Proper 11 - Year B - 7/23/2006

Preached at Harvard Epworth UMC

Fringe Benefits

So here I am, standing before you in a town I am just beginning to learn, speaking from a pulpit I’ve never listened to before, teaming up with a delightful group of clergy whom I have for the most part only met this morning. Still our connection and identity is not so much in how well we know each other: that will come with time.  Our connection is in this God we follow, this God who comes to live among us, who will not leave us alone, who hounds us across time and space, reminding us of a divine love that is never quenched. This God who sends us out to win a world and calls us away for times of rest and refreshment. This very God continues to create us and redeem us and sustain us.  That, and an old book full of stories, is just about all we really have in common, but it is surely enough.        

I wonder some days about this Revised Common Lectionary: it is a great idea for all of us, in different traditions, to be reading and reflecting on the same story each week, but to get there this lectionary moves some things around, leaves some things out, and changes the order of things in such a way as to confuse even those who think they know what the New Testament is trying to say.  Today is no exception, because right here in the middle of this lesson from the gospel there is a tiny little exclusion, an absence of a few things here that might better have been mentioned.  The little things I’m talking about are the feeding of the five thousand and Jesus walking on water.  Now, I would guess that none of us would categorize these as incidental passages to pass over in a Gospel lesson.  But there it is, now that I have whined about it, I am content to preach on the section apportioned to this day.   So Jesus calls the disciples away for a time of rest.

Let me start by giving you a little advise.  If you are ever standing around in a group with Jesus and the disciples and the Lord says, Come away to a deserted place all by yourselves and rest for a while, pack extra bandages, provisions, water, blankets and maybe enough food for a few thousand who might drop in. A digital camera would be handy, some recording devices perhaps.  For all his wisdom and foresight and holy vision, Jesus doesn’t seem quite able to predict or to control the waves of people who want to be near him. Even with the removal of the aforementioned miraculous passages, this weekend retreat takes on the character of a forced march, a traveling carnival.  There are people everywhere all but falling over each other to stand close to the messiah. Suddenly the deserted countryside is teeming with humanity: all because of Jesus.  All because they know that to be near Jesus is to be changed, to be healed and empowered, to be loved.  You cannot keep the people away when they know that Jesus will appear.  

I don’t know many churches today that have a horrific crowd control problem.  Maybe it is because the people don’t expect Jesus to appear.  Maybe they are not crowding in because we have forgotten that, where we are, God appears.  Maybe we have come so far along the road of Christianity that we have come to believe that we have some other identity, some better heritage than to simply be the Body of Christ. But, if we are the body, we have forgotten to tell the teeming masses around us, these crowds who, just as once in Galilee, are moving and shifting and waiting for an experience of the Holy, waiting for the very things we have found in this God who takes us into the countryside for a rest and brings the rest of the world along for the ride.  

We humans do not experience God the same, not even within our sub-divided families of like faith.  But what would it be like if we could all agree on just a few things?  What would it be like if we could all agree that we, all of us in our worshipping communities, comprise just the fringe of the garment?  What if we believed that touching the community of faith brings healing, enlightenment and inner peace?  What if we began to say that this is what we have to offer.  Our own lives, changed, bound together, and offered for the changing of others.  

 Maybe we in the church are making our own work too difficult.  We tirelessly study the demographics, churn the figures, contemplate new programs to make everyone feel welcome within our walls, but what if this emphasis on getting it right is the very thing that keeps us from actually getting it right?  What if God’s real call to us is not to become churches that reflect the community, but to become churches where our lives reflect this Christ the community longs to see. When we begin to become the body of Christ, when we begin to treat each other with the respect due the messiah, when we really begin to live as people of justice and mercy, when we step out of our comfortable well-worn paths to become instruments of change in the world by giving ourselves for it, when we put less emphasis on who we are and more emphasis on this God that gathers us, when we will allow ourselves to become the fringe of God’s garment, then the masses will reach out to touch us too.  Then we will have issues of crowd control.  Then we will be overwhelmed by the teeming humanity that waits to touch our communities of faith.  And with the disciples we will step back in awe and wonder at what God is doing with the gift of our lives.

AMEN          
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