Is God Among Us or Not?  September 25, 2011

As we began last week, the Sunday sermons through this fall will draw on the biblical texts given us by the lectionary messages through Moses and Paul about what makes for a truly human life in God’s eyes. We live in complex world.  Every day we make choices about our lives, how to deal with our neighbors next door and around the world, our families, schools and communities, what kind of work we pursue and how we carry it out.  Many of you have jobs in public and private services where the decisions you make affect hundreds even thousands of others.  We spend most of our time during the week in life-making, and sometimes life-destroying circumstances.  So what God has to say to us in the small amount of time we gather on Sunday morning should be important.  
Last week I introduced the metaphor of the church is as a "base camp," a place where we can find a place of safety and supply, where we can find both rest and courage before going back out to the heights and the striving, the tumbles and the perils, of human life.  However, base camp isn't a place to be comfortable.  We come together, really, for the sake of our going back out again, in mission to the world that God loves.  The purpose of a base camp is not for people to stay in the base; it’s to go out and climb the mountain.  In worship, as followers of Jesus Christ, we are being equipped by God for being sent to the world.  We are being equipped, you and I, to live our lives in such a way that whatever we do, at work and at play, as citizens and neighbors, God’s work to heal the world is happening through us.  Christians are sent people—to be in the business of regime change, in the broadest sense of that phrase—to point to the the regime change from Pharoah to God, to declare that the totalitarian claims of the powers that would enslave human beings are not the way of the Lord.  God is in the world to heal it from the slave-making powers, and wants free men and women of faith to be part of that story.
The great Exodus story is the paradigmatic human story of this journey from slavery to freedom, a journey people have to make over and over again, as the Jews have taught us in celebrating the Passover every year.  The reenactment of that story in the Seder is the way Jews practice that journey, practice in liturgy the drama of moving from slavery to freedom, practice the way of living that will allow them to imagine a world without Pharoah, lived in and by the grace of God.  It’s the base camp exercise that has sustained the Jews through thousands of years, and the exercise that Christians have inherited when we celebrate Eucharist.  [Walter Brueggemann’s short new book, Journey to the Common Good, is a close reading of the Exodus text and why it’s so important for the modern world to understand and follow that journey again.]  
Last week, we looked at how Moses dealt with one feature of the people’s transition, from slaves to free people, passing through a dangerous wilderness and complaining for the lack of food.  Even though God did give them the food they needed, this time they’re complaining about lack of water.  The stakes are even higher now; it’s not just faith the Jews are struggling with; it’s something deeper, an existential question if ever there was one: “Is God with us, or not?”    

There is so much doubt.  Some clergy misbehave, abuse trust.  Some Muslims, Christians or some Jews or Hindus act atrociously, and people find fault with God and choose to withdraw from what they think faith in God means.  Some people see the doubters and want to fix them. I confess that the written articles and books from the “new atheists” anger me, because I recognize the flaws in thinking they espouse.  So I want to fix them—show them the error of their ways!  Those silly atheists!  Steve Martin wrote the first ever atheist hymn--the entire atheist hymnal on a single page. "Atheists don't have no songs!”  [See it on YouTube  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lFWA1A9XFi8]  
Christians have their hymns and pages,  H’va nagila for the Jews; 
Baptists have their rock of ages, atheists just sing the blues… 
Romantics play ‘Claire de Lune’; born-agains sing ‘he is risen’

But no one ever wrote a tune for godless existentialism, 
Some folks sing a Bach cantata; Lutherans get Christmas trees

atheist songs add up to nada, but they do have Sundays free." 
Moses wanted to fix the people. What shall I do with this people?  Surely, there is something to be done.  We can fix those guys.  We can manage things.  But Is the Lord among us or not? is a fair question.  Brilliant scientists peer through the Hubble telescope and see nothing; the world is in such a mess.  Nietzsche and Dan Brown and their large, loud company keep grabbing the attention of millions. We know from experience that belief is hard, that God seems to have walked off the stage, or worse, is irrelevant. What better question could there be? Is the Lord among us or not? Are we alone?

On the way home from Russia a couple of weeks ago I watched one of the movie selections: Terrence Malick’s The Tree of Life, winner of this year’s Palme d’Or prize, the highest prize the Cannes Film Festival.  It is a gorgeously photographed piece of work, with deeply Christian themes—a visual meditation on the glory of the created world and life within it, yearning for its Creator.  The storyline is about a family in 1950’s Waco TX, and particularly the sons’ relationships with their father and mother.  Malick, who was both the director and screenwriter, narrates in his story the “two ways”—what he calls the way of nature and the way of grace.  The way of nature, is the way of struggle, the way the father in the story slowly inculcates in his sons a sense that they must fight and scrape, as he has, to find and keep the things that make their lives tolerable: money, power, self-esteem.  In contrast, the way of grace, primarily acted out in the character of the mother, is a way that acknowledges sure dependence on bounty, goodness, forgiveness, and beauty, all provided by a hidden power, that remains offscreen.  The title of the movie refers to the biblical Tree of Life, which appears in Genesis and Revelation and therefore brackets the whole biblical story of human life in relation to God.  With stunning visual beauty, Malick’s vision insists on a Presence whose radiance counters all the brokenness, all the fear and sorrow, a Presence whose love in and for all things keeps shining through everything, even through stark and harrowing evil.
The “way of grace” is what Paul urges his little church in Philippi to follow, as they seek to become more and more like Jesus.  The mind that is supposed to indwell the Christians in Philippi is the mind described in the song he quotes in verses 5-11, a mind of humility and obedience, a way of grace.  A kingdom where we "regard others as better than ourselves," and where we "look not to our own interests, but to the interests of others."  And that’s how we’ll know that the Lord is with us.
Is the Lord among us or not?  The people of Israel put the Lord to the test...and most astonishingly, God didn't seem to mind. God welcomed the request and answered the peoples’ needs with abundant water.  God told Moses to take the staff he used at the Nile River and to meet God on the rock at Horeb, from which water would flow when Moses struck it with his staff.  The water they were thirsty for was right there, just under the surface, all along.  God chose to deliver the water -- and the life it symbolized -- out of something that appeared lifeless.  God's actions brought the people life, not death, as they suspected, and the life-giving memory of that experience, and the continuous rehearsal of that memory brought the people of Israel to the sure conviction that out of Egypt and through the wilderness, grace will always find ways to make life out of the unexpected.  
“See the streams of living water, springing from eternal love, 
well-supply they sons and daughters, and all fear of want remove.  
Who can faint while such a river ever flows their thirst to assuage?  
Grace which like the Lord, the giver, never fails from age to age.”
God's grace, the love, is there. We don't have to create it, we couldn't create it, it's just there, set loose when there is a fracture, a break in the surface, a fissure in the hard rock of our controlled reality.  

But the love that is the grace of God is hard for us to grasp, because we are graspers, as Paul suspected when he quoted that hymn to the Philippians.  We want to be in control of the love that God gives us, either by rejecting it, when we feel we are not worthy, or by demanding it when we think we are.  We want to fix other people, rather than counting them as better than ourselves.
 Is the Lord among us or not? Do our actions match our professions of obedience?  Are we of the same mind, having the same love? Are we doing nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regarding others as better than ourselves?  Are we looking to the interests of others?  Are we a shining place of hope and joy for the surrounding community of Arlington and beyond or does the world see Christians bickering and complaining about each other?  What is the fruitful labor in which we are engaged?  What progress has been made, and what joy have we known, together?  What are other churches and people of faith hearing about us?  Do they hear us singing stunningly beautiful songs of grace?

AMEN
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