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Evidently you people need a new calendar.  You see Easter was last Sunday.   This is the first Sunday after Easter an animal of a whole different breed.   You see last week we served brunch to all comers, this week we'll try and serve you some frozen cookies.  Last week we had baptisms, this week we're still waiting to get all the robes back from the laundry.   Last week we had a big crowd, so big that we had to set up chairs in the lobby, but this week a lot of that crowd is outside enjoying a beautiful Oregon Spring day.  Last week we had trumpets playing during the Call to Worship.   Today our worship returns to it's traditional tone.  


Which causes me to wonder about you people, about what you're doing here?  Why aren't you out in the sunshine and warmth?  Why aren't you walking on the beach or hiking up some trail?  Why aren't you just laying in bed?  What are you doing here?  


You know in years past church attendance was a social norm.   In years past society expected that you would be in church on Sundays.   But those days have past, that norm has gone away.   You could miss church and none of your neighbors would wonder about you.   You could miss church and even the preacher would understand what you doing.   But, yet, you are here.   Why?


Hold that thought in mind as we look at this morning's scripture.  In relative terms this morning's scripture is a little long – a verse over a chapter long.   The letter we call 1st John probably wasn't written by John the Apostle, but probably by a member of a Christian community that looked to that John as their founder.  


This letter is written to address an interesting theological controversy.   The question raised was whether Jesus had actually been human.   Evidently there were those in the community who had come to believe that Jesus was so divine that when he walked across the beach that he left no footprints.  The major thrust of the letter has to do with whether Jesus was actually one of us.   


I hope you'll keep all that in mind as I leave that theological controversy behind and move on to something that I can actually discuss.   I want to point out to you that the word “fellowship” is found 4 times in this section of scripture.  It's found twice in verse 3 and then again in verses 6 and 7.  That's fairly unusual.  The word in Greek for fellowship is koinonia which implies not just friendship but intimacy and even communion.  


I spent some time doing my research and found that I couldn't find a definition of fellowship that I really liked, one that I thought really captured what I think John was trying to say, and so I have written my own.   I believe that “fellowship is an intimate relationship that is marked by honesty, compassion, forgiveness, nurture and trust.”  I'm sure that it is possible to do better, but I think this definition will suffice for my purposes this morning.  


Having done that I want to offer that it comes as no surprise to me that fellowship is about relationship and that both are so important.  We believe that as God exists as Creator, Christ and Holy Spirit that God is essentially a relationship with God's self.  We understand that Jesus taught that the greatest commandments for our lives are to love God and to love each other – and love is a word that describes powerful relationships.  Let me also remind you that sin is anything that destroys relationships.  A sin isn't something that breaks some abstract rule, a sin is something that harms relationships.  Sure, God and Christianity are all about relationship.  


But having said that, I want to take you a step further into what I call the physics of God.   I would draw your attention to how the writer of this letter describes the relationships between our fellowship with God and with each other.  The author of this letter makes a theological statement that I can't find anywhere else in the Bible.  This writer tells his readers that our relationship with God is the same as our relationships with other people and is the same as our relationship with God.  


Which is hard for my mind to understand.  In my experience there are at least two different kinds of relationships.  There is my relationship with God and there  is my relationship with other people and in my experience the two are essentially distinct and separate.  But this writer (can I just call him John?) is telling us that they are one and the same.  My relationship with God is my relationship with others is my relationship with God.  


And getting my mind around all that requires that I redraw my picture of God.  The best way for me to explain this is to tell you about the bulletin that was used at a Maundy Thursday service when I was about 8.  The cover of this bulletin was a picture of God.  And God was an incredibly old man with an long beard, with incredibly long fingernails who sat on a big throne and was making red and black marks in a huge book.   


With some variations that picture of  God is the one that most of us have.  Most of us picture God as being “up there” or “out there.”   Most of us picture God as having some sort of physicality and existing in some location.   But the reality is that God doesn't have a body and doesn't exist in any one place.  God is everywhere.  God is in everything.   God is nowhere and God is everywhere.  In preaching in Athens Paul quoted the Greek philosopher Epimenedes when he said, “In him we live and move and have our being.”  God is in me and God is in that other person and in the wind that blows and in the warm sun.  I can't separate my relationships.  In a very sense all of our relationships are just one relationship.


Which the writer of 1st John then takes to the next step.   John says that we can then evaluate our relationship with God to see what kind of relationships with have with others and we can look at the relationships we have with others to see what kind of a relationship we have with God.   To use the language of John, if we want to see what kind of fellowship we have with God then all we have to do is look at the fellowship we have with others.  If we want to see what kind of fellowship we have with others then all we have to do is look at the fellowship we have with God.


It's at that point that I need to stick in a very personal, subjective note.   I believe that John is absolutely right.  As I think about the history of the world it is my observation that the world's greatest relational advances were led by people operating out of religious motivations; Gandhi, Desmond Tutu, Martin Luther King, jr., Millard Fuller the founder of Habitat for Humanity, Abraham Lincoln, Thomas Jefferson.  It is my observation that the best things in human history have come out of people with some kind of religious grounding.


And it is my observation that there are good people who have great relationships with others and who do lots of good things for others who don't have any relationship with God.  But without a connection with God I often see those folks reaching an end to their compassion and seldom see them acting radically.   I very much believe that our relationship with God provides the ongoing energy to build bridges with others.  Without that relationship, I think people get tired and give up.  


I believe that you and I have to redraw our image of God and take God out of that throne in heaven and come to understand that God is indeed here with us and in us and in all of creation.  


Having said that I very much wish that I could go back to my 8 year old understanding of God and the universe in which I could separate my relationship with God from my relationships with others.   Quite frankly if you begin to see that God really is everywhere and in everyone and that all the relationships of our lives are tied together in one relationships then we find ourselves facing absolutely huge questions and problems that I have absolutely no idea how to solve. 

· Like everyone else I have people in  my life that I don't like – sometimes for good reasons – sometimes for reasons I can't articulate.   Believing that God is present in that person and wanting to live in intimacy with God, what kind of relationship should I attempt to have with that person?

· Like everyone else there are people who just don't like me – sometimes for good reasons – sometimes for reasons I'll bet they can't articulate.  Believing that God lives in us both, and wanting to live in intimacy with God, what kind of relationship should I attempt to have with those people?

· Last Sunday Navy Seals shot and killed three Somali pirates.   As an American I was glad that “our guy” got out alive and the situation was resolved.   But if God was as present in the lives of those pirates as in me, how should I feel about their deaths?

· It's tough to have a relationship with God.   You can't go out for coffee with God.   You can't invite God over for dinner and conversation.   You have to search hard for God.  You have to listen hard for God.   And sometimes God seems to be completely elusive.   How am I supposed to live in “fellowship” with God?

· There are in the world Islamic fundamentalists who would love to see me dead and who pray for the destruction of my country.   Believing that my relationship with them is a measure of my relationship with God, exactly how am I supposed to feel about them?  How am I supposed to react to them?   


You get my drift.  These are only the questions that came off the top of my mind.   I'm pretty sure that given some time I could come up with lots more.  It's amazing.  It all sounds so simple – loving God is loving others – loving others is loving God, but actually living that way is so difficult.  Even knowing how to live that way is so difficult.   As I think about it the image that comes to my mind is that it's like climbing up a mountain that keeps getting steeper and steeper and never seems to end.  


Which may be what we're doing here this morning – even if it isn't Easter morning – even if there are lots fewer people here this week – even if it's the first warm, sunny, Sunday of the year.  We're here to help each other keep moving in the right direction.   My current spiritual formation group is reading the book Beloved by Henri Nouwen.  In that book Nouwen offers that the purpose of the community of faith is to remind people that we are the beloved children of God.   I don't think that's bad – but it strikes me as being incomplete.  


I have to wonder if the purpose of the community of faith isn't also teaching us how to live as children of God.  I have to wonder if the purpose of the community of faith isn't to teach us how to connect with God who can often seem hidden.  I have to wonder if the purpose of the community of faith isn't to force us to live out our faith in close proximity to people who disagree with us.  I have to wonder if the purpose of the community of faith isn't to keep us from getting too satisfied with the way that our lives are right now.   I have to wonder if the purpose of the community of faith isn't to keep us from getting too satisfied with the way that the world is right now.   I have to wonder if the purpose of the community of faith isn't to force us to slow down and at least go through the motions of being open to the presence of God.   I have to wonder.


I have to wonder if that isn't why you came this morning, this Sunday after Easter.   Yes, you could be outside in the sunshine playing.   You could still be in bed.  And yet you're here, I suspect in search of something.  And I have to wonder if that something isn't a better connection with God and the encouragement to be better connected with others.  I suspect you're here because you have a sense that as good as life may be right now, you believe that there is more and that somehow the church can help you get there.  I suspect that you're here because you have a profound sense that the world is broken and that in Christ there must be a way to fix it.   


Yes, I believe that all those reasons and more are the reasons why we are here this morning.   My prayer is that this time together, this church and the church can be a part of your dreams and hopes coming true and also the dreams and hopes of God.  
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