Epiphany 3A - 1/27/08
St. David’s

At long last, this past week finally gave American political
pundits and late night talk show hosts something to relish. It’s not
that the early race for the presidency has not been exciting. Here we
are, headed into Super Tuesday next week, with no candidate for
either the Republicans or the Democrats having a clear lead in their
party’s races. Because of this, the number of people voting in primary
elections has skyrocketed this year. | frankly do not remember this
level of passion for a presidential race since | was a kid, back in the
day when the National Political Conventions were not pep rallies, but
events that actually had a purpose, times of high drama when parties
often chose their candidate for president on the convention floor.
Wouldn’t that be something?

But despite all this excitement, political commentators have, to
this point, seemed a bit bored with the whole thing. That’s because up
until now, there has been some veiled outward attempt by the
candidates to make nice among themselves. All that suddenly

changed this past week when the Democratic candidates nearly came



to blows during a national debate Monday night. As all of you heard or
saw if you turned on a radio or a tv this past week, the pundits and
comedians were finally in their glory. It was a feeding frenzy in the
shark tank, for commentators, for the candidates and also for the lynch
pins of both parties.

It all began innocently enough the weekend before in, of all
places, Nevada. Barack Obama was being interviewed by the editorial
board of the Reno Gazette Journal, whereupon he made these
comments. "l think it is fair to say the Republicans were the party of
ideas for a pretty long chunk of time over the last 10, 15 years, in the
sense they were challenging conventional wisdom.” He would go on to
talk about Ronald Reagan saying, “He changed the trajectory of
America in a way that Richard Nixon did not and in a way Bill Clinton
did not...He just tapped into what people were already feeling, which
was, we want clarity we want optimism, we want a return to that
sense of dynamism and entrepreneurship that had been missing.”

Hardly had those words escaped his mouth that the tenor of the
entire Democratic race completely changed. The next thing we knew,

John Edwards was on the stump saying, “When you think about what
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Ronald Reagan did to the American people, to the middle class, to the
working people,” he created a tax structure that favored the very
wealthiest Americans and caused the middle class and working people
to struggle every single day...” Referring to himself, Edwards then
quipped, “This president will NEVER use Ronald Reagan as an example
of change.”

Hillary Clinton was not far behind. "l have to say, you know, my
leading opponent the other day said that he thought the Republicans
had better ideas than Democrats the last 10 to 15 years. That's not
the way | remember the last 10 to 15 years. | don't think it's a better
idea to privatize Social Security. | don't think it's a better idea to try to
eliminate the minimum wage. | don't think it's a better idea to undercut
health benefits and to give drug companies the right to make billions of
dollars by providing prescription drugs to Medicare recipients. | don't
think it's a better idea to shut down the government, to drive us into

debt.”

Many others in the Democratic party, including former President

Clinton, also went to great lengths to instantly chastise Obama for his



comments. This immediate and fierce reaction occurred because
Obama broke the cardinal rule of post-modern American politics. He
had the audacity to say something positive about someone in the
opposite party. Everyone knows that you never suggest, you never
even intimate, that someone on the other side could have ever done
anything right. In the polarizing world of two party politics, everyone,
on both sides of the aisle, wants to make sure that the opposing party
is ALWAYS cast as worthless. To not do this is to be a traitor to your

own party. Thus Obama immediately became Benedict Arnold.

This has become more and more the rule, the older 1 get. It is to
the point now that if | share with someone that | have Republican
ideals on some issues and Democratic ideals on others, | am most

often categorized as some sort of subversive or schizophrenic or both.

Now it would be great if we could relegate this demonization of
the other as something that only occurs in the immoral world of
politics. But as we all know, that is not close to reality. If the truth be
known, polarization permeates our culture everywhere. In fact, |

would suggest that there is another segment of society in which



polarization is even worse than it is in political circles. That segment
would be us. After all, who are better at creating schisms than us?
Who are better at demonizing someone with a different theology than
religious folk? Who are better at persecuting and killing those who
practice another faith better than us? And who are better at splitting
into increasingly smaller and smaller denominations because we can’t
agree on whether we have candles in church or not? Truer words were

never spoken. There’s no fight like a church fight.

Just ask the apostie Paul. If you thought all this polarization
stuff only happened to the church after an early period of tranquil bliss,
welcome to today’s Epistle. It is the year 50 AD, maybe 52. It has not
even been 20 years since Christ’s resurrection. The church in Corinth
is fighting amongst itself, because the parishioners can only see one
correct way to Christ, their way. Groups of them have been taught by
two different church leaders, creating two parties of belief. They each
see Christianity through their own lens, because their life experiences
have all been different, and they have been influenced by different

criteria. So they start fighting in a black/ white fashion. Our way of



approaching God and worshiping is the right way, so that means your

way must be wrong, in fact it must be evil.

Interestingly enough, Paul’s words to them may apply even more
to us in 21°' century America, than they did to the church in Corinth in
the first century. Paul reminds them that it is not their sameness that
brought them together, but their diversity. Later, he will use the
metaphor of the body to describe them. All of us are different parts he
says, and it takes our differences working together to make the body
work. What holds us together is not that we think the same, or have
common theologies. In fact, Paul tells us, it is impossible for the Body
of Christ to function together unless we are different. The only way
this works is when we bring different ideas and thoughts to the table,

and we listen to each other in our diversity.

If we need some sort of validation that Paul got this exactly right,
we need look no further than the formation of our own country. Our
bold experiment was whether people from totally diverse backgrounds
could successfully live together. The great lesson of America has

been that not only is it possible for multiple cultures to live with each



other, but that it is the diversity itself that made this nation a model
for the entire world. What we learned is that by experiencing different
ways to approach life, the country was able to evolve and mature
faster than any other country. What made America the greatest nation
on earth was the fact that our vision was so much wider than any other
place. And that happened because we had so many diverse points of
view, expanding the experience of all of us. By experiencing diversity
and difference, we continued to grow and mature into something more

than we had been.

That is why | am so disheartened when we as a nation stop
listening to the other side and immediately brand any opinion different
than ours as wrong. It is just such behavior that halts emotional
growth and intrenches a person into a rut from which they cannot

escape.

This is, of course, even more true of our churches. Denominations
that consist of all like minded people become frozen in the past. Like
anything that does not evolve, such places cannot enrich anyone’s life

and will eventually become extinct. That is one of the central reasons



why St. David’s continues to develop and grow. We remain a place of

wonderfully diverse people and opinion.

This is not to suggest that living into diversity is all peaches and
cream. The history of the cultural wars in this nation between Native
American and Anglo, black and white, Irish and English, Jews, Chinese
and everyone point out the difficulties involved in living together. This
is why for the most part, churches remain the most segregated places

in America. Nobody wants to fight in church.

But | do not think there is any question that our biblical text calls
us to be this church of diversity. It is only through our acceptance of
difference that we can possibly hope to bring about the kingdom of
heaven here on earth. Most important in understanding how we go
about doing this is what | believe is the central lesson of our Epistle.
We must not confuse unity with uniformity. The true test of a church is
this; can we disagree in the formulations of the church and our own
convictions without losing our loyalty to Christ and to each other?
That is the only way we can stop seeing each other as evil and start

turning toward the kingdom of God as Jesus calls us to in today’s



Gospel.

It is this same vision of a diverse religious community that will,
of course, become the hallmark of Jesus’ ministry. | think we
sometimes lose sight of this when we apply our own worldview to
today’s Gospel. The metaphor of fishing is a wonderful one to help us
understand what evangelism is all about for Jesus. But when we think
of fishing today, most of us conjure up the romantic image of a solitary
figure with a fly rod on Ernest Hemingway’s big two hearted river. The
goal in fly fishing is to choose the right fly and the right location and to
make the right cast so that one can catch one particular variety and
size of fish. From this perspective, we might understand Jesus’ call to
be evangelists, to fish for people, as a similar process of locating a
particular variety of person and then pitching them the right ideas to
reel them in. But that is not the kind of fishing the disciples took part
in at all. Their fishing was done with nets, pulling up every kind of fish
of every size, color and variety. Herein lies our real metaphor for
evangelism. We are not taught to hook the kind of people we want

into believing, but rather to gather a diverse people together in a single



net.

Perhaps this same imagery has also clouded the reality of
evangelism for us. In our world, fishing is often used as a synonym for
relaxation. It is what we do to get away from it all and kick back.
What we need to remember is that for the disciples in today’s Gospel,
fishing was back breaking labor that never seemed to end, with very
little monetary reward. This suggests to me that what Jesus calls us
to today is more than just some sort of warm spiritual feeling.
Evangelism is hard work, especially if we live into Jesus’ vision of the

kingdom of God as a place of diverse opinions and lots of differences.

As we come together after today’s worship for our annual
meeting, it is this vision of the church that | ask each of you to
embrace. Being a church of diversity means that sometimes we are
going to completely disagree with one another. But unlike what most
of us have been taught, disagreement is not what kills churches. What
kills churches is like mindedness. What kills churches is polarizing
one another into different camps. What kills churches is when we

demonize those who have a different opinion or a varying theology and
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view them as traitors. That is what is happening to the church in
Corinth in today’s Epistle, that is what is happening in American
politics and it is what has happened to every conflicted church in

which | have been a part.

As we have all seen, whether we are talking about American
politics or the church, it is so much easier to create a world where
everyone agrees with you. It is much easier to attack those in the
other party or in the other church as the enemy. It is so much easier
to polarize those in the church who don’t agree with us and create a
new denomination. But we are called to something higher. We are
called to create a world where we can praise those of a different party
or a different faith. We are called to create a world where we create
more of ourselves by listening to and learning from the values and

theology of others.

As long as each of you continue to embrace one another in your
difference, as long as you continue to invite everyone into our midst,
St. David’s will continue to avoid the pitfalls of first century Corinth

and 21°' century American politics. Through your example of how to be
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church, all of you have changed the face of Page, Arizona. But through
your vision, you are now influencing people not just here, but all over
this region and across America. That is why stories have been written
about you in faraway newspapers and magazines. By knocking down
the walls of polarization, you are recovering the roots of both
Christianity and the ideals of this nation. The people who sat in
darkness have seen a great light and that light is all of you. Let us
continue fishing for ALL people with the biggest darn net we can find.

Amen.
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