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John 6:37

“Everything that the father gives to me will come to me, and anyone who comes to me I will never drive away.”

I have been thinking as we begin to work toward our first fall program together about how it is that we who are so different are one.  What binds us? What unties us? What keeps us together?  And, as I was thinking these things I came to remember a time six years ago when I was able to attend the Church’s General Convention in Denver, Colorado.  God had so much for me to learn there.  Those days spent with the larger church were full of wonder for me.  As I stood on the floor of the display hall I played a little game.  How much difference could I see standing in one place?  To the one side there was a booth of generation X-ers, huddled around computer screens checking their e-mail from home and publishing a comical “Daily” containing their impressions of the whole event. Down the aisle was a gentleman dressed in Tudor era priestly garb, expressing a dedication to the traditional way of doing church.  There were booths representing the varied ministries of the larger church, musicians, liturgists, booksellers. The makers of church arts were hawking their wares.  A very old nun in a full habit passed by me and not a minute later a novice monk hardly twenty-five.  There was color everywhere, banners, signs and slogans.  There were different opinions floating in the air about everything, from what color should be seen during advent, to how children should be exposed to scripture.  At the end of one long aisle, a group dedicated to changing a person’s sexual orientation though earnest prayer was set up right next to a booth dedicated to the prayerful inclusion of people of different sexual orientations.  The Church’s national offices from New York had a big booth, as did most every seminary you’ve ever heard of and some that seemed to be invented just for the occasion.  


People began to notice their watches, as if they were expecting something to happen, and the whole monstrous hall began to empty through a large door at one corner.  We all walked through that door, passing under a picture of Jesus with outstretched arms that, as I approached, I recognized to be a mosaic of literally thousands of photographs of different members of our communion.  Through that door the mood changed. Visiting and reunion gave way to a hushed sense of reverence as we all passed by and dipped our fingers in huge glass bowls of water that represented the baptism that makes us one.  We gathered at pre-assigned tables where we made new friends from across the nation and throughout the world and we were called to worship with familiar but stirring words, “Blessed be God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.”  A thunderous response rang out as from one voice, as three thousand people responded, “And blessed be his Kingdom now and forever, Amen.”  Some people said “God’s” instead of “His,” but no one seemed to care.  We came to that common moment of Eucharist that reminds us that we are one, and for that moment we were.  No arguing, no banners, no special interests, no concern that someone’s voice was being heard above our own.  We were one.  And I thought, If God can weave one church from all this excess opinion, if God can take people from so many different strains and stories and backgrounds and pull them together in worship, then this must be the God of creation and redemption and guidance. We listened to the scripture for the day and we listened to the presiding bishop preach beautifully on it, and then we sat at tables with these new friends and compared notes on what we heard from the scripture, from the Bishop, and from God.  Then more familiar words began the Eucharistic prayer and we moved to stations around the room to receive bread and wine.  As I moved from the station I could see one of my assistants, a few tables over, heading toward his communion minister.  My Bishop at the time passed close to us. Friends from Colorado and New York, Boston and Panama, and one priest I have known for years but never liked, were all moving to receive this bread and wine, and my heart leapt as if I were wrapped up in the tightest blanket of a family reunion where all manner of things would be well.   We received, we sang, we passed the peace and we went back into the hall full of color and movement and opinion.

Sometimes I wonder what it would be like to live in a faith community with more clearly marked boundaries, lists of rules where everyone knows what to do, when to do it and to what extent it will be acceptable.  Once in a while I even wish that our church had better press, so that I would not have to explain who I am and what I believe to every other person I meet outside these walls.  Some days I wish that God had called me to an easier track toward the kingdom, but that is not the call I have received, nor the call you have received.  Jesus calls us, o’er the tumult and sometimes through it.  Jesus calls us to work at building community with people with whom we only agree about one thing, that Jesus is the true bread that came down from heaven.  From that hinge in our relationship we will work out our politics, our moralities, our opinions, our hopes and dreams for the church.

You see, there are days when I wish Jesus had called me into a religion where I didn’t have to think so much.  But here we are, strung between font and table that border this holy union, a union which at its best lays all our opinion at the altar as we walk away with just the smallest amount of bread and wine.    What do we say when families bring their children here for a sacrament of new birth?  Can we tell them that life here will always be peaceful?  No. Can we assure them that the church will always be fair in what it asks of you or me?  No. Can we promise that they will get their way, that they will find a congregation that agrees with them about everything, or that they will ever have all the answers they need about God and faith and the kingdom in this life?  No. We can’t even come close.  But what is in our power is to promise them that we will be with them in the struggle to find God’s way in their precious holy lives.  We can pledge to support them in their life in Christ wherever Christ takes them.  We can vow to stand by them as we continue in the Apostles’ teaching and fellowship in the breaking of bread and in the prayers.  And in the end that will be enough, and the church in its great richness will provide for them everything they need.  

The very lesson that we hear today is used by some to suggest that you have to be inside the fold, thinking like the rest, lock-stepping with the majority, to make it to God’s kingdom. But, after a number of years I have come to discover that the church is a bit like a growing marriage.  The first years seem to be spent trying to mold our partner into just the spouse we would like him or her to be. Imposing our opinion, our will, our needs on the other so that we somehow feel that they are like us.  But the great richness in any marriage only comes when we give up on changing the other, when we recognize how our lives are enhanced and strengthened and nurtured by the very differences that we spent so many years trying to stamp out.  Diane and I arrived at this new state of grace just last Tuesday, OK, so maybe it’s next Tuesday, but it is the struggle that makes any marriage great.  It is the blending of gifts and talents, playing to our partner’s strengths that builds strong families.  And maybe that is the very same thing that God is telling us builds a strong church, to hear the voice of the spirit from the most unlikely places.  

Some days, I would like to have a simpler path to God, and I’ll just bet that you would too.  But we follow Jesus, the very Jesus that gave himself as living bread that came down from heaven.  We follow Jesus: the same Jesus who allowed a Samaritan woman to win an argument about who is in and who is out when it comes to God’s grace and favor. We follow Jesus, who welcomed children into his arms, children who had no rights, no representation, and no champion in the culture they called home, Jesus, who healed on the Sabbath because human pain weighed more than the letter of the law. We follow Jesus, in whose shadow the Apostle Paul would say there are no more Jews nor Greeks, no slaves nor free, no men nor women, but that all are one in Christ.  We follow Jesus, and if we would follow, if we would invite others into God’s family, we had better be serious about how we live in the world.   This road is not easy, but it is God’s road.  It will not be without strife but it will take us to a kingdom.  And when we learn to hear and respect the voice of God in everyone we meet, in every difference that we uncover, when we discover that there is a strand of God’s nature in each person, no matter how different from us; when we begin to understand that in us and through us and around us God is building a kingdom that is forever, then we will follow Jesus. 

 “Everything that the father gives to me will come to me, and anyone who comes to me I will never drive away.”

Amen.
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