Sermon for Washington Island Forum                                                                         July 6, 2004

Text: Ephesians 2

I hate to interrupt your vacation, but we have something to consider before we begin swimming, sunning, reading the six books we all brought that we have been trying to get into for six months, fish boiling, and lounging around with family and friends.

It is the text laid before us, from Ephesians, the one just read for you. 

Familiar story for us. Some people say the familiar does not give us an opportunity to experience ideas or thoughts in a new, fresh way. Same thing, over and over. Have French toast with fresh strawberries for breakfast every morning, day in and day out and pretty soon, you don=t even taste the deliciousness of it.

Could it be that way with scripture? Could it happen, after hearing the stories of God, some of us since we were small children, babies, day in and day out, that our palates have grown flat and the stories are tasteless?

It=s possible. And we who have a public calling of telling the story through word and song and music in a way that draws hearts closer to God know what that means.

When there is a wedding, for instance, we who stand up and lead the rite of marriage, is it possible, God, to pull out something fresh and new. The same texts, the same music, the same nervous groom and same wide-eyed brides, the same violet or teal or burgundy dresses and tuxes with matching cummerbunds.

While the wedding party=s appetites may be at an all time drooling high, the preacher=s and musicians may be glazed over, like a do-nut, embalmed, dead in a tomb.

And even that beautiful passage from Paul, AIf I have not love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging symbol@ goes right over our ears, like a smooth stone skipping over the flat, seamless water.

Even at funerals, that tender time of grief and remembering, we can just say the words with a high gloss from Romans, ANeither height nor depth, nor principalities, nor things to come - nothing can separate us from the love of Christ Jesus.@ Or even the story of the resurrection of the dead - nothing. It can have no meaning for us. Because we have said them so much and told that story os many times before.

It can happen with folks who are not leading worship too. 

And that=s a shame when that happens. Because sarcasm can come from that. And then sullenness. Albert Borgmann, professor of philosophy at the University of Montana says that we are a nation with a Asullen@ mood - like a bunch of teenagers. When it gets like this, and I submit to you that it does, ministry can take on all the joy of writing the pastor=s page for the monthly newsletter.

So, too, it could happen with this text before us. It=s possible. AFor by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God - not the result of works, so that no one may boast. For we are what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life.@
The heart of the story of Jesus is the story of grace. I say this because I am a Lutheran, but moreover, a Christian person and grace and I go way back. A little over half a century ago, our relationship began around a baptismal font at Sugar Creek Lutheran Church.

We got so much grace talk from our pastor as I was growing up, that church, I figured out, was invented solely as a vehicle for grace. So was Jesus for that matter. On days in the ministry when things are coming apart at the seams, I can appear oddly confident and serene. Friends attribute it to working out or experience in ministry. But there is a better truth: I am a servant of grace and its gotten to me.

As we think about discipleship in the new century, one possible lens we could see it through it through the lens of grace. What could be easier than to speak to a bunch of folks at Washington Island about grace, I thought.

And this is because most Christians don=t see God as a high school principle in a gray suit who never remembered your name but is always leafing unhappily through your files. 

But on the other hand, God just doesn’t come and touch us with a magic wand, like Glinda the good witch, and give us what we want all the time.

Grace is different from all that. Grace is an anvil that has worn out a lot of hammers. The hammer of sin attempts to wear down the anvil of grace, doesn’t it? To speak of grace without sin doesn’t work. To do this is to trivialize the cross of Jesus Christ, which cheapens the grace of God that always comes to us with blood on it.

What had we thought all that writhing and ripping on Golgotha was all about? To speak of grace is to look squarely at these realities, without the painful acknowledgment of our own sin and its effects, is to shrink grace to mere embellishment of the music of creation, to shrink it down to mere grace note.

But to speak of sin all by itself, to speak about it apart from the realities of grace, is to forget th resolve of God. God wants shalom and will pay any price to get it back.

Human sin is so stubborn, but not as stubborn as the grace of God and not half so persistent, not half to ready to suffer to win its own way.

Moreover, to speak of sin by itself is to misunderstand its nature: sin is only a parasite, a vandal, a spoiler. Sinful life is partly depressing, partly ludicrous caricature of genuine human life that God wants us to live.

Of course, not everybody thinks this way. Gary Wills, in his book about Ronald Reagan says that Reagan never believed in original sin. He found it, Auncheery.@
To simply concentrate on our rebellion, defection, and folly - to say to the world, AI have some bad news and I have some bad news@ is to forget the center of the Christian faith is not our sin but our Savior.

In short, for the Christian church, to ignore, euphemize, or otherwise mute the lethal reality of sin is to cut the nerve of the Gospel.

You know how it goes. We go to that ancient treasure trove of liturgies and Christian practices and make them palatable for consumption. Dragging our best resolve across the room, dressing it up to look like church and worship only to have it bear little or no resemblance to the parabolic and cross-bearing life we are invited to lead.

So churches cut the confession of sins - too depressing. They take out the cross from art in the church - it=s only one of many symbols, as Gary Hybal at Willow Creek says. If you go only to praise service after praise service - your understanding of the depth and riches of Christ will be shallow. And I don=t even want to talk about two days ago - it was July 4th and what churches and worship did with all of that.

The sober truth is that without full disclosure on sin, the gospel of grace becomes impertinent, unnecessary, and finally what Luther called, Athe full rebellion of the most odious kind.@
Today=s lesson says, AHear this well, church: there is no possibility that you can earn your own salvation as a reward for your obedience. It is a gift and that gift was given to you in the name of Jesus who died on a cross.@
Know this salvation is a gift and that this Jesus died for sinners. Died for warm-blooded, garden variety sinners, not just those who have prettied up their acts and have books to sell about the old says.

It is with this text that Jesus enters center stage on all the discussions in our days that follow for this forum. The Jesus of grace steps out onto stage, looks around, eyes up the people whom are called Abeloved.@ The lights dim - the audience leans forward a little - something is going to happen.

Look, Jesus has sent his servant, Paul, to speak the word to us this morning. He knows about the topic for the Washington Island Forum this summer. He knows about church and culture. Paul=s got a good handle on one of the key questions for this week:

Can Christian faith be sustained for long without the support of a nurturing Christian culture. By the word “culture” Paul does not mean high culture, like Bach=s B-Minor Mass. 

He means the “total harvest of thinking and feeling,@ to use T.S. Eliot phrase - the pattern of inherited meaning and sensibilities encoded in rituals, law, language, practices, and stories that can order, inspire, and guide the behavior, thoughts, and affections of a Christian people. 

When one understands culture in this way, the classical distinction between Christ and culture, popularized in H. Richard Niebuhr=s 1950's book by that title, gives us little help. Some have observed, accurately in my view, that one difficulty with his analysis is that Aculture@ is really another term for “world,” the unredeemed territory in which humans live.

For Niebuhr the question is how the gospel, Christ, can penetrate the world, culture, without losing its distinctive character. 

It seems to me, and to others who think about this stuff, that the deficiency with the Christ and culture scheme lies not in Niebuhr=s understanding of culture, but in his view of Christ. For Niebuhr, Christ is a theological idea and for most of his work we have this analysis of the relation between this theological idea and culture. Niebuhr is pretty quiet about the actual historical experience of the church, about what is called “culture on the ground,” about institutions such as the papacy and episcopy, monasticism and ordering of civic space. Why is there a church on the village square in the middle of town?

But Christ entered history as a baby, and then formed a community, a society, not simply as a disembodied message. The form taken by the community=s life is Christ within society. God help us - we ARE his body!

The church is a culture in its own right. Christ does not simply infiltrate culture; Christ creates culture by forming another city, another kingdom with its own social and political life.

In fact, the first Christian communities did not concentrate on how to communicate the gospel to an alien culture but instead did their level best to nurture the Church=s inner life. Christians were fashioning a communal public identity that would endure over the generations.

Through art, ordering of communities, liturgical calendar, and those words, they are so important, the language of the faithful a community and culture was created.

Culture lives by language, and the sentiments, thoughts, and feelings of a Christian culture are formed and carried by the language of scripture. St. Augustine believed that there was a distinctively Christian language. He considered the term “martyr” to be a word sanctioned by the Bible and hallowed in early Christian usage. 

He said that it would be “contrary to the usage of the Church” to replace it with the conventional Latin term for hero, vir.

There are some words in Christian culture that are simply irreplaceable. Words and phrases as “obedience,” “grace,” “long-suffering,” “image of God,” “suffering servant” “adoption” “will of God” - when used again and again - form our imagination and channel our affections. 

This is only one example to show the thick texture of Christian culture, the fullness of life in the community that is Christ=s form in the world.

Perhaps nothing is more needful today than the survival of Christian culture, because in recent generations this culture has become dangerously thin. 

At this moment in the Church=s history in this country, it is less urgent to convince the alternative culture in which we live of the truth of Christ than for the Church to tell itself its own story and to nurture its own way of life, the culture of the city of God.

We will hear more this week about discipleship from Dr. Willimon, someone we thank for helping us understand this strange life in the gospel. The effect is in the doing. Intention is like a reed blowing in the wind. It is the doing that counts. 

And discipleship is doing. It is living in the culture of the grace created by God to be our way of life. I call it “graceland.” It is a way of life. If Christ is culture, let the sidewalks be lit with fire on Easter Eve, let traffic stop for a band of people waving palm branches on a spring morning. Then will others know that there is another city in their midst, another commonwealth, one that face and longs to keep the promises of God. 

In telling this story, you better be able to demonstrate its truth. We better be able to outdo the Matrix, Spiderman, Harry Potter and Hogwarts school and The Day After Tomorrow. 

And we better be able to do it not by using special effects, but by incorporating the use of real and astonishing special effects of creation, redemption, and human transformation - all given to us through grace.

We better be able to take, as the Bible does, sin and evil with utmost seriousness and also take the story of the beginning, when God saw the world as Avery good.@ God does not enter creation, at last, as a warrior, but as a servant.

We need to tell not just another story about another culture, but a better one - better because it produces fuller, more peaceful, and more compassionate lives; better not only for me, but also for my neighbor; better because it prepares us more fully to live in the ambiguities of a complex world. Better, in short, because it=s true. And it is in that story and culture of Christ we are called to live. Show us the way that is plain and safe? It doesn’t ever seem that way when Jesus talks about it.

A day or two before I came up here, I phone someone to thank them for helping out with one of our ministries. Actually, she hasn’t done it yet - it is helping out with worship for our confirmation ministry in the fall and I thought it might be prudent to say a word of gratitude before she really does step into the land of middle school youth.

She started to tell me a little what was going on in her life. And the upshot was this: she and her husband, are babysitting a two year old, in addition to having three children of her own. This two year old arrives at her house at 10:00 in the morning and stays until 9:00 every night. The child=s parents are having a rough time of it and this young, small person has little stability in her fragile little life. 

I said, “Why on earth are you doing this?”  I never took the class in sensitivity in pastoral care. And without missing a beat she said, “We made promises.”
I said, “Promises? What ever do you mean? It=s not your child. You have no obligation. You shouldn’t have to burden yourself with that kind of responsibility.” I went on like this for a while, stopping short of saying, “Are you crazy?”
And she said, “Look, this child is not just any child. This child is our god-daughter. We made some promises around the water that day. We made promises. And this child needs me right now. She needs a bit more than a Bible from me on her confirmation day. Isn’t this what god-parents are supposed to do? I mean, what do those promises mean if they don=t mean this, for right now, for this time?”
This culture of grace - it is to be our way of life.

Amen.

