.  We see the very heart of

God.  In his book, The Heart of Christianity, Marcus Borg writes,

“Jesus is the revelation, the incarnation, of God’s character and

passion - of what God is like and of what God is most passionate about. 

He shows us the heart of God.” (p.81)

That is why we say Jesus saves.  That is why we call Jesus Lord. 

Because we believe that Jesus showed us God’s desire for humanity.  

Jesus showed us how to live in relationship to God and to one another. 

Jesus shows us a way that leads to life and wholeness; a way that

allows us to be part of something bigger than ourselves and which

brings purpose and meaning, for it connects us to the source of life; to

God.

There is a great woman from history whose name is Sojourner
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Truth.  Sojourner Truth was born into slavery in this country in 1797. 

Though she was illiterate, Sojourner had an encounter with Jesus

which changed her life.  Because of Jesus, she was empowered to

escape from her slavery and then spend the rest of her life working

both to end slavery and for women’s rights.  She went all over the

country preaching and teaching.  She was highly respected if not

feared because of her perseverance.  Because of Jesus, this black

woman of the 19th century had the courage and strength to witness to

God’s justice.

You know, that is a good example of something that you’ve gotta

love about Jesus.  The bad and cruel things that people do to one

another in the name of religion simply cannot authentically be

attributed to Jesus.  Jesus, as the heart of God, as God’s passion for

justice, as God’s love for the world just doesn’t allow it.  Rather, Jesus

is the voice and the power for those seeking God’s vision.  

We started today with “Jesus loves me.”  That is an important
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message for all of us to hear.  It is deeply personal.  It is an

affirmation of our value and worth as God’s beloved.  But it doesn’t end

there.  There’s another children’s song that many of us grew up with. 

And it is just as important, for it speaks of Jesus’ political nature; it

describes, in terms children can understand, God’s kingdom.  

This song was written by a minister sometime after the Civil

War... right during the time Sojourner Truth was spreading the

message of Jesus’ love for all - black and white, male and female.  The

song goes like this: “Jesus loves the little children, All the children of

the world.  Red and yellow, black and white, All are precious in his sight,

Jesus loves the little children of the world.”  By Clare Herbert Woolston

When he was asked what is the greatest commandment, Jesus

answered, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and

with all your soul and with all your mind... and your neighbor as

yourself.”  Everything else falls under that.  Jesus, as the revelation of

God helps us keep focused on the important, life-giving stuff.   “And
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the word became flesh and lived among us... grace and truth came

through Jesus Christ.”   Amen.



May 20, 2007 Born Again: A New Heart John 3:1-10

Being Christian has always meant that we take seriously Jesus’ invitation to

take up our cross and follow him.  

Cross taking always involves some dying.  

Dying to self, as awful as that sounds, is our recognition that, all on our

own, we just aren’t quite making it.

In fact, all on our own, we can’t make it.  There’s something wrong with

us.  

All on our own we get grabby, grubby, grouchy, or greedy.  

We need help.  

We need a savior.  

We need a life bigger than us.  

We need a calling that stretches us.  

We need a path that guides us.  

We need a love that envelopes us.  

We need a new life that transforms us.

At the heart of Christianity are two transformations.  

The first will occupy our attention today, 

the second will occupy our attention on June 3.  

The first, we’ll call, being born again.  It is individual, personal, and

spiritual.  The second, we’ll call the kingdom of God.  It is communal,

political, and social.  

Both transformations make Christians into quite different persons and

groups than they would have otherwise been.  

Both are necessary for the kind of Christianity that we embrace in
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this church:

C a kind of Christianity that makes sense to people in the 21st century, 

C a kind of faith that can arouse our passions while engaging our intellects.  

It’s a Christianity that takes God very seriously.  

It takes Jesus very seriously.  

It takes the Bible very seriously.  

It does not ask that we agree with each other in how we put it

together but it asks that we take each other very seriously as we

relate to each other on the path that leads us to the cross.

When we talk about being born again we do not mean the hot and sweaty

Christianity birthed on the sawdust trail of revivalism.  Nor do we take it to

mean the “Sister, are you saved?” Christianity that has a formula answer for

everyone, designed to keep everyone from the fires of hell.  We mean

something both more complex and something more desirable.  If someone

claims to be born again but is an obnoxious, hard-hearted, narrow minded,

judgmental person, I say that no matter what that person says he or she is

not truly born again.  Being transformed by the mind of Jesus makes us yield

the fruits of the spirit of kindness, gentleness, peaceableness, and so forth.

Nicodemus, the scholar, coming to Jesus, the teacher, helps us out with his

mix of raw naivete and unvarnished curiosity.  He comes from the dark into

the light for he is clueless.  He comes from the security of his wealth to the

risky life of Jesus who moves in and out of places he does not control.  And

Jesus’ wild talk mystifies him.
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You want to see the kingdom of God, do you, well then, you must be born

from above, you have to be born again, you have to be transformed.

Nicodemus doesn’t like it any more than we do.  What sense does it make to

talk of starting over?  Can a leopard change its spots?  Can an evil person

become righteous? 

It’s like the waters: first water is natural birth.  Second water is baptism

when we die and come up newborn and helpless as babies.  It’s like the winds. 

They blow.  They are the breath of God.  They are the spirit.  We do not

control them.  When they blow through us they sweep away the love of the

old that is in us.  Winds and waters - washing, refreshing, refashioning.  This

new creation self is supposed to be different.  It is different.  The old

divisions of race and sex and class and nationality fall away in the deeper

unity of being new creations of God.  This new creation identity lies at the

center of Christianity.  It’s not the doctrines we cherish, it is the

characters God develops in us.  It’s not the church we belong to, it is the

Christ to whom we belong.  It’s not the comfort we find in Jesus but the

cross.  The truth is, we behave differently when we follow Jesus.  And we

want to.

I believe that the three big “A’s” that destroy marriage all arise from the

old self that does not follow Jesus: adultery, addictions, and abuse.  I also

believe that the three big “A’s” that destroy true religion also all arise from

the old self that does not follow Jesus: appearances, achievements, and

affluence.  When we fall down before the “A’s” we have fallen down on
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discipleship.  All the “A’s” are about us: our appetites, our attractiveness,

our worthiness.  We’re never so worthy as to make it on our own.  We need a

savior.  We live in bondage of one kind or another.

I believe that we are ready to be born again after we’ve been broken

somehow.  When we’ve been exiled into some far country in some way we can

risk dying to the old.  The old has become ruinous to us.  We know that the

old in us is the pathway to hell and it has no attraction.  We venture out of

our comfort zones, like Nicodemus sneaking through the darkness, because

the hunger in us is so great that we will risk everything.

We do not all do it the same way.  Some have intense, personal experiences,

like Saul on the Damascus Road, and others have gradual processes of

remaking until, one day, we look back and wonder at how far we have come

from where we used to be.  We never achieve it all.  The farther we go in

the life given to following Jesus the more fascinating it becomes and the

more intensely we hunger and thirst for him.

We do not, however, create it.  It is the work of the Spirit.  Like the winds

blowing where they will, we cannot control the process.  But we can do our

part.  We can become midwives of our own rebirth.  We can become

intentional about deepening our relationship with God.  We can pay attention

to the God in whom we live and move and have our being.

We can study scripture.  We can pray in groups where we know one another’s

heart and give and receive acceptance.  We can recognize that we cannot do
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it alone, we need the hastening and chastening of fellow journeyers.  We can

know that the born again life is very attractive.  It is the returned prodigal,

the welcomed from exile, the healed demon possessed, the straightened

bent over woman, the scorned outcast received gladly into society, it is the

dead returned to the living.  Paul calls it freedom.  It is about joy.

Do you, like our friend Nicodemus, want to be born again?  How badly do you

want it?  What are you willing to do to reach toward it?  When will you

start?



THIN PLACES: Opening the Heart 5-27-07

AYou desire truth in the inward being; therefore teach me wisdom

in my secret heart.... Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new

and right spirit within me.@ (Ps. 51:6,10)

Heart is a very important metaphor in the Bible.  In fact, the

word Aheart@ is found there over 1000 times.  While heart is often

associated with love, in the Bible, it means more than that.  It is a

metaphor for one=s whole inner self; a person=s very being; what is

essential or core.  

Since the first Sunday after Easter, David and I have been

preaching about the heart - the heart of Christianity.  Last week David

preached on being born again, or receiving a new heart.  A new heart is

certainly an open heart.  Open to what God is doing.  Open to the

presence of God in both the ordinary as well as the extraordinary.

Over time, however, the ordinary once again is just, well, ordinary.
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And that new heart can sometimes become closed.  And so, today, we

will think together about opening the heart.  

If you look in your bulletin, you will find an insert.  On one side it

reads, AI know my heart is closed when....@  On the other side it reads,

AWhen my heart is open, I.....@  As I preach, feel free to write down

your own thoughts as a way of opening yourself up to God=s presence.

The heart is an image for ourselves at our deepest level.  It is

our spiritual center which affects our sight, thought, feelings, and will.

The Bible often speaks of the human condition and the solution as

Aclosed hearts@ and Aopen hearts.@  The condition of the heart matters

for the heart can be turned toward or open to God, or away from or

closed to God.

So what is the condition of a closed heart like?  There are many

things that go along with a closed heart such as blindness and limited

vision.  We have eyes, but do not see or ears and do not hear.  A closed

heart is associated with a lack of understanding and a darkened mind.
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A closed heart lacks gratitude; whether a person feels self-made and

entitled, or bitter and cheated, gratitude is absent.  A closed heart

does not have a sense of wonder and awe.  A closed heart forgets God

in whom we live and move and have our being.  A closed heart turns

inward upon itself, disconnecting from a larger reality, occupied

primarily with self.  A closed heart lacks compassion; it lacks feeling

the suffering and injustice of others.

In the hymn, Here I Am, Lord, based on Isaiah 6, we find the

phrase, AI will break their hearts of stone, give them hearts for love

alone.@  Hearts of stone, or closed hearts struggle to love as God loves.

Writer and biblical scholar, Marcus Borg, says that he knows his

heart is closed when he stands in a supermarket checkout line and all

the people look ugly to him, or when he fees grumpy, or self-

preoccupied, or when the world looks ordinary or when the critical

voice is strong in his head.  

Can you think of times when your heart is closed?  Maybe when
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you are in a hurry and don=t have time to speak to a neighbor or a

stranger.  Maybe when you are stressed out and demand everything go

your way.  Maybe when you have no patience for the weakness of

another.  Maybe when you think someone deserves to suffer or you

secretly want someone to fail.  Do you know when it is for you?

We all have closed hearts at times, and we need to receive a new

heart or have our heart opened.  But how do closed hearts become

open?  There is another hymn that offers a clue:  Spirit of God

descend upon my heart, wean it from earth, through all its pulses move,

stoop to my weakness mighty as thou art, and make me love thee as I

ought to love.  I ask no dream, no prophet ecstasies; no sudden rending

of the veil of clay; no angel visitant, no opening skies; but take the

dimness of my soul away.@  We know that it is the Spirit of God that

opens our hearts, that softens the hardness, that melts the frozen

places, that allows us to see and hear and feel and know God in our

midst.  When we encounter the Spirit of God, that all encompassing
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Spirit in which everything is, an opening happens which restores a right

spirit in us and which allows us to see and experience things we did not

before.

There are a couple of dimensions in which we live.  There is the

visible world of ordinary experience.  There is also the spiritual

dimension of the sacred; of God.  And then, there are those thin places

in life where the mystery and presence of God are visible, even if only

for a moment.  Thomas Merton, a twentieth century Trappist monk

once wrote: ALife is this simple.  We are living in a world that is

absolutely transparent, and God is shining through it all the time.  This

is not just a fable or a nice story.  It is true.  If we abandon ourselves

to God and forget ourselves, we see it sometimes, and we see it maybe

frequently.  God shows [God=s self] everywhere, in everything B in

people and in things and in nature and in events.  It becomes very

obvious that God is everywhere and in everything and we cannot be

without [God].  It=s impossible.  The only thing is that we don=t see it.@
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Occasionally, however, we do see it.  There are those times when

we do experience God shining through everything and that ever-

constant presence is revealed to us in large and small ways.  There are

those times when our hearts are opened and we see things that have

been there all the time, but that we didn’t see before.  Thin places are

places where the veil is momentarily lifted and we experience God in a

very real way.  It is where the sacred becomes present to us and

where we experience the truth of grace.

Though I have had many of those experiences of thin places,

there is one that stands out.  One that truly opened my heart and gave

me new sight.  About 2 2 years ago I spent some time in Guatemala.

Toward the end of my time there I went to an ancient holy site called

Tikal.  From the moment I journeyed into this park in the rain forest, I

knew I was in a place like no other I had been.  I had an amazing and

overwhelming sense of God=s presence in everything that lived and

moved there.  It was so intense that I journaled extensively so as not
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to loose the insight I gained.  I want to share with you just a little

from my journal.

AWhen I began this journey God seemed far because God is love

and grace, yet I have been experiencing too much duty and judgment

which had clouded God=s presence.  Now the veil has been lifted and

God=s presence and power is once again known to me... On this journey I

have connected with God.  I have experienced the goodness of creation

and the power of God/Love/Grace.  It is real.@

We=ve probably all experienced thin places at least sometime in

our lives.  Can you remember any of those times?  For some, it may be a

time, like me, when you were out in nature and you felt absolutely

surrounded by God=s presence and glory - maybe at church camp or a

natural wonder.  For some, it may be at a special moment in your life,

like when you were baptized or confirmed or married or given birth,

and God=s love and grace overwhelmed you.  For some, it may be when

you hear a certain hymn and the words and music quickly open your
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heart to God=s presence.  For some, it may be the lighting of candles on

Christmas Eve or keeping prayer vigil leading up to Easter.  In those

quiet reflective moments, God can surround us and transport us to that

which is beyond ourselves.  

Worship is intended to be a thin place; creating a sense of the

sacred in the midst of our lives.  We come to worship to sing songs and

hear words and pray prayers and see the symbols of our faith in order

to put ourselves in a place where God=s spirit might descend upon our

hearts and tap into the depth of our being and become real and

transform our lives and make us better, more loving people.  The

purpose of all these practices of Christian faith is to bring intention

and attention together for opening the heart.  Opening the heart is

the purpose of spirituality; it is there that we open ourselves to the

Spirit of God.

So what is the condition of an open heart like?  An open heart

allows us to see more clearly and hear more deeply.  Things that were
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once hidden come into the light.  An open heart makes us alive to

wonder and awe and mystery all around us, even in the most ordinary of

things and people.  An open heart brings a welling up of gratitude for

life and people and presence filling us to overflowing.  An open heart

feels the suffering and pain of both neighbor and stranger and gives us

the desire to respond.  An open heart brings out both compassion and a

passion for justice.  An open heart is a channel for God’s love in the

world.

Today we celebrate one of those amazing thin places; the Spirit

of God opening many hearts at Pentecost, revealing the very power and

presence of God which ignited the church.  Today, we continue to pray

for that same Spirit to renew us.  AThe Christian life,@ says Marcus

Borg, Ais about a new heart, an open heart, a heart of flesh, a heart of

compassion.  The Christian life is about the Spirit of God opening our

hearts in thin places.@ (P.163) 

May God open our hearts and our eyes and our ears.  Amen.
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June 3, 2007  The Kingdom of God: The !!!! of Justice Matthew 6:7-13

Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name.

Your kingdom come.

Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.

Give us today our daily bread.

Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us.

Save us from the time of trial and deliver us from evil.

For the kingdom, the power, and the glory are yours

now and for ever.  Amen.

Unexpectedly, quite surprisingly, politics has crept into our Christian prayer.

Your kingdom come.  

A kingdom is a political entity.  

It is not a community, clan, or religious association.

Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.  

The kingdom, the power, and the glory are God’s, now and forever.  

But here we pray for bread.  

Here we pray for forgiveness.  

Here we pray for deliverance from the powers of evil.  

Here we pray for safety from the time of trial 

– all as is God’s will for we who live on earth.

This prayer Jesus gave us is a worldly prayer.  It’s a prayer for God’s

kingdom on earth.  We cannot define God’s Kingdom.  Jesus never defined it,

but he pointed to it more than anything else he talked about.

C It’s like a grain of mustard seed.  
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C It’s like an enemy who comes by night and sows weeds in the field. 

C It’s like a ruler going off on a journey leaving instructions for slaves.  

C It’s like a woman who loses her money.  She searches.  When she finds it

she throws a party.  

C It’s like yeast fermenting in the dough, making the bread rise.  

C It’s like a banquet thrown by a king.  

C It’s like a wedding where the bridesmaids wait and wait and wait.  

C It’s like a man whose younger son says, “Give me my part of the

inheritance now.”  

C It’s like some workers who go out into the vineyard to labor... some at

sunup, some at noon, some in mid-afternoon, some just before quitting

time... and they all get paid, just as agreed, the same.

The kingdom of God is not and never was about some heaven after we die. 

We have that idea in traditional Christianity because Matthew, in his

reluctance to use the holy name of God, that name which cannot be

pronounced, that name so powerful that we have to use euphemisms like

LORD, or Jehovah, or El Shaddai... Matthew calls what Jesus says, the

Kingdom of Heaven.

But it’s the same thing.  The kingdom of God, the kingdom of heaven, are

realities here on this earth in which people do God’s will.  The kingdom of

God is when things are done on earth as if God were ruler and the rulers of

this world were not.  It’s where a little child may lead.  It’s that upside down

way of looking at everything that makes the followers of Jesus different

from everybody else.  Followers of Jesus will even die with songs of praise
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on their lips because they know that the kingdom of God is right here with

us, always out just ahead of us, right here deep within us.  It is worth dying

for.  The kingdom of God takes the domination systems of all the kingdoms

of the world and says “No.”  Followers of Jesus look at Easter and hear God

saying a loud “Yes!”

Mary Jane and I have been preaching about those things which lie right at

the heart of Christianity.  There are not optional things on the fringe.  They

shape what we believe which affects how we behave.  

C We believe that God is bigger than has sometimes been thought.  

C We believe that Jesus is the way for all Christians to get a glimpse of the

bigness of God translated into human form.  

C We believe that the Bible is an articulation of God’s living, creating,

transforming Word, something to be taken far too seriously to be taken

literally.  

C We believe that the Holy Spirit is not about some sweaty sawdust trail

but a powerful yielding up of our lives to this big God whose fullness is

expressed in the beauties of the earth and in the kingdoms of the world.

We believe that the kingdom of God is about powers and politics - the

shaping of human societies.  

C God cares more about justice than some kind of other-worldly piety.  

C God is concerned with the plight of the poor who hunger for bread. 

C God cares about the debts we create and the indebtedness in which all of

us find ourselves.  

C God does save us from times of trial and testing but also in our tests and
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temptations we come to a deeper recognition of God’s work in our lives.  A

Christianity robust enough to get us through the hard times is one that

comforts us in the easy times.

Thanks be to God!

What if God suddenly, finally, fully answered that prayer of Jesus?  

What would stand and what would fall?  

What would be welcomed and what would be thrown into hell?  

Would it not be something like letting a hungry tiger out of the cage?  

Do we really want to pray, “Your kingdom, God, here, now, on earth?  

Would that not translate earth into heaven?  

Isn’t that what Jesus came to say?  

Don’t you think the blind would see, the deaf would hear, the lame would

walk, the poor would be fed, and the dead would be raised to life?  

And all the pomp and glamour of the kingdoms of the world would fade

like yesterday’s flowers.  

Is that what we want?

If we want it, are we not required to do something about it?

Jesus said that the three core issues of life are: justice, mercy, and faith. 

Those are the weightier matters of the law which we dare not neglect.  He

was very clear about justice.  It had to do with taking care for people on the
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margins: physically disabled, socially outcast, economically depressed.

When Christianity went from an outlaw religion in the Empire to the religion

of the Empire it became politically expedient to think about the kingdom of

God as something after we die rather than challenge the political status quo. 

So the church began to focus on mercy.  The church stressed being born

again, transformed after the heart of God, being made new so we may be

ambassadors from the kingdom of God to the kingdoms of the world.  Being

born again is having a relationship with Jesus from the inside out.  It’s the

difference between being Christian and being a Christian.  It is essential.  It

is living by faith and making room for mercy.

The weightier matters of the law Jesus talked about: justice, mercy and

faith, require that we deal with justice.  Justice is political.  It is

controversial, messy, and difficult.  Mercy is easier.  

C Justice is always a complicated balance of self-interests of competing

groups.  

C Justice is always a wielding of power.  

C Politics is all about social systems.  

C God cares about how we treat the alien in our land.  

C God cares about how we care for the widows and orphans.  

C It matters to God what goes on in prisons.  

C In the kingdom of God the poor get invited in out of the back alleyways

and roadside ditches to come into the palace where they eat off of gold

and silver utensils.  

C In the kingdom of God everyone who has kept ready: investing the money
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given to them as stewards, anticipating changes like shrewd managers,

awaiting the return of the master like loyal slaves, watching the wheat

and weeds growing together, like a wise farmer... working to overturn the

domination systems like a peasant walking a second mile to the dismay of

his invasion army soldier.

C The kingdom of God resists and subverts unjust use of power: like the

farmer thrown off the land in a corrupt legal system that jacks up

interest rates and then repossesses the land, gives up not only his farm

but his clothes, and also his underwear to the shame of the crooks who

are possessed by greed.  The kingdom of God is unlike anything on earth.

It is worth dying for.

People who never get blessed in the old wineskin way of the world, like

welfare recipients and outcasts get blessed.  Hungry people get daily bread

in the kingdom of God.  Weeping people whose hearts are dismayed because

of the way of the world laugh in the kingdom of God.  People who are hated,

reviled and defamed because they practice compassion and live justly go

leaping for joy in the kingdom of God.  That’s the way Jesus saw it.

I believe him.

If we are to take justice seriously in the church as something at the heart

of the kingdom of God then we need to pay attention to the fact that

between 1970 and 1990 in the United States the percentage of total wealth

owned by the wealthiest 1% of our population has nearly doubled: increasing
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from 21% to just over 40%.  In this same twenty year period the situation

of the majority of people in the United States worsened.  The net wealth of

the bottom 50% of our population has actually declined.  This is not because

the wealthiest 1% worked harder than anybody else.  We all worked very

hard.  

C We have the highest percentage of two-income families in the

industrialized world.  

C We work the largest number of hours per year of anybody.  

C And, of all the industrialized nations, we have the largest gap between

the top earners and the bottom earners: 11 to 1.  Some other

industrialized nations might have 4:1 or even 6:1.  Do our CEO’s work

eleven times harder than those on the production line?

Is there something wrong here?  Should we be so biased in favor of the

wealthy?  As followers of Jesus do we have something to say to the justice

system when we hear that the homeless shelters in this town are full, that

the number of grab your cash loan shark places have tripled, when the

Methodist church has gone from serving a free supper once a week to six

days a week, when the group that meets in our building to help people deal

with gambling addiction has had to request extra hours and meeting spaces

because of the demand.  And the majority of workers in this country have

incomes which are either stagnant or have declined.  High school graduates

expect to have less affluence than did their parents.  Is this what we have

in mind when we pray: “Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven?”  Reagan

economists used to tell us that the rising tide will trickle down and raise all

boats.  It hasn’t.  It has raised all yachts.
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Peasants in Jesus’ day prayed for daily bread and relief from debt.  And

they do the same in ours.  Jesus worked to change that.  Shouldn’t we who

follow him do the same.

If you haven’t done anything for justice I’d invite you to talk to Jim Gaunt

or Deb Lewis about AMOS and raise your voice on issues like health care and

immigration reform and other pressing issues.  Be part of a group of 29 or

so religious groups who have the ear of the governor and the state

legislature.  It’s a way to make real the prayer we love so dearly that begins:

Our Father who art in heaven.  Hallowed be thy name.
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SIN AND SALVATION: Transforming the Heart 6-10-07

When we think about it, deep down, we know something’s not

right.  We know the creation story.  How God created the world and

everything that inhabits the earth - ourselves included - and how that

creation was pronounced good.  And we want to believe that it is good,

and that we, at our core, are good.  But there is that nagging sense

that something’s not right.  There is greed and strife; poverty and war;

hunger and hatred.  The earth’s resources are being consumed at an

alarming rate.  And we hear the mantra on many fronts that things are

getting worse.  Yet, we believe in a loving God who fills the world with

good things.  So, what happened?  

That is an ancient question.  And one that scripture illuminates

upon from beginning to end.  Frederick Buechner, in “The Good Book as

a Good Book,” writes, “I think it is possible to say that in spite of all

its extraordinary variety, the Bible is held together by having a single
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plot.  It is one that can be simply stated: God creates the world; the

world gets lost; God seeks to restore the world to the glory for which

God created it.”  That is the story of the human condition.  We are

created and blessed.  We lose our way or fall out of blessing.  We are

restored.  And the cycle starts all over again.  I guess you might say

that God is ever renewing creation day by day.

In the life of the church, we have often named the problem of

the human condition as sin.  We are sinners in need of forgiveness.  We

have been disobedient.  We have fallen short of God’s expectations.  In

January and February of this year, David and I preached a whole

series of sermons on the Seven Deadly Sins - do you remember what

they are?  The first, and what some call the “root sin” is pride, which is

to be self-centered or full of oneself.  Then there is greed, gluttony,

lust, sloth, anger, and envy.  Of course, each of these are self-

centered as well.  These are sins that we can sometimes see in our lives

and our attitudes and our behaviors, and, sometimes we cannot see
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them because they are so prevalent, so much a part of who we are,

that they are like the air we breath.  But sin is not only disobedience,

Sin is also separation - separation from that to which we belong.  Sin is

not “loving the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, strength and

mind;” centering our life on something other than God.

Sin is an important understanding within our Christian tradition. 

And it is good to recognize so that we can take responsibility for our

life in God, seeking to be faithful and trust in the one who created us

and who continually gives us life.  Our recognition of sin in our lives,

both our own personal sins as well as the collective sin of society is

often the first step in changing for the good.  But there are a couple

of cautions when we start talking about sin.  The first is one David and

I said many times as we were preaching through the Seven Deadly

Sins: the point is to examine ourselves and grow in our faith and

understanding - not to point fingers at others.  It seems that

whenever people start talking about sin, there is a tendency to more
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clearly see and point out the sins of others, but not so much our own. 

So often the language of sin is used to draw lines putting some on the

“wrong” side and some - usually the ones doing the talking - on the

“right” side.

The other caution is that sin cannot fully encompass the problem

of the human condition that puts us in need of God’s saving work.  The

language of sin and the corresponding need for forgiveness is

important, but not the whole picture.  There are many other biblical

images for the problem of the human condition in addition to sin.  For

instance, the Hebrew people in Egypt were definitely in need of saving,

but not from their sin.  They were in captivity.  They were slaves.  If

Moses had come to the people and told them that God forgives them,

that would have been great, but not all that helpful.  When you are a

victim of someone else’s sin, you need something other than

forgiveness.  The Hebrew people needed liberation.  God’s saving work

in that biblical story was setting the captives free.
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Setting people free from oppression is key to the story of

salvation in the Bible.  One of his first acts after Jesus was baptized

was to go into the synagogue in his hometown and proclaim that “the

Spirit of the Lord is upon me, [and] has anointed me to bring good news

to the poor, ... to proclaim release to the captives, recovery of sight to

the blind, to let the oppressed go free ...”  Here in this early

interpretation of why Jesus has come, it is clear that Jesus has come

to save people here in this life from a variety of conditions which

distort God’s purposes and intention in creation.

So, it is not just sin that we need saving from.  It is also

captivity, and exile, and blindness, sickness, and being lost, and having

hardened hearts and stopped up ears.  And the Bible is filled with

stories of how God restores and renews and saves the people.  If you

look at the folded paper on lime green in your bulletin, you will see that

on one side it says, “Metaphors of Salvation” with a box below.  There

are three columns.  The first names a predicament of the human
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condition, like “captivity” or “exile” or “infirmity”.  In the next column

it states what is needed for wholeness.  If we are captive, we need

liberation.  If we are in exile, we need to return home.  And if we are

sick, we need healing.  The third column lists Jesus as the source of

salvation in each of those instances.  Jesus is liberator.  Jesus is the

way.  Jesus is healer.  So, when we hear the words, “Jesus saves,” we

understand that it is not just from sin that Jesus saves, but also from

oppression and exile and sickness and blindness and lostness and on and

on.  

The biblical witness of salvation is both deep and wide, and has to

do with this world; having our lives changed here, and now, in our daily

lives, in the way relate to God, in the way we relate to one another, and

in the way we reach out and relate to the world.  Sometimes when the

language of salvation is used, people are talking about the afterlife. 

I’ve heard it asked this way, “Are you saved?... If you were to die

tomorrow, do you know without a shadow of a doubt that you would go
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to heaven?”  Now there is plenty of talk of the afterlife in the New

Testament,  but it does not go hand in hand with salvation.  In his

letter to the Romans, Paul says, “If we live, we live to the Lord, and if

we die, we die to the Lord; so then, whether we live or whether we die,

we are the Lord’s.” (Rm.14:8) We believe that life goes on, that death

of the body does not mean the end of life in God.  But we can believe

that and know that, and yet still understand that salvation in Christ is

about transformation in this life.  In his letters, Paul talks about new

life in Christ, about the transformation that takes place when we have

experienced God’s saving power.  And throughout the Bible we see that

saving power transforming not only individual lives, but communities

and social systems as well.  That’s what Jesus spent his life saving.

On the other side of that lime green page in your bulletin there

are questions for you to consider.  From both a personal and social

standpoint, where and in what form do you see the need for salvation? 

We live in a world God longs to make whole.  What is your prayer for
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salvation?  I invite you to take this home and really think about these

questions.  And, I’d love to know what you come up with, if you’d be

willing to share.

We know something is wrong.  The problems of the human

condition distort God’s intention and promise for creation and we are in

need of forgiveness and liberation and the way home and healing and so

many things.  And, as Frederick Buechner says, “God seeks to restore

the world to the glory for which God created it.”  And as we respond

to God’s saving work, our hearts are transformed and we grow in faith

and hope and love in this life, connected to the source of life both now

and forever.  You see, eternal life begins, not when our bodies die, but

when our hearts are transformed and we live new lives as citizens of

the kingdom of God on earth as it is in heaven.  Let us share the

journey together.  Amen.   



June 17, 2007 The !!!! of the Matter: Practice Colossians 3:12-14

Does anybody remember what Jesus said is the first and greatest

commandment?

You shall... love God...

with all your !...

with all your soul...

with all your mind...

with all your strength.

Today we’re thinking about some of the ways we follow that first

commandment: loving God with everything we’ve got.  

It’s like how we love each other.  

We do things for people we love.  

We pay attention to people who are important to us.  

We notice things and say “Thank you” to them.  

We celebrate special times like anniversaries, holidays, and birthdays.  

We know how to love.  

We know how to love God.

We could do better.

Mary Jane and I have been leading us in thinking about the things which lie

at the heart of Christianity: God, Jesus, Scripture, Faith, being Born Again,

Justice, the Spirit.  We’ve asked us to think more deeply -

so we may believe more firmly -

so we may behave more faithfully -

so we may belove God more fully.

Today we’re talking about practicepracticepracticepractice: 
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how we walk the walk of following after Jesus. 

We’ve heard him talk the talk of loving God with heart, soul, mind and

strength.

Practice living by faith is what we do when we’re converted to Christ.

Conversion means we are born again.  It is the individual, personal,

and spiritual transformation that gives us a new heart so that we are kind,

compassionate, peaceable, gentle – for the love of Jesus.

And conversion to Christ means that we seek first the kingdom of

God: which is communal, political, and social.  Besides having a new

heart Christians also have a passion for justice in which their kind,

compassionate, peaceable, gentle ways become forces in the world on behalf

of those who need justice.

Those two: new heart and seeking justice become the crucible in
which all Christian practices are born and the mix in which they take form. 

Our practices change our lives.  We learn a new way of talking by taking up a

new way of walking.  We believe and then we behave so that God, our

beloved, comes to take first place in our lives.

Christian practices are different from the world.

The world tells us the three “A’s” are what count: achievement,

attractiveness, and affluence.  If you achieve, look attractive and have

money you’ve got the good life, says the world.
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Christ says what matters is how we love God and seek the kingdom.

Christ says we have to die to ourselves every day and take up a cross of

followship, so we may have fellowship with him.

Christians says we love a living Jesus who shows us the heart of God.

When we follow Jesus for a time we become like him, like some of the saints

we know, whose characters are molded after the character of Christ, whose

minds are transformed by the mind of Jesus, whose hearts are born again in

the newness of the gospel.

1. Practice prayer.  We’ll never get anywhere on the Christian walk until and

unless we pray.  Pray alone.  Pray the scriptures.  Pray the hymns.  Pray in

groups.  Take up centering prayer.  We’ll teach you how.  Go to the

belltower room at 5:15 on Tuesday evening and learn how to pray without

words.

Join with others in prayer.  There is a group that meets every

Wednesday  in the belltower that prays for the church, that intercedes

for persons in need of prayer, and that rejoices in the goodness of God

together.  In your daily devotions, pray and write down your prayers in a

booklet so you can return to them later.  Pray while you wash your face

and when you wait for a train to pass.  First thing every morning pray,

“Lord, show me somebody today who I can lead to you.”  Every meeting in

this church starts and ends with prayer, not that we need bookends, but

that we need the constant reminder of who we are as followers of Jesus

and to Whom we belong.

It is in prayer that we know how God is our shepherd who provides for

our needs... restful waters, green pastures, soul-restoring paths.  It is in
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prayer that we understand that God comforts and supports, feeds and

anoints us so that goodness, love and loyalty are ours for live.  Prayer

teacher us gratitude and gratitude is the expression of love.  Remember

the seven deadly sins?  The grace to break the back of all sins is a

thankful and contrite heart.

No one has ever been born again in the absence of prayer.  If you will

commit to centering prayer or praying the scripture (we’ll teach you how),

put a check mark in your bulletin and put a note in the offering tray.

2. Practice compassion.  Remember what Paul said to put on first?  There we

are, standing at the closet door early in the morning, looking over the

wardrobe, wondering what we shall wear.  What is the first thing to put

on, like the underwear which is closest to your skin?  Compassion.  Put on

compassion so you can feel with others, so you can be moved in your core

by how someone else may be suffering, so you will be engaged in this

world’s life even as you pray that God’s will shall be done here, even as it

is done in heaven.  

Compassion gets us to justice.  The Samaritan on the road saw the victim

of robbery and violence and had compassion.  Some people in this church

look around and see hungry people and invite the rest of us to share food,

every week, buying something extra and bringing it to the church as part

of the offering because we know how hunger feels and we are unwilling to

let people in this town be hungry.  It’s a shame that so many are hungry. 

Some of us put extra money in the offering tray marked for the Local

Aid fund which buys gasoline and food and meets other needs of people

who have more need than resources.  That money becomes blessed money;
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prayed-over, given-over, rejoiced over - knowing that it will be given away

immediately with joy and thanksgiving in the name of Jesus.  Mary Jane

and I often pray with the people who come here looking for compassion

and give them a Comfort Quilt, and, the burden seems lighter. We pray

and hear the cries of others and respond in compassion.  And then people

of compassion get together and wonder: “What could we do about this?” 

“What is there beyond band-aids?”

Churches struggle with justice because a single congregation just can’t do

very much all on its own.  But a whole community full of churches and a

whole band of congregations made up of persons of faith with compassion

in their blood and a passion for justice in their hearts, minds, souls, and

energies can and do make a difference.

I am a member of the AMOS Immigration Research Team.  Others on that

team come from Bethesda Lutheran, St. Thomas Catholic, First United

Methodist, the United Church of Christ, the Unitarian Fellowship – and

other faith communities.  We all agree that the immigration issues in the

United States are huge and must be changed.  So we began listening to

Hispanic persons as they told their stories about how it is to be forced to

leave your country because there is simply no work, there is so much

corruption, your family is in danger.  So you go through hell itself getting

across the border, getting across the desert, getting raped, having your

possessions stolen, watching your children die, looking for work in a land

where you are scorned, where you cannot make yourself be understood,

where some of your relatives have lived for generations - sometimes for

hundreds of years.  You can find work.  You can clean motel rooms and pick

strawberries, grapes, lettuce, oranges and grapefruit.  You can sweep floors
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but you cannot get a drivers license.  You cannot get insurance for your car. 

You cannot buy property.  Your employer takes the Social Security

deduction from your check but you will never get a penny back, no matter

how long you work because you don’t have a Social Security card.  And you

long to go home, even while you fear that the ICE will gather you up in a

dragnet and send you home, where you will have no work, where you cannot

find a way to take care of your family.

We invite people to come and talk – in Spanish.  We do not post

announcements of the meetings but people come, and pray, and talk and, in

them, I tell you, I see the face of Jesus who was, himself, a political

refugee while a baby.  So we, along with the Immigration Team from AMOS

in Des Moines, call senators, write letters to congress, to newspapers, to

colleagues and we go to the Capitol to lobby for justice.  We talk to the

governor and hold up the cause of justice because the way things are is

wrong.

Other teams work on health care; others on similar issues which arose out

of all those conversations when we gathered to share the things that keep

us up at night and make our stomachs churn.  We are doing something about

it – for the sake of Christian justice born of compassion which comes from

loving God with our hearts, minds, souls and strength.

Love God.  Practice prayer.  Practice compassion.  Practice justice.  For God

is our good shepherd.  And we are grateful.  Amen.


