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PROPER 15, YEAR B





   PSALM 34:9-14






EPHESIANS 5:15-20






     JOHN 6:51-58


I WANT TO CLEAR UP ONE ISSUE RAISED BY THE PASSAGE IN EPHESIANS BEFORE I BEGIN THIS SERMON.

 THERE’S THAT UNFORTUNATE LINE IN EPHESIANS ABOUT OUR RELATIONSHIP WITH WINE.  “DO NOT GET DRUNK, WITH WINE, FOR THAT IS DABAUCHERY.”   WHEN I WAS A FIRST YEAR STUDENT IN SEMINARY I LED A BIBLE STUDY IN THE PROJECTS IN THE SOUTH BRONX IN THE HOMES OF PARISHIONERS.  WE READ THE STORY ABOUT THE WEDDING AT CANA AND JESUS TURNING WATER INTO WINE.  ONE OF THE DEAR WOMEN IN THE BIBLE STUDY WAS TERRIBLY WORRIED ABOUT JESUS AND WINE AND REMARKED TO ALL OF US THAT SHE WAS CERTAIN IT WAS NOT OF THE INTOXICATING VARIETY.  ONE OF THE OTHER WOMEN REJOINED: “HONEY, IF JESUS MADE THAT WINE, IT WAS THE BEST WINE YOU EVER TASTED.”


I’M WITH THAT SECOND WOMAN.

TO BEGIN, I WANT YOU TO IMAGINE FOR A MOMENT THAT YOU HAVE NO PRIOR EXPERIENCE WITH THE CHRISTIAN FAITH OR WITH THE BIBLICAL TEXTS. RATHER THINK THAT TO SUCH A PERSON THE ONLY PART OF THE SCRIPTURE LESSONS FOR TODAY THAT WOULDN’T  BE STRANGE IS THE PHRASE IN EPHESIANS “THE DAYS ARE EVIL.”  THE REST OF IT REQUIRES SOME REAL KNOWLEDGE OF THE FAITH.  THERE DO SEEM TO BE PLENTY OF PEOPLE WHO WOULD SUBSCRIBE TO THE NOTION THAT THE DAYS ARE EVIL.  I JUST LOOK BACK ON THE CABLE NEWS CULTURE WARS AND THE DEMONIZATION OF EACH SIDE OF THE OTHER. 

AND CLEARLY, THE SAME IS TRUE FOR MOST OF US WHO HAVE STOCK PORTFOLIOS PARTICULARLY FOR THOSE WHO INVESTED WITH A CERTAIN FLORIDIAN WHOSE LAST NAME BEGINS WITH “M” AND WHO SHALL BE NAMELESS.

THEN THERE IS THE CONTINUING FEAR THAT TERRORISTS WILL DO US IN.  I COULD GO ON WITH THIS LITANY, BUT THERE IS NO NEED.  WE KNOW THERE’S A LOT TO BE WORRIED ABOUT AND A LONG LIST OF SINISTER FOLK OF WHOM WE ARE TOLD ARE TO BE AWARE.

IF YOU THINK I’M MAKING THIS UP, I GOOGLED EPHESIANS 5:15-20 AND GUESS WHAT THE FIRST REFERENCE ON THE LIST WAS.  IT READ, “2008 – GOD’S LAST WARNING.”  I DID NOT EXPECT SUCH VALIDATION OF MY FIRST POINT TO COME FROM GOOGLE!


THE REST OF THE EPHESIANS PASSAGE SUGGESTS WE GO AROUND SINGING AND BEING THANKFUL.  I SUBMIT TO YOU THAT AN OUTSIDER READING THESE WORDS WOULD HAVE SERIOUS QUESTION ABOUT THE UTILITY OF THE PRESCRIPTION.  
LET’S THINK BACK TO ASIA MINOR IN THE TIME OF THE EARLY CHURCH.  WHETHER PAUL OR ONE OF HIS DISCIPLES FINALLY WAS THE AUTHOR OF EPHESIANS, THE THEOLOGY IS PAUL’S AND THE EVIDENCE POINTS MORE TO HIS AUTHORSHIP THAN TO THAT OF ONE OF HIS FOLLOWERS.  
 ASIA MINOR WAS AN AREA WHERE ALL THE STRANDS OF CIVILIZATION CAME TOGETHER IN THE GREAT TRADE ROUTES OF THE WORLD.  EPHESUS WAS ARGUABLY THE MOST IMPORTANT CITY IN ASIA MINOR AT THAT TIME.  IT WAS THE WESTERN TERMINUS OF MANY OF THE GREAT TRADE ROUTES.  SO IT WAS A CENTER OF COMMERCE AND OF POWER AND INFLUENCE MUCH LIKE NEW YORK CITY TODAY.


IT WAS ALSO A CENTER OF HEATHEN WORSHIP AS MANY WOULD CLAIM OUR UNITED STATES HAS BECOME.  THE GREAT TEMPLE OF ARTEMIS -ONE OF THE SEVEN WONDERS OF THE ANCIENT WORLD WAS THERE.  THERE WAS A HUGE CONFLUENCE OF THE RACES AND CLASSES AND CONDITIONS OF THE WORLD THERE: COMPETING INTERESTS, COMPETING RELIGIONS, COMPETING CULTURES.  SOUND AT ALL FAMILIAR?


EPHESIANS IS HIGH THEOLOGY.  IT IS WRITTEN IN MORE GLORIOUS LANGUAGE THAN THE OTHER PAULINE EPISTLES.  ITS PURPOSE IS TO CREATE A SENSE OF UNITY AMONG THE DIVERSE STRANDS OF CHRISTIANITY THAT WERE FOUND IN ASIA MINOR WITH COMPETING IDEAS OF WHAT IT MEANT TO BE FAITHFUL TO THE TEACHINGS OF CHRIST.  IT IS HERE IN EPHESIANS THAT PAUL SEEKS TO GIVE US THE SENSE THAT WE, THE FOLLOWERS OF CHRIST, HAVE BECOME THE BODY OF CHRIST.  WE ARE CHRIST TO THE WORLD.

THAT’S A BIG IDEA.  HOW DO WE HERE IN STONINGTON, CT., A HAVEN FOR SAILORS AND I SUPPOSE, FOR GOLFERS AND TENNIS PLAYERS AS WELL – WE WITH OUR GREAT HARBOR AND OUR WONDERFUL LIFE, SHELTERED TO A DEGREE FROM THE COMPLEXITY OF MODERN LIFE, UNDERSTAND WHAT IT MEANS TO BE CHRIST TO THE WORLD.  


A LOT OF US MAY FEEL WE’VE ALREADY MADE OUR CONTRIBUTIONS TO SOCIETY.  IF WE ARE NOT RETIRED, FOR MANY IT IS ON OUR MINDS.  FOR THOSE FULLY ENGAGED YET IN A CAREER, WE HAVE STILL CHOSEN A PLACE NOT AT THE END OF SOME GREAT TRADE ROUTE-NOT IN THE MIDST OF URBAN ENERGY AND STERN COMMITMENT BUT A PLACE OF SANCTUARY AND TRANQUILITY.

BACK TO OUR CIRCUMSTANCE.  WHAT DOES EPHESIANS HAVE TO OFFER US IN RELATION TO PAUL’S CHALLENGE TO US TO BE CHRIST TO THE WORLD?  WHAT DOES OUR GOSPEL LESSON TELL US ABOUT CHRIST BEING THE BREAD OF LIFE AND HENCE WE BEING BREAD FOR THE WORLD?  ONCE WE HAVE ANSWERED THAT QUESTION, THIS SERMON CAN END AND WE CAN SEE TO OUR OWN OPPORTUNITY TO TURN TO CHRIST – THE BODY AND THE BLOOD OF LIFE.


I HAVE A SIMPLE ANSWER FOR YOU.  HERE IT IS.


WE ARE A EUCHARISTIC COMMUNITY.  I KNOW, THAT’S A FACILE ANSWER.


WE ARE A EUCHARISTIC COMMUNITY.  THAT’S ALSO A PROFOUND ANSWER.


LET ME TRY TO RECONCILE THE PROFUNDITY WITH THE FACILITY FOR US.


IN THE GOSPEL LESSON IN JOHN WE READ JESUS’ WORDS: “I AM THE LIVING BREAD THAT CAME DOWN FROM HEAVEN.”


HAVE YOU THOUGHT ABOUT WHAT IT MEANS TO FEED ON CHRIST?  WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO YOU TO BE FED?  IT MEANS TO ME TO HAVE LIFE!


FOR US TO BE BREAD FOR THE WORLD BEGINS RIGHT HERE AS BREAD FOR  EACH OTHER AND BREAD FOR STONINGTON.  WE HAVE BEEN OFFERED THE CHANCE TO GIVE PEOPLE LIFE.  HERE IS A SIMPLE FORMULA FOR GIVING PEOPLE LIFE.  IN SCRIPTURE IT SAYS THAT ALL THE PROMISES OF GOD FIND THEIR “YES” IN CHRIST.  THINK WHAT IT MEANS FOR SOMEONE TO SAY “YES” TO YOU.  

YES, WE WANT YOU.  YES, WE LOVE YOU.  YES, WE BELIEVE IN YOU.  THE MOST POIGNANT REALITY TO ME ABOUT THE HUMAN CONDITION IS HOW HARD WE ALL STRUGGLE TO PROVE OURSELVES; HOW HARD WE WORK TO BE ACCEPTED- TO FIT IN – TO MEASURE UP – TO BE VALUED.  THE HEART OF THE GOSPEL IS THE REALITY THAT YOU ARE WONDERFUL, JUST AS YOU ARE.  THAT IS THE CORE OF THE GOSPEL…HOW VERY VALUABLE YOU ARE.  CHRIST SAYS “YES” TO YOU; YES, YES,YES.


WE CAN DO THAT FOR THE WORLD AROUND US, FIND WAYS TO BE AFFIRMING PEOPLE.  WE ARE CALLED TO OFFER ENCOURAGEMENT TO A BROKEN AND HURTING WORLD.  

THE BREAD OF LIFE IS CHRIST’S UNCONDITIONAL LOVE FOR US.  AS HIS BODY, WE ARE UNCONDITIONAL LOVE FOR A SOMETIMES VERY UNLOVEABLE WORLD. 
 THE BENEDICTINES UNDERSTAND THE FULL WEIGHT OF THE CHALLENGE OF THE GOSPEL.  THEIR FIRST VOW IS NEITHER POVERTY NOR CHASTITY.  THEIR FIRST VOW IS STABILITY.  TO REMIND YOU, IF YOU WISH TO BECOME A BENEDICTINE MONK, YOU DO NOT JOIN THE ORDER, YOU JOIN A MONASTIC COMMUNITY – A MONASTERY- AND YOU VOW TO STAY WITH THOSE SAME PEOPLE FOR THE REST OF YOUR LIFE.  NO MATTER WHAT YOU THINK OF ANY ONE OF THEM, YOUR ASSIGNMENT IS TO LIVE IN HARMONY AND IN GODLY LOVE WITH EVERY SINGLE SOLITARY ONE OF THEM.  IT IS AS IF WE IN THIS ROOM TOOK A VOW THIS MORNING TO SPEND THE REST OF OUR DAYS LIVING TOGETHER IN A CLOISTERED EXISTENCE.  TOO STEEP A MOUNTAIN FOR US TO CLIMB, BUT THAT IS THE CHRISTIAN IDEAL.

THAT IS PRECISELY CHRIST’S PROMISE TO US…TO LIVE WITH US UNTIL THE END OF OUR DAYS AND THROUGHOUT ETERNITY.


AMEN

