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At the very core of what it means to be Christian is the truth that somehow, in a way we do not understand, we are a chosen people for a chosen purpose.  That means that we have not found God and decided to follow God, but God makes us, finds us, nurtures us, and draws us to the divine self.  Those are hard words for us in the first years of the twenty-first century, where self-determination and freedom of choice have become our by-words and even our shampoo is chosen to reflect our station in the world, but these are God’s words and we do well to remember them. 


Throughout history, God has chosen and called whoever God wished to accomplish a divine purpose in the moment, and most times we would not agree with God’s choice. Jacob the wily, cunning, sneaky usurper was chosen over his brother Esau.  Joseph, the youngest of twelve brothers, delivered them all from famine.  It was not an elegant Aaron but a stammering Moses who would receive the Law and lead God’s people out of slavery into freedom.  The judges of Israel, not a single shining light among them, led Israel through many dangers to God’s promise. David, once again the youngest of his family, was called from a shepherd’s fields to become King of Israel. The prophets, accused of drunkenness, living on the edge of society, brought God’s word to Israel in times of need.   And a man from a small town in a remote corner of the world has most clearly shown us the face of God. And, in the process, he chose disciples not from the ruling class, but from the seashore, the tax collector’s bench and the roadside.  


Why are we so surprised to hear the words of Jesus when he says to us, “I have chosen you”?  At some personal risk I turn your attention now toward the one standing in the pulpit—to me.  Am I here because I have a better understanding of God’s purpose in the world than many of you?  Here because my righteousness far exceeds that of the people to whom I preach?  Here because I am a nicer guy, a gentler spirit, a better sport?  No, none of that brings me here.  Rather, I’m here because I am answering a call to be here, just as you are in your own lives, answering a call to be in that place.  


Let’s trust for a minute that my last point settles any question you may have had about vocation and deserving.  And let’s turn to the question of the purpose of our calling.  Do you think God calls us to a confined community that spends its time making its walls better and stronger?  Could it be that God calls us to a life of prayer for ourselves and our own salvation?  Would God call us to a vertical relationship with divinity that excludes the people around us?  Is it that God calls us to a certain level of splendor that we deserve because we are his people?  None of this rings true.  

God is not so much interested in the politics of our church and the piety of our worship as in what we as a community, dedicated to God, are accomplishing in the church and in the world according to God’s purpose.  This understanding would lead us to believe that you can judge a church not so well by how its members act when they are inside as when they are outside its worship service.  What they are doing to change the world, what they are doing to bring God’s peace to those outside the club who have not yet heard the call, those who have not yet felt the grace of God’s presence.  What they are doing to build up those with whom they share community.


To make this all more personal, Jesus reminds us today that we are appointed to go and bear fruit. He tells us that we are no longer servants, but brothers and sisters.  The down-side of that new rank is that we are called to make the same sort of sacrifice that Jesus made.  That is, to be the brothers and sisters who are to bear the fruit of Christian community.


At this time of year I spend a few evenings strolling through some of the nurseries and garden centers in town, trying to decide what I want to plant in my flower beds.  I always choose a few annuals. That’s not a really big decision.  They only last a year and what I mess up this year I can fix next year.  Next, I choose some perennials for splashes of seasonal color and focus.  I will be a little more careful in choosing those because they cost a little more and they take time to become established.  In some gardens I have needed height and shape.  There, I have determined to plant a tree or two in those places.  


So, I walk through these nurseries and look at the sorts of trees that are available.  Being genetically cheap, I want to get my money’s worth out of whatever tree I finally buy, but I want it to be an honest tree.  Not a thing that isn’t what it seems.  The trees I’ve seen out there that puzzle me most are things called ornamentals.  Those trees that began as perfectly good garden variety trees.  They flowered, they leafed out, they bore fruit that bore seeds, they turned color in the fall and went dormant, so that they could do the whole thing again next year.  But then we humans got a hold on these perfectly good trees, and we decided that we would like for them to smell sweeter, to blossom earlier, to exhibit more color, to keep a particular shape.  


These were fine ideals, but each had its cost and, once accomplished through a process of cross pollination and engineered evolution, we were left with a beautiful, flowering, shapely tree, which could easily become the focus of an entire garden, while not producing one solitary thing.  Thus was born the tree we call ornamental.  And I think it is interesting we still call these trees by the name of the fruit they should have once produced if we had simply left them alone.   Having said all this, I have always harbored a secret desire to plant an ornamental plum in my back yard, but it just seems unnatural.  


I guess for me it seems just as un-natural that we have cross-pollinated our own religion with the values of our culture until what we often see in the church today is a sort of ornamental Christianity.  We blossom early, we smell sweet, we stay in the boundaries of a proper shape; we look like the catalog picture of what a church should be.  But in the end we don’t bear much fruit. 


Now one of the ancient secrets of gardening is that you can only reap what you sow.  And it matters not how you prune it, how you water it, how much manure you stack around it, how you talk to it and cherish it.  You cannot gather fruit from an ornamental tree.   One of the ancient secrets of the Kingdom is that God doesn’t need ornamental trees.   I suspect that God cares very little for how we look, or sound, or behave as we gather together week by week.  What God cares about is the fruit we produce; the differences we are making to community inside and outside these walls.  


Are we waking up to the fact that an entire continent seems to be dying of AIDS? Are we satisfied with the care the homeless around us receive from government agencies?  Are we welcoming, not just tolerating, but are we welcoming, those who come to this place looking for a church home, regardless of how different they may be from us?  Are we pushing the envelope of possibilities for this parish family? Are we using our personal and shared financial gifts to help in the most abundant and creative ways possible?  Are we as interested in the lives and issues of the young people, even the young parents of this congregation, as we are in our position inside these walls?  These are questions of vocation, these are questions not of our choosing God but of God choosing us and of what God has for us to do.  These are questions that will determine the sort of fruit we will produce for the kingdom of God here and now.  The seeds are here.  Over the years you’ve challenged universities and dioceses, governments and bureaucracies and each other, to see that God’s work is done in our part of the garden. That is a part of your heritage that we must remember if we are to be faithful to our calling.   But look around us.  The soil is ready. Our neighborhood knows us as a place of feeding and caring for the needy.  But are we ready?  Are we willing to be more involved in other people’s lives?  Are we willing to believe that we are chosen by God for a particular time and place and ministry?  Are we willing to be less the ornamental and more the garden variety tree that God needs?   The fundamental question is, “Why has God put you in this place at this time, and for what purpose?”  I believe that each of us is here for a reason, and my work with you is to discover those reasons together.  

     
Through the ages God has called us.  The clever and the not so clever, the well placed and the not-so-well placed, the able and those the world calls “disabled.”  And from all walks of life, from every family, language, people and nation, men and women have risen up to be God’s people.  They have risen up in response to God’s call.  They have risen up as willing avenues of God’s grace.  They have risen up to bear the fruit that is the sign of that same community once formed in Antioch where, out of God’s call and their willing response, was born the name Christian.


My sisters and brothers, we bear that name, for this time and for this place.  But will we be ornamental or fruit bearing?  At the very core of what is means to be Christian is the truth that somehow, in a way we do not understand, we are chosen people for a chosen purpose. 

“You did not choose me, I chose you.” Will our answer be ornamental?  Or will it bear the fruit of our calling? 
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