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Galatians 3:23-29

	Last month, during our trip to St. Louis to celebrate Chris’ graduation I had an “aha moment.”    On Sunday morning we went to Webster Groves Christian Church for his last Sunday with them was an amazing experience for me.    I need to explain that in a break with the usual procedure at Eden Seminary, Chris served Webster Groves for two years instead of the usual one.  And during that time he saw a turnover in the entire staff.   During that time he had worked with the children and youth, he had studied with the staff and met with the Elders.   
	So, it made sense to me that during the Sunday School hour the church ladies put on a nice reception with cookies and punch where people lined up to tell him good bye and wish him well.     I was a little surprised by what happened in worship.   In recognition of Chris’ leaving they gave him a pulpit stole, a really nice check, and then a standing ovation.   It was pretty remarkable.  I’d never seen a church give a minister, especially a student intern, a standing ovation.   Evidently he had done something right.
	In the midst of that it occurred to me that church life is strange.   The practices of the church are unlike those found anywhere else.   Where else do ladies serve punch and cookies?  Where else do organizations give money to departing student interns?  Where else do interns get a standing ovation?  I am quite sure that the watching world looks at the church as a very strange place.
	But at the same time it occurred to me that the church for me is the most wonderful place.   As I reflect across the decades of my life what I know to be true is that the church has always been for me a place of welcome and nurture of forgiveness and encouragement, of hope and healing.   In fact what I find is that for the most part the church has shaped and molded me in the most wonderful and amazing ways.   While I have those lovers’ quarrels with the church, I recognize that the church has most always pointed me at God and allowed me to experience tangibly the love of God.   I am deeply grateful for the church and its influence on my life.  I am sure that without the church I would be a very different person.    

	As I reflect on that I am aware that not everyone has that same experience of the church.  If I am honest I realize that much of my experience of the church is based upon the face that I am a straight, white, male.   If I am honest I have to admit that if I were a gay, black woman, I would probably have a different story to tell. 
 For at least a century it was commonly believed that black people didn’t have souls and therefore could be kept as slaves.   I remember visiting the Cane Ridge church, really the birthplace of our denomination, a small log cabin church in Kentucky with a balcony that was reserved for slaves.   And in that building there were no stairs to the balcony – the slaves were expected to bring a ladder which they climbed up the outside of the building.  Some welcome.
	And I am mindful of the way that the church has treated women.   It’s hard to believe but I was raised when it was understood that all ministers and church leaders were to be men.   Women could teach children’s Sunday School, prepare communion and cook casseroles for church potlucks.  Did you know that the best Southern Baptist preacher today is Annie Graham Lotz, the daughter of evangelist Billy Graham?   But she can’t preach in most Southern Baptist churches because she is a woman.  
	I am mindful of the way that the church has historically dealt with divorced people.   While in Lebanon, Missouri, I remember reading through the church Board minutes and finding a story from the late 1800’s about a couple who moved to town and joined the church.  Then word came that this was their second marriage – and so the church deeming them unfit to be a part of the family of faith removed them from membership.   What is it about divorce that made someone unwelcome in the body of Christ?
	Of course these days there is the matter of sexual orientation.  Let me be honest about this.  Virtually every major Christian denomination is going to split over this issue.   Virtually every mainline congregation will lose members over this issue.   The issue of sexual orientation has polarized America and American Christians.   For most churches and most preachers this is an explosive, no-win issue.   Of course in the midst of the discussion we have lost sight of the fact that there are gay Christians who feel less than welcome in the body of Christ.  In the midst of the discussion there are gay people who are told they are an “abomination to the Lord,” hated by God or at the very least are made to feel less than welcome within God’s family.  
	You realize that I could go on, talking about the groups of people who have been kept out of the church, or if allowed into the church have not been welcomed or allowed to fully exercise their gifts.   I’m afraid the list could be pretty long.
	And do you know what?   You can hardly blame us for the way we are.   One of the gifts of human evolution is that we are wired to divide the world into “them” and “us.”   We are wired to divide the world into people who are like us and people who are different – and we are wired to keep at a distance the people who are different.   
	Janet and Harvey Else raise chickens.   Janet tells me that when they put a black chick into a pen of yellow ones – all of the yellow ones will run away.   Not because the black chick is dangerous, but because it is different.   And while I hate to compare us to chickens, I have to admit that is how we are.   We too are wired to be wary and keep at a distance the people who are different.   That, I’m afraid, is the root of prejudice.
	Of course the interesting thing to me is the lengths that we will go to convince others and perhaps even ourselves that God supports our prejudice.   Look at the history of the church and what you find is all kinds of theological gymnastics done to support prejudice.   The first was about whether gentiles would be allowed in the church.  If God had not intervened decisively on that question, one has to wonder what the church would be like today.  Since then the Bible has been used to keep blacks in slavery, to keep women out of leadership in the church, to prevent mixed marriages, and these days to prove that gays are all going to hell.   I have to wonder if God has a different idea.
	Actually, I don’t have to wonder too much.   For this morning’s text I have chosen a passage from Paul’s letter to the Galatians.   This letter was one of the first that Paul wrote – and probably was the first one that he wrote following the Jerusalem Conference described in the 15th chapter of Acts.   The church in Galatia was in a quandary about the relationship of Jews and gentiles in the church.   There were those who wanted to keep gentiles out of the church.  There were those who were willing to allow gentiles into the church as long as they kept all of the Jewish law.  And there were those who believed that neither Jewish nor gentile Christians needed to keep the Jewish law – or at least much of it.   This letter gives us an interesting peek at the relationship of the first generation of church leaders when Paul reports that when Peter came to visit he wouldn’t eat with the gentiles but only with the Jews.  It would appear that prejudice has been part of the church since its beginning.  
	In response to that situation Paul lets fly with the most amazing theological proposition.   Paul told the Galatians that once they were in Christ they took on a new identity.   Paul told the Galatians that once they were in Christ they were no longer male or female, slave or free, Jew or Greek – but were instead just the “children of God through faith.”  
	Don’t miss his point.   Within the church all of the ways that we use to describe people so as to define them as different from us simply don’t matter anymore.   Within the church, in Christ, we’re all equal, the same, welcome.   Within the family of God we are all the heirs of Abraham’s promise and the children of God.    Don’t miss the point.   In Christ, we’re all just people – God’s people.  
	I find it telling that the only people who Jesus really chewed out were the scribes and Pharisees – the self-righteous, judgmental, church people of their day.   These were the people who believed they could decide who was welcome in God’s presence and who wasn’t.    That awareness keeps me very mindful of my own behavior.   It’s my job to encourage and guide – never to judge.  
	I really like the ending of the 66th chapter of Isaiah in which the prophet, speaking for God, announces that one day God will gather all people together in love and faith.   I find it interesting that in this prophecy there is no mention of the Jews on one side of God’s mountain and the gentiles on the other, or women doing the cooking for the men.   In this prophecy, we are all just people, God’s people gathered in peace and love.  I believe that is how God wants the world to be.  I believe that is the direction in which God is moving the world, slowly, but still moving in that direction.   
	Which brings me back to the church.  Across the last week I’ve spent a little bit of time doing research – asking people who they would like to keep out of the church – if they had the power.  I’ve gotten a lot of different answers and some people actually had the same answer I did.    Given the opportunity the people that I would exclude from the church are the self-righteous, narrow-minded, far-right-wing Christians who seem to offer me nothing but judgment.   I remember a young man from the non-instrumental Church of Christ who came into our church building to count our pianos so that he could tell us how far into hell we were going.   I get so tired of that stuff.   I get so tired of the inflexibility and inability to see things from other’s perspectives.  I get so tired of the idea that God is angry and punishing, just waiting for us to step out of line.   Those are the folks that I’d keep out of the church and away from me.
	But while I may want to do that I am mindful of a piece of advice I once received from a very wise colleague who offered that he believed that every person who walked into the door of the church, every person who became part of the church, was sent there by God.   I don’t know that I believe God forces people to attend this church – but I do believe that God leads every person who walks in our door – even if they come to learn what kind of church they don’t want to belong to.  I believe that every person who becomes a part of this church was led here by God.
	And if God is going to do that, then at the very least my job is to welcome them.   At the very least my job is to offer them hospitality.   My job then is to see them as God sees them – as children of God.  My job isn’t to see people as any particular color or gender or orientation or ethnicity.  My job as a child of God is to see and treat everyone as if they were my brothers and sisters in the faith.   My job is to keep in mind that God’s dream is for all the world to be gathered together in one body in faith and harmony.   
	This is the 3rd week that we’ve had an orange on the communion table.  We haven’t said a word about its meaning and only once have I been asked about its meaning.   I am amazed at your lack of curiosity.   The worship committee has chosen to adopt a symbol used in some Jewish communities at the Passover celebration.  The orange on the table symbolizes a welcome to gay, lesbian, transgender and bisexual people.    
	I realize that for some of you that is a pretty radical thought.   I think about it differently.  It’s not radical enough for me.  I think it is all well and good for us to welcome people of different sexual orientations into our building, into our worship, into our church family and even to the Lord’s Table.  But why do we have to stop there?    Are they the only people who need a symbol of welcome into the body of Christ?   My suspicion is that there are a world of people “out there” who for one reason or another don’t believe that they are welcome here.   My other suspicion is that you and I need to be constantly reminded to keep trying to overcome our natural instinct for fear and prejudice.  
	Will you join me in working to make God’s dream come true?   Will you join me in working toward a world in which people, all people, are understood to be children of God?   Will you join me in working toward a church in which all people who come are seen as gifts from God?  Will you join me in working toward a world in which people are judged according to the way that God sees them?   Will you join me in offering a radically open welcome to the Lord’s Table – believing that it is the symbol of God’s love for us all and is the first place where we will see the dreams of God come true?  Will you join me in making this church that shapes and molds everyone in the love of God?    
4

