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First Sunday in Cambridge

Isaiah 50:4-9a         Philippians 2:5-11          Mark 15:1-39

What could I have been thinking when I agreed to make this my first Sunday among you?  For surely anything I say about our starting our common life together seems an intrusion into a holy moment, and yet this is where we are.  We are starting our life together today here at the foot of the cross.  Upon hearing that I’d make my preaching debut here today one of my oldest friends said, “I just hope it is more triumphal entry, and less passion and cross.”  But in truth, you and I both know that one never goes without the other. No story is finished, no painting complete, without the inclusion of both light and shadows.   And so we come to this moment long awaited by many of you —long awaited by me: an advent, an entry, a beginning, a start.  I am so grateful to be with you in this holy and historic place, so hopeful for what we will be able and blessed to do together here as priest and people, so interested in learning who you are and what you bring to this table from your experience, what you offer to your God from your life.  I am so humbled by the history and influence of those who have gone before me as leaders in this place, and so pleased to have such able leadership in place as I have come to know in your vestry and search committee, clergy and staff.  

But in the end, and even here in this beginning, this is not about me. It is about us. It is about how we will work and live and celebrate and grieve together, how we will learn the rhythm of one another’s lives and the accents that seem so distant to our ears. It is about how we will strive together to determine, out of all the important things that present themselves to us, which we will be able to influence and accomplish and in what order. It is about how we will interpret the church’s ministry and our several parts in it.  At its depth, this is about all of us.  

I want to thank my Dear Friend Bishop Walmsley, your recent interim, for taking the time to be with us for one more Sunday as I arrive.  Our overlapping in the chancel on this day is an odd thing, it’s highly irregular, something we don’t see often in the church, and I think that is really too bad. Aside from the fact that I have never had the opportunity to share the altar with him, Arthur’s presence here today serves as a symbol of connection, a link between the ministry we share beginning today and the ministry that was handed down to Arthur from Mark, to Mark from Bob, to Bob from Murray, to Murray from Gardiner, and back and back through the history of this place to a certain Mister Apthorp who was handed a sense of pastoral calling and commission by someone whose name we do not know, and who received it from another and another and still another in a chain that reaches all the way back in time to a week in Jerusalem that began with a triumphal entry, moved through days of conspiracy and treachery, and ended in the surprise of an empty tomb, a missing prophet,  and a group of fishermen, tax collectors and misfits who soon would change the world as witnesses of God’s miracle of life and light. 

And so perhaps it is fair to say that not only is this not all about me, it is not really even all about us.  Today we are standing in the footprints, or better perhaps, upon the shoulders of those who began to tell these stories that we have rehearsed today.  They are human stories that tell of a man who loved and lived and taught and gave his life for what he believed in, that God is not far removed but here among us, that love of neighbor was the greatest of the laws, that it is not what goes into us that corrupts us but what comes out of us. He believed that a hillside full of people could be fed from the meager luncheon of a youth.  He believed that all of us are objects of the love of God that we may choose to resist but can never control.  He believed that God’s business is the healing and reconciling of our lives, not judging and punishment. And, he believed that this meager group of disciples, mostly from out in the country, mostly undereducated, mostly unrefined —Jesus reckoned that they would be enough to light a fire in the hearts of those around them that would burn through history, until one day a church that would bear the name of Christ himself would be built on a common, in a little town, in a remote corner of the world called New England.  And as he entrusted a message of love and mercy to them, so it is entrusted—in turn—to us.  

But today is just the beginning of the story.  If you are around here much during this Holy Week, you will see the tables of the moneychangers overturned in the Temple, you will hear the powerful religious of the day distressed at this young upstart from the Galilee.  You will witness a traditional Hebrew Feast of deliverance shared among friends and then given new meaning in an upper room.  You will see the worst cruelty that humanity can muster and you will hear the message delivered from three women, that God’s great and overwhelming light overtakes all things, overtakes even death. That is what we are here to remember in this Holy Week. 

And then, gathering again a week from now, we too will shout for joy at God’s greatest surprise. We too will gather flowers to mark another year’s promise of new life, We too will pledge our faith in this first born of God’s new kingdom, and we too will see that God’s eternal kingdom begins here, begins now, begins for us and for our sakes.  Just like those very witnesses in Jerusalem and just like all those who have walked between their steps and our own, we too will be drawn into a great and epic story of inclusion and salvation and grace.  Perhaps we will learn that this story is just big enough to be all about you, all about me, and all about the God that moves in, between, and through us.

So we begin.  May our great God, who over these past months has given us grace to find one another, give us now the grace to live together as God’s children, giving up ourselves for one another and living as people of God’s good news for a waiting world.

Amen.
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