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Epiphany Two A - 1/20/07

St. David’s

Today’s Gospel from John takes place 24 hours after last week’s

Gospel, when Jesus was baptized.  It is the initial day of the most

influential ministry the world has ever known.  First days on the job, as

we all know, are very important.  They set the tone for all that is to

follow.  So what earth shattering event does Jesus take part in on his

first day on the job?  He invites some guys over to his place.  On top of

that, he doesn’t even invite guys who might be able to give him some

pointers in launching a successful career.  He also doesn’t invite people

who will build his reputation.  Instead, he invites some people who are

at best, fringe members of society.  He invites a bunch of losers who

have been following the weirdo John the Baptist.

From the opening moments of his ministry, all the way through to

the last day, Jesus’ life is consistently about hospitality.  He invites

everyone, and I mean everyone, to join his novel movement.  He invites

people who have never been invited to join any part of society in their

whole lives.  He invites them to consider new possibilities and new

ways of understanding the world.  He invites everyone to a new life of
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wholeness and well being.  He invites everyone to a life of abundance. It

is, in fact, this very act of invitation to all that becomes the centerpiece

of Jesus’ theology and preaching.  

Hospitality to all is so important to Jesus that he will go on to

regularly break the Roman law and the Jewish code so that he can

invite those who had been kicked out of society to come into his group. 

His message will be directed mostly toward the people Roman society

had rejected and Jewish law had outcast.  There is nothing else Jesus

will ever say or do that is more important than his message of reaching

out to the other.

After Jesus died, it would be this lesson that would become the

calling card of the early Christian community.  It would be this desire to

practice hospitality toward all, that would set the Christians off as

different from everyone else.  It’s not that other people in first century

Roman society were not hospitable.  Romans gained prestige by taking

care of their families and business associates, as well as developing

their social connections through goodwill.  The difference is that

Christians practiced their hospitality indiscriminately.  While Romans

hospitality stretched to people that they hoped would return the favor,
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Christians cared most especially for the people they knew darn well

would never be in a position to give back to them.  This is why others in

the Hellenistic world saw Christians two ways.  First, they thought they

were just plain crazy.  Second, they could not be anything but

impressed by how they cared for other people.  Hence we read early in

the Book of Acts, “The first believers enjoyed the favor of all the

people.”

Those first years in the early church were heady times.  Just as

Jesus had taught them, Christians ignored the religious laws they had

grown up with that excluded people from their midst who were deemed

unclean or ritually impure.  They invited everyone into their worship, no

matter what they had done or not done.  They also went out into their

world and fed, clothed and healed all those forgotten or ignored by

society.  As far as those early believers were concerned, Paul had it

exactly right in his letter to the Galatians. “There is neither Jew or

Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for we are all one in Christ

Jesus.”

We see this central understanding of what it meant to be a

Christian surfacing again in today’s letter from Paul to the church in
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Corinth.  Here is a church that was fighting like cats and dogs.  They

were struggling with sectarian divisions, with people in the

congregation suing one another, with worship services that were

designed to entertain rather than teach, with fake preachers and more. 

And what do we hear Paul wish all of these people taking part in these

heretical acts?  “Grace to all of you and peace from God.”  He tells all of

them that they have been “enriched in Christ Jesus.”  Despite their

screw ups, Paul first embraces and loves them all.     

A generation later, we have the words of two early church fathers

describing this remarkable phenomenon.  In the early second century

Justin Martyr tried to explain why the Christian community was growing

so quickly.  “We who once took most pleasure in accumulating wealth

and property,” he said, “now share with everyone in need.   We who

hated and killed one another and would not associate with men of

different tribes because of their different  customs now, since the

coming of Christ, live familiarly with them and pray for our enemies.”  A

generation later, Tertullian’s words suggest that not much had changed

in the church’s understanding of their  mission.  “Our care for the

derelict,” he said, “and our active love have become our distinctive sign
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before the enemy...See, they say, how they love one another and how

ready they are to die for each other.”

There seems to be little doubt that this radical hospitality for all

was the hallmark of Christianity from the moment Jesus begins his

ministry today, all the way through to at least the early third century.  It

is, in fact, this inclusiveness that defined what it meant to be a

Christian.  Christians lived this life of welcoming others into their midst

and caring for those in need, even though to do so often put them in

danger.

Now let us fast forward 2000 years.  (UCC clips.)  

These two 30 second spots put out by the United Church of Christ,

seem to speak directly to the central message of Jesus and how the

early church understood itself.  But we have now moved so far away

from this definition of Christianity that the two clips you just saw were

deemed by television executives as quote, “too controversial to air on

our network.”  Only one network, ABC, allowed the commercial with the

two bouncers on the air.  The second, the one with the church ejector

seats, never saw the light of day because every network rejected it.

It was this incident that convinced me once and for all that the
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word Christianity has now been totally and completely separated from

its original meaning as advocated by Jesus and lived into by the early

church.  What has the word Christianity come to mean in our culture

now?  Well, I don’t know if any of you saw the study released last week

by a group called LifeWay research, but its results give us an idea.  The

survey polled U.S. adults who never go to church.  72% of those folk

said that the Christian church is full of hypocrites.  79% said that

“Christianity today is more about organized religion than loving God and

loving people.”  By the way, LifeWay research is not some secular

progressive group trying to prove that Christianity is demonic.  LifeWay

research is an arm of The Southern Baptist Convention.

Similar findings occurred in a new book called unChristian by

David Kinnaman.  His study was done of unchurched 16 to 29 year olds. 

Here are the words used to describe Christianity by that group.  87% of

them said that Christians are judgmental.  85% said they are

hypocritical.  And a whopping 70% said that Christians are insensitive

to others.  “It would be hard to overestimate,” says Kinnaman, “how

firmly people reject - and feel rejected by Christians.”

When we realize that the huge majority of unchurched people in
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this country believe that Christianity is all about exclusivity and lack of

toleration for anyone opposed to their viewpoint, it is not very difficult

to understand why tv executives rejected the UCC ads.  The notion that

Christianity is about acceptance of all, especially those rejected by

society, is now the very opposite of what Christianity has come to mean

in our culture today.

This hit close to home for all of us this past summer.  We asked

our Christian neighbors on each side if they would consider allowing us

to use their worship space for a fee while we waited for our new church

to be completed.  Our neighbor to the east responded with these words,

“We need to balance being a neighbor with our understanding that you

do not preach the Gospel as we understand it.”  Our neighbor to the

west said that they must reject us because, “we were allowing

practicing homosexuals to be a part of our church.”  I must confess to

you that my first reaction to this was to become incensed and even a

bit enraged.  But time and the Holy Spirit have now allowed me to see

the light.  I have since become grateful to our neighbors for rejecting

us, just as I am also grateful to the television executives who refused to

air television commercials suggesting that Christianity is supposed to
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be about invitation and hospitality.

Why am I now grateful for what they did?  Because each of these

instances reminded me that in those early days of the church, offering

hospitality to those rejected by society was a radical notion that made

Christianity a kind of antisociety of the day.  Over the years, the notion

of inclusivity and hospitality became domesticated to the point that

they lost their edge.  But now, thanks to people like our neighbors and

national tv executives, we once again have the opportunity to place

ourselves back into the counter cultural position experienced by Jesus

and the early church.  Without its edge, the Jesus message loses its

meaning.  Now we have our edge back.  

What our neighbors reminded me is that being a Christian was

never meant to be easy.  Accepting all and caring for those rejected by

others takes fortitude and courage.  Recapturing the nature of the early

church in the church of today is hard work.  And as we can see from the

numbers in those polls, we have much hard work in front of us if we are

going to once again return the word Christianity to its original meaning.

We are also reminded of the difficulty of this struggle when we

remember the journey of the man our country commemorates tomorrow. 
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Dr. King told us often how difficult it would be to bring Christianity back

to its central calling.  “The ultimate measure of a man”, he would say,

“is not where he stands in moments of comfort and convenience, but

where he stands at times of challenge and controversy.  The true

neighbor will risk his position, his prestige, and even his life for the

welfare of others.  In dangerous valleys and hazardous pathways, he

will lift some bruised and beaten brother to a higher and more noble

life.”  

The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. knew that recapturing the

early vision of Christianity is the most important thing any of us will

ever do.  “Our cultural patterns”, he said to us, “are an amalgam of

black and white.  Our destinies are tied together.  There is no separate

black path to power and fulfillment that does not have to intersect with

white roots.  Somewhere along the way the two must join together,

black and white together, we shall overcome and I still believe it.”

My dear family of St. David’s.  I am not worried about others

rebuking us or even reviling us.  I am not worried about rejection or

even hatred aimed at us.  What I am concerned about is that we are

rejected and despised for the right reasons.  When people believe that
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we are first judgmental, hypocritical and insensitive to others, we are

doing something drastically wrong.  Our first job in the world today is to

take back the meaning of the word Christianity.  We must return it to

the definition it had in the first century.  Our job is to have people get

upset and maybe even disgusted with us because we are practicing a

promiscuous hospitality toward everyone.  Or job is to create a

community and a society that is so radically inclusive that others

regularly accuse of consorting with the wrong people.

When the rest of the world starts describing us with words like

indiscriminate, too accepting, and the church where all those losers

and sinners hang out, then, then we will know that we have done our

job.  Then we will know that we have returned the church to the place

that Jesus envisioned.  Then all of us can be proud to describe

ourselves as Christian once again.

It is a heady hope. It is a lofty dream.  But all of us here have been

to the mountain top.  We know that it is possible to bring Christianity

back to its roots.  We know that we can create a community where the

homeless sit next to the well-to-do, where a Jew worships with a

Mormon, where someone just out of prison sits next to a judge, where a
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drug addict is embraced by a 92 year old woman who has seen it all. 

And we know that when that happens, abundance occurs for all.  We

know that when that happens, every single one of us, Jew or Christian,

rich or poor, Navajo or Anglo, are filled with life, dignity, hope and

freedom.  So let us stand tall in the midst of rejection.  Let us return the

entire church to that vision of promiscuous hospitality as envisioned by

Jesus.  We shall overcome.  We will overcome.  We are overcoming. 

Amen.     
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