Sermon for March 8, 2009—Lent Two

“Passionate Worship—on the Way of the Cross?”

Scriptures:
Genesis 17:1-7, 15-16
Romans 4:13-25

Mark 8:31-38

      We’re tracking with the themes of Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations.  

The theme for this week is “Passionate Worship,” from Chapter Two of Bishop Shnase’s book.

   So I pose for us this real question:   Passionate Worship on the Way of the Cross?  Seems a bit risky, if not downright risqué, to put the word “passionate” in front of the word “worship.”  You know I love words, so I’m going to unpack some words for a bit, to see if they fit for you anywhere on your Lenten journey, if you’re even on one.

     Are you on a Lenten journey?  You may not be.  It started with Ash Wednesday—that really appealing service that says “Come on in, and get reminded that you’re gonna die.

And for good measure, we’ll put ashes on your head, and tell you that you’d better repent.”  And you know, funny thing, not many of  you came.  Now I wish you would, and I hope in time that more of you will, because it really is a meaningful marker of the journey, and really, the service isn’t that depressing, at all.  It’s kind of sweet.

     But why didn’t that notion pack ‘em in?  Did you even know that there was a Lenten journey to be on?  Maybe so.  I think one of thinks that all of us are learning in our processes around here, myself included, especially me, perhaps, is that we can do better on all kinds of levels, at communicating what it is that we’re trying to do, why we’re here—helping to remember what all this churchy stuff is all about.

      Well it turns out that having this theme that’s in the book really does track beautifully with the Lenten journey, with the Scriptures today, and it really does fit the season.

For the word “passion” comes from a Latin root word, passio, adapted from a Greek word, pathos, referring to very deep feeling, deeper than feeling, particularly of the painful, difficult, suffering variety.

     Here’s how the American Heritage dictionary defines the word—and the writers don’t sound very happy about it at all, the way it’s described—probably some uptight Englishman—

“any powerful emotion or appetite, such as love, hate, anger, or greed; ardent, adoring love; strong sexual desire; lust…boundless enthusiasm…an abandoned display of emotion!  Gasp!  …such as anger….”He killed her in a fit of passion!”

      Okay, we’re way too nice for all this, aren’t we?  I did not see the movie, “The Passion of the Christ.”  I could not, based on what I had seen of what was in it.  I don’t apologize for that, that’s just the way it is.  “The Passion of the Christ,” though, that film, grabbed many people,  and zeroed in on the meaning of the word.  “Passion”  with a capital P does refer to the sufferings of Christ, in the period from the last supper to the end of his life, including the awful event of the crucifixion.  So, like it or not (and we do need it, whether we like it or not, I believe), our Gospel puts us right in the middle of what we’re about here.  

      (Indicating the cross at the center of the altar)

     I asked the kids today what they can see when they come into the sanctuary.  Well, what do you see?  What can you not help but see, if you can see at all, when you come into our place of worship, but the cross.  Given all this “passion” stuff, do we even want or need to dwell on this?  Can’t worship be about something else, please?

Something nicer, something safer, something less demanding, something more controlled, and civilized, and optional, a take it or leave it kind of thing?

      The short answer is, well, no, not if it’s real worship…it has to include passion, and the Passion.

       “Worship”—let’s break that word down a bit, as we have before.  It’s an Anglo Saxon word “worth-ship”, which simply means “worthy work.”  That’s all it means—work that is worthy, worthy of God, we hope and expect.  So, it’s something that people do, right?

       Well, yes and no—because we believe that it is also something that God is doing in the midst of what we’re doing, through what we’re doing, and yes, sometimes probably in spite of what we’re doing.   The “Who” at the heart of worship is the living God—and the Who at the heart of Christian worship is the living Christ.  

      What we’re in the process of discerning in and around this church family is 

How can we be more vitally connected, more deeply centered, more vibrantly creative and more extravagantly generous (using some of Robert’s adjectives from the book) in sharing what really is this very good news…and this is very good news—challenging, yes, but very good news.

       We are called by the living God, by the loving Christ, into a covenant relationship with God, with Christ.  We are loved, by a love that will not let us go, and will not leave us alone.  We come here, and we do this, and want to keep doing this, if we do want to keep doing this thing called church, worship, because we believe it’s a good and right and joyful and necessary thing to do.  We believe, in fact, that this is what God wants us to do, needs for us to do, because God wants us to remember who we are.

      In our worship, in our worthy work, we want to try to do our best to do justice to this love.  We want to allow God to guide us, allow Christ to teach, and feed, and lead.  We want to allow Spirit to empower, and ennoble, and encourage us—en-courage us—give us courage,

       And yes, I’m part of this civilized, traditional, churchy way of doing church—I like it, obviously, it’s what I do, it’s who I am.  But our civilized behaviors, notwithstanding, we do this because we want to be inspired.  We do, whether we look like it or not, want to be excited.  We want to connect with our passion, and The Passion.

      Because otherwise, what’s the point?  Really.  We can read a book, we can attend a lecture, we can have classes, and studies, and all of this is good, and spend time doing what we do, alone and together here and elsewhere.  This is something else.

      Worship is fundamentally not about thinking…all my words, all our expressed intentions.  Worship is fundamentally about matters of the heart, and I don’t just mean the emotions—the heart.  And that’s why beauty is so important, you know…with whatever senses we have access to, to take in the sensory experiences that are available to us in and through worship—the sound of one another’s voices, in song, the sights, and smells (we don’t have incense, but we have flowers, and bread, and other smells), the textures, the tastes,…

      The realm of the senses reminds that this is not an abstract theological construct—this something real.  And don’t believe, really, that this is some optional, occasional, recreational pastime—although we do want it to be joyful, even fun, worth doing, because it boosts our spirits.

     But the worth-ship that we do, the stuff of it, is supposed to remind us what real life, the life that we live all the other hours of all the other days of the week, is about.

       So yeah, maybe I’m getting a little carried away with all this talk about how important worship it, making too big a deal out of it.

       Well, you can look at me, and consider the source.  This is what I do, this is what I love, this is what I’m called to do.  I have been one of those ridiculously churchy people all my life, and I have eaten it all up with a spoon ever since I could take it in.  I don’t expect normal people to be that way!

      But I’m not entirely alone in needing this, because for thousands of years, almost for as long as we’ve been able to walk on two legs, human creatures of all religious stripes have found it necessary and good to gather together for some kind of prayer, for some kind of receptivity of the spirit, for some kind of ritual behavior that has to do with offering.  Why is that?

      For some reason, for nearly three thousand years, people who call themselves Christian have found it necessary to gather together, to pray, and sing, and hear the words of scripture, and take part in our sacred acts of baptism and communion.  That reason, we believe, is not that we’re so great.   The story of Abraham and Sarah reminds us that’s not what it’s about.   We’re not so great, not so capable, not so deserving.  It’s that God has deigned to engage in covenant relationship with us.  God loves us, and God’s love is what gets us here, what impels us, and we hope, guides us, and opens us, and challenges us, and blesses us through what we do here, and speaks to us through this time, for Love’s sake.

     But why do this Lent thing?  I mean really.  Can’t we just be in Easter all the time?  There are songs that proclaim that every morning is Easter morning, that we are resurrection people, and we live in the truth of the resurrection every single day—and yes, that’s true.

      But these hard and in a way hurtful teachings, these unpleasant and unruly and uncivilized things that the Holy makes us think about—it’s not just because “stuff” happens in life, and we have to deal with that.  There’s something deeper going on about our need, and I hope I’m not overemphasizing this one little passage, which got quoted in last week’s Epistle.

     It’s worth hearing again (from page 18 of Five Practices):

     “People need to know God loves them, that they are supreme value, that their life has significance.  People need to know that they are not alone, that when they face life’s difficulties that they are surrounded by a community of Grace, and that they do not have to figure out entirely for themselves how to cope with family tensions, self-doubts, periods of despair, economic reversal, and the temptations that hurt themselves or others.

People need to know the peace that runs deeper than an absence of conflict, the hope that sustains them even through the most painful periods of grief, the sense of belonging that blesses them, and stretches them, and lifts them out of their own preoccupations.  People need to learn how to offer and accept forgiveness, and how to serve, and be served. 

As a school for love (I love that phrase), the church becomes a congregation where people learn from one another how to love.  People need to know that life is not having something to live on, but something to live for, that life comes not from taking for oneself, but by giving of oneself.  People need a sustaining sense of purpose.”

     Yeah, we do.   And you certainly don’t get all of what you need here, in this one hour.  We hope that what we do here spurs us to stay conneted to the source, throughout the week, but all that we are about is love.

      I love many things about my friend Rev. Bobbi Kaye Jones, our new district superintendent.  One thing is that in every communiqué, there’s a quote of the week.

Here’s one, it’s a beauty:

      “It’s about love, love, love (I know, some of us are hearing Beatles lyrics!), from the moment you’re born until the moment you die, every second, every minute, every hour, every day, every month, every year, every decade, and in every moment in between, God is teaching you and me the same thing—to be like God, to fully the most loving person that God can make of us.  That’s what it’s all about.  If anyone asks you what it’s all about (including what we’re doing right here and now), it is about love, learning to love with the love of God.”  From a Lutheran pastor named Edward Marquart, Grace Lutheran Church, Seattle, Washington.

      Isn’t that the sweetest thing…nothing you haven’t heard before.

    So that’s the passion we’re talking about.   And some of the symbols that surround us here, I’d love for you to pay more attention to.  And in an upcoming Epistle, you’ll hear more about this, but I’m really grateful to Toni Silver for giving us some renewed or brand new insights into some of what our symbols signify.

      The shape of our very sanctuary…did you know that the layout is in the shape of a cross?  This is a traditional, neo-Gothic way of creating a sanctuary.  It draws you in, obviously, to the altar, and draws you up into awareness of the cross, and the love of Christ, as our central focus.

      The altar is made (I love this, I’ve been here seven years, and I’ve never thought about this) of separate pieces of wood.  And feel free, any of you…this is not some holy of holies where only the people doing the work can come, this is your church, so feel free after worship or any time to explore up here, or anywhere in the sanctuary.  Separate pieces of wood, set apart from each other, can serve as a reminder that we’re all broken, individually, as communities.  The cross in the center can pull us together.

      The beautiful carvings on the altar rail, done in 1980, were created as a memorial to a beloved member, Yvonne Easton.  I want those of us who are newer to the fellowship to hear some of these stories, because it’s part of our story, too.  Yvonne was a longtime member of the community; her children wanted a memorial for her.—but while she was still living,  Toni was able to share the pictures and the plans, and Yvonne was able to embrace what was coming.  That is precious.

      So those who knew her, every time they see these, it’s a living memorial to that life, and its value.  

      Then there’s the story (more detail to come about that) of Tom Webber’s labors to put those carvings into place…much trepidation, but a good result.   That’s the kind of stuff that goes on all the time to make worship, that you don’t see.

       The carvings on the wall were done in memory of Byron Wade, the father of a former pastor.  Our kids saw all kinds of things in these today…one of the things we can see is a stylized person, and I love this—you can’t tell if it’s a grown man, woman, boy or girl…but a person who represents all of us…holding a tiny flame.  And we’re all responsible for holding that flame, not just for ourselves, but for each other, and for the world.  Beautiful.

     See over here (the other panel on the wall behind the altar).  I can see water, and the sun, and it looks stormy, and the boat is small.   And the mast is in the shape of the cross.

Life can certainly feel like that, for many of us, for many of God’s children—but we can navigate by that love, and help each other get through whatever our storms are.

      The metal cross on the lectern was done by a man named Jim Phinney, a car body shop metal worker, who worked most of his life restoring wrecked cars (I like the sound of that), and this is bittersweet, too—it was finished shortly before he died, unexpectedly, of a heart attack.  So Toni cut out the wood behind it to mount it.  Then when another pastor came, he was bothered by the lopsidedness of the sanctuary (nothing on the pulpit), and he asked Toni to “fix it., please, “ to make it more symmetrical.

     So she did what brilliant creative people can do (I can’t imagine this, but I so admire this gift in others), she cut a burning bush out of a piece of white paper as a patten, and then cut it out of aluminum…what a wonderful thing…and then a metal artist helped her, and here’s this lovely balance.

      You know the symbols of cross and burning bush, and how they come of of scripture and come alive here to remind us of how that Word can get to us, and work through us.

      Bobbi Kaye’s quote for this week was from Rumi.  You’ll probably like this, those of you especially who didn’t come for ashes on Ash Wednesday….”Lose the ashes; keep the fire!”  

      You see, we are surrounded by ways of engaging our awareness.  We’ve talked about this before—the windows, that don’t let us forget that there’s a world out there, that we’ll go out of here to serve.  And holy awakeness—that’s the worthy work that you bring to worship.  I know you don’t all want to get up here and read or sing, though we’re always looking for more singers, and I hear some pretty voices out there…I know that this part of things is not everyone’s calling.

     But the worthy work of worship is to be as present as you can be, and to be as present throughout every day, every minute of every day, in that love that won’t let us go, and won’t leave us alone.

     And just like Abram and Sarai, given new names, we’re given our true name, too, whenever we remember.  Now each of us has a unique, precious name—and all of us have the same name, and it is this:  Beloved.

       That is your name.  That is my name.  That is every human being’s name…and it is our task, and our honor, to remind every person of their name.

      That’s why we come here.  That’s why we worship.  And we want it to be joyful, and full-filling, and nourishing, and all the things that we need.

       Have you ever been in love?  Raise your hand if you’ve ever been in love.  Well, at some moments in my life, I’ve said being in love makes you stupid.  But we really love using those “in love” images, do we not, to refer to the walk of faith, and for some very good reasons, because we wish to be carried by something so powerful that it causes us to say something like, I don’t know….”I would die for you!.”   Have you ever said that in a “fit of passion”?    

       That’s precisely it….that is precisely the point—that falling in love with God, staying in love with God, allowing ourselves to be carried by and led into ongoing covenant relationship, practicing on each other, and with all others—that’s all we have to do.

      I’m glad you are here.  I’m glad you “sprang forward (daylight savings time) to do that with me, this week.

    Amen.

