Sermon for March 1, 2009 – Lent One

“Alone and Together—the Journey is Home”

Focus:  Chapter One, “Practicing Radical Hospitality,” from Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations

Scriptures: 

Genesis 9:8-17

I Peter 3:18-22

Mark 1:9-15
       Each week in this season we’re focusing on a different motif drawn from the wisdom of Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations by Bishop Robert Schnase.  Today’s focus is a theme from the first chapter of that book, “Radical Hospitality.”

      And I’ve identified a focus in the title of this message, which is to consider that we are alone and we are together, and that while we’re on our way somewhere progressive, we hope, and ultimately very much so, this journey, right now, is our home.

     To unpack the words “radical” and “hospitality” a little bit—

“Radical,” a scary word for a lot of people, is not intended to mean wild-eyed and insane, though we do have the company of good cousin John the Baptizer for good company here.  It comes from the same root as “radius,” so that’s how I’d like for you to think of it—radical as in getting to the essence of things, from the root of things, at the core of what really matters.

     But I don’t want you to totally lose the edgy sense of what the word implies, either—that it’s something that asks, and stretches and pushes beyond an ordinaryway of thinking or being—radical as in essentially challenging.

      Hospitality—we’ve talked about this a lot here, and practiced as best we’re able in many ways the hospitality of Christ.  Hospitality is not a superficial word at all, as in “friendliness,” though that is one symptomatic expression, right?  Hospitality comes from the same root as “hospital” or “hospice,” offering healing, offering welcome to the stranger, to the one in need.

      You may have found it interesting that our choir chose to pay homage to St. Kermit the Frog—he’s a saint in my book. I don’t know about you guys, but I’m a huge Muppet fan—my family can tell you,  I’m a huger fan than they maybe wish I was..Why recently, just for my own selfish pleasure, I purchased and have begun watching the first two complete seasons of the Muppet Show.  The theme music alone can make me feel better!

     But I do want us to think about the rainbow connection, today.  The connection to that wonderful Old Testament story is as important as the New Testament readings today.  You know the Lenten journey does take us more or less step by step through what we know in the Gospels of Jesus’ last days on earth.  

       It’s the most chronological season of all the seasons of the church year that we get to inhabit, but that’s not all it is—and this Old Testament scripture is very, very important this morning—because it points to a radical reconfiguration by God, of who God is, for the human family.  

        Because in promising never to destroy humanity in that way again, God promises to delimit God’s self – think about that.  Omnipotent, all-seeing, universal, cosmic God—choosing delimitation.  I won’t do this, in this way, God says—why?  Because we humans deserve it?  Not so much…maybe Noah and family, but the rest of us, not so much because we deserve it.  Why?  Because I love you.  

      It’s a radical reconfiguration.  God choosing intimate relationship, God choosing a measure of vulnerability, and presence with us, God choosing to accompany us, intimately—infinitely, still, but intimately—interwoven with our essence, even though we don’t deserve it--think about that--involved with us frail, fallen (as in prone to falling), full of ourselves human beings.

        The Way of the Cross, of course, is the ultimate manifestation of this amazing Grace—and when God lays God’s bow down, God is demonstrating God’s willingness not to destroy, but instead, to uphold.  

     Now what kind of laws, generally, get good results, produce a climate that might foster lasting justice?  Are they the merely punitive ones, in which only the punishment is meted out, and only the harsh consequences are described?  Or are they laws in which rainbows might be possible?

      Sadly, many of our penal systems today operate under the former principle, with very little room anymore for any kind of substantive rehabilitation, any education, mostly, sadly, tragically, with tragic consequences all the way around, those within the system are warehoused,  and kept.  And what is likely to happen to them, to us?  Reform?  Repentance?  Redemption?  Regeneration?  Not so much.  
      We have a long way to go, in learning how to model our ways after God’ ways, do we not—in systems as well as in families—to model after God’s self-giving, merciful justice, after God’s just mercy.  That’s one reason we’re giving attention to this process, cultivating new ways of thinking—to help foster a climate in which rainbows are possible—engendering a way of being in which more and more members of the human family will know God’s hospitality, and be able to offer it.

       Being Christ is receiving Christ—it’s one of the great, lovely paradoxes of our faith—that in order to receive Christ, one has to offer Christ, and it works both ways.

The story of the rainbow is one depiction, one of the best and most beautiful, of the boundless, and cosmic, and ephemeral and yet enduring capabilities that God has, to remind us of God’s hospitality toward us—

      Hospitality that comes from the living root, from the heart’s center, from the loving essence of creation itself—think about that—and that identity is interwoven with our own, with our essence.

       Now on our journey we do have cause to hope, I believe, today—and we can take that rainbow sign personally, though we should not take it arrogantly, or for granted.  Some of you have heard me tell this story, probably more than once, because it’s one of my favorites, and such a good illustration.

      When our son Adam, now nearly 29, we were crossing the Mississippi River bridge, on our way to visit my parents in Jackson.  It was evening time, and it had been raining buckets, and the rain had let up, and the clouds were beginning to part, and just as we were about to cross the bridge, there was, no kidding, a perfect rainbow, perfectly centered and complete, arcing exactly over the bridge—stunningly clear in all of its colors, and centered, right there.  And we both looked up, Adam and I, and saw it at the same moment, and Adam said, the way that wise children do, 

      “Look, Mom.  It’s a rainbow.  I think that means God is glad we’re coming!” He chose to take that rainbow very personally, and I think we can, too—though not arrogantly, and it’s not just for us.  

        1st Peter reminds us of one of our two sacred sign acts, Holy Baptism  (the other of which, Holy Communion, we’re sharing this morning)—that binds us to covenant relationship—and if you haven’t looked at the vows involved in the rite of baptism, I encourage you to do so.  They’re serious business, ya’ll—I mean they are.  When you look at what people who are either sponsoring children or undertaking the baptismal covenant for themselves are saying they’re going to do, for God, and one another—things like resist evil and injustice, uphold mercy, tell the truth, offer forgiveness, and accept it—big stuff.

It binds us to a very high standard of grace, that we are given as we give.    We find that welcoming grace as we offer it, and we are baptized because Jesus was, and he showed us, as he always did, how to remember, how to touch that essence of renewal, and forgiveness, and regeneration—and that stuff can be the center, the fulcrum by which we navigate through every aspect of our lives.  

      Jesus, then is tempted, and then is shown hospitality by angels—and in Mark we get everything squeezed into the crystalline essence of action.  Mark’s Jesus is a man of action, and “immediately,” you know, is his favorite descriptor.  

      We are called to show angelic hospitality to the Christ, inherent in all persons—and in ourselves, to be reminded that that essence lives, and can be ministered to by others.

That beautiful dance, of offering Christ so as to receive Christ, is a both-and, and it’s experienced differently, by different ones of us.

       Sometimes you have to be on the receiving end first, to know that Grace really exists.  Sometimes you have to be in a really difficult place to experience some form of God’s grace—usually in human skin, I would warrant—and then you are empowered to want to offer it.    But sometimes out of an abundance of blessing we feel compelled to share—and sometimes it’s a little bit of both.

       Part of the immediacy includes the little phrase, “after John was arrested”—and we move right along.  After he was what? –and we know what happens to John after that—and we know what happens to Jesus, on the way of the Cross—so we know that the price of faithfulness is steep, that there’s risk involved—

probably not death for us, but it could mean some sacrifice.  It could mean some rejection;  it could mean some risk of failure as we try new things—and of course there’s the biggest risk of all, which is opening your heart to love.  That makes you vulnerable, which means woundable.

       Welcoming strangers also means risking change, risking being changed.  Some of you know I’m not a big fan of the word “inclusiveness,” because I think it can be a cover for copping out.  Quite often when people in churches and elsewhere talk about being “inclusive” what they’re really saying is “Y’all come on in—and be just like us!”

 “You’re welcome, Young People, as long as you come in and act like old people”—you’re welcome, as long as you do what we do, by our rules, and behave yourself—and while you’re at it, try to look like we do, too.

     I’m exaggerating, but not much.   What Jesus’ radical hospitality calls us all to is more like mutual transformation—willingness to be changed, in relationship—and that’s part of what this journey is all about.

     So, we’re on our way—and we’re home.  We’re by ourselves, because there’s some solitary work to be done, some introspective, reflective, I hope quiet time, for listening, on your own—but you’re not by yourself, and I’m not, because we have each other, and we have others—and Christ is everywhere, in every aspect of that journey.

       So we don’t have to get it right—really good news for me—we just have to have our hearts in it, to the very best of our human ability, and be gentle with each other, as we’re asking tough questions, and build each other up in love, as we’re stretching, and trust the answer of Grace as we’re asking new questions, and—I really believe this—we’ll have absolutely everything that we need for the journey—

No matter how dry and dusty and desert-like it may seem, how lonely it may seem, and how tempting may be the urges to forget and lose our way, we can help each other remember this:

     We are forgiven, loved, and free.

      I’m honored to be on the journey with you.  

      Let’s journey together, in Jesus’ name, for God’s sake, as if our very lives depended on it—because I believe they do.

Amen.

