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PROPER 16, YEAR B




  PSALM 34: 15-22




EPHESIANS 6:10-20





    JOHN 6: 56-59
ONE OF THE FEW BIBLE PASSAGES WITH WHICH I WAS FAMILIAR FROM A VERY YOUNG AGE IS OUR EPISTLE LESSON FOR TODAY.  WHEN I WAS A YOUNGSTER WE HAD FLANNEL GRAPHS IN SUNDAY SCHOOL.  SOME OF YOU MAY RECALL THEM.  IT WAS A BOARD ON AN EASEL AND THE BOARD WAS COVERED WITH A NEUTRAL COLOR OF FLANNEL MATERIAL, USUALLY LIGHT BLUE IN MY EXPERIENCE.  ON THAT BOARD WERE PLACED CUT-OUT FIGURES BACKED WITH FLANNEL SO THEY WOULD STICK ON THE FLANNEL GRAPH.  YOU MAY EVEN RECALL SOME OF THE FIGURES.  THERE WERE CAMELS AND SHEEP AND SHEPHERDS – AN OCCASIONAL LION – WISE MEN, JESUS, MARY, JOSEPH, SOME ANGELS, A KING OR TWO- A PHAROAH, MOSES, BULL RUSHES…I COULD GO ON, BUT YOU GET THE PICTURE.


NEEDLESS TO SAY, THERE WERE MULTIPLE FIGURES OF JESUS ALL THE WAY FROM A BABE THAT COULD BE PUT IN A CARDBOARD MANGER, TO JESUS WITH OUTSTRETCHED ARMS AND A CROSS.


AMONG ALL THE FIGURES THE ONE I REMEMBER BEST WAS A ROMAN SOLDIER IN HIS TUNIC.  THERE WERE VARIOUS ARTICLES OF ATTIRE TO BE ATTACHED TO THE SOLDIER: A HELMET OF SALVATION, A BELT OF TRUTH, A BREASTPLATE OF RIGHTEOUSNESS, SHOES FOR PROCLAIMING THE GOSPEL OF PEACE, AND, OF COURSE, A SHIELD OF FAITH.


ONWARD CHRISTIAN SOLDIERS!


AS LITTLE BOYS MY FRIENDS AND I DID NOT THINK ABOUT WHY WE WOULD NEED A SUIT OF ARMOR.  WE DID NOT REALIZE THAT ONE WEARS ARMOR FOR FEAR OF HARM.

AS I READ THIS PASSAGE I THOUGHT ABOUT THE ANGER IN AMERICA THESE DAYS AND REMINDED MYSELF THAT THE ROOT OF MUCH ANGER IS FEAR.  THERE IS SO MUCH THAT HAS CHANGED IN OUR LIFE-TIME THAT IT IS NOT SURPRISING THAT PEOPLE ARE FEARFUL ABOUT A LOT OF THINGS.  AT LEAST A FEW HAVE TO DO WITH WHAT WE THOUGHT OUR NATION WAS AND WHAT WE FEAR IT IS BECOMING.  

THE NEAR DEATH OF THE AUTO INDUSTRY REMINDS US THAT THERE IS A WHOLE HOST OF PEOPLE WHO MADE IT INTO THE MIDDLE CLASS THROUGH OUR POWERFUL MANUFACTURING BASE WHICH APPEARS TO BE MOVING OFF-SHORE OR DECLINING IN THE FACE OF INTERNATIONAL COMPETITORS.  THE APPARENT NEAR COLLAPSE OF THE FINANCIAL INFRASTRUCTURE OF OUR ECONOMY REMINDS SOME OF US OF THE GREAT DEPRESSION AND THE REST OF US OF OUR HISTORY BOOKS LEADING TO GREAT UNCERTAINTY.


THE RELATIVELY RECENT DREAM OF BOTH GEORGE W. BUSH AND BILL CLINTON OF EVERY AMERICAN FAMILY AS HOMEOWNERS SEEMINGLY HAS GONE UP IN SMOKE.


THE FALL OF THE IRON CURTAIN HAS BEEN FOLLOWED BY THE RISE OF INTERNATIONAL TERRORISM LEAVING THE RACES AND THE CLASSES AND THE RELIGIONS OF THE WORLD IN DEEP DISTRUST OF EACH OTHER.  ADD TO THAT THE NUMBER OF ARMED CONFLICTS AROUND THE WORLD INCLUDING TWO REGIONAL WARS AND WE FEAR POTENTIAL CHAOS SOCIALLY AND POLITICALLY.


EVEN THE RAGING HEALTH CARE DEBATE POINTS TO THE TREMENDOUS DESIRE WE HAVE TO BE PHYSICALLY SECURE.  PEOPLE WORRY ABOUT LOSING THE POWER TO MAKE END OF LIFE DECISIONS.  THEY FEAR THAT WHATEVER IS DONE, HEALTH CARE COSTS WILL BREAK OUR INDIVIDUAL PIGGY BANKS AND OUR COLLECTIVE NATIONAL ECONOMY.  


THE BALOONING FEDERAL DEFICITS COMING AFTER A TIME WHEN WE THOUGHT THERE WOULDN’T BE ANY MORE GOVERNMENT BONDS, BECAUSE OF A NATIONAL SURPLUS LEAVE US SCRATCHING OUR COLLECTIVE HEADS AND QUESTIONING WHAT LEGACY WE WILL LEAVE OUR GRANDCHILDREN.


IN ALL THE CIRCLES IN WHICH I MOVE, ALL THE THINGS THAT I READ INCLUDING IN E-MAILS AND BLOGS, AFFIRM FOR ME THE REALITY OF THE HIGH DEGREE OF FEAR AND ANXIETY MANY OF MY FELLOW CITIZENS EXPERIENCE.


AS I REVIEWED THE ISSUES I’VE JUST ENUMERATED ALONG WITH MY AWARENESS OF THE INCREDIBLE RATES OF CHANGE IN SO MANY AREAS OF LIFE FROM THE ART AND PRACTICE OF WAR BY ROBOTS AND DRONES TO THE INCREASING SPEED OF UNDERSTANDING THE HUMAN GENOME, IT FEELS TO ME A BIT LIKE A VERY FAST-MOVING ROLLER COASTER.


I THOUGHT BACK ON THE WHOLE ARMOR OF GOD IMAGE AND ASSOCIATED IN MY MIND TO THOSE THINKERS WHO DEEPLY INFLUENCED ME AS A YOUNG MAN IN A PERIOD OF TIME WHEN WE HAD SURVIVED TWO WORLD WARS AND LEARNED THAT THE UNITED STATES WAS NOT FREE TO BE A SELF-SUFFICIENT ISLAND; THAT NUCLEAR WEAPONS THREATENED THE SAFETY AND STABILITY OF THE WHOLE WORLD.  AND THAT WE HAD LEARNED ONCE AGAIN THE HORROR THAT HUMANITY COULD CREATE THROUGH THE HOLOCAUST.  THOSE THINKERS WHO HELPED ME FORM AN UNDERSTANDING OF THE WHOLE ARMOR OF GOD, HAD ALL BEEN DEEPLY AFFECTED BY THE TWO WORLD WARS AND BY THE HOLOCAUST.


NOW BEAR WITH ME.  WE ANGLICANS BELIEVE WE UNDERSTAND THE FAITH RELYING ON THREE GUIDES: SCRIPTURE, TRADITION AND REASON.  I’M GOING TO SHOW YOU HOW I CAME TO UNDERSTAND OUR SCRIPTURE THROUGH APPLYING MY REASON TO THE SACRED TEXTS.


LET ME TAKE YOU THROUGH THAT ARMOR ONE MORE TIME.  IN PREP SCHOOL AND IN COLLEGE MY FRIENDS AND I ALL READ MANY OF THE SAME WRITERS AND HEARD LECTURES FROM A NUMBER OF THEM.  IT WILL BE NO SURPRISE TO YOU TO KNOW THAT THE MOST INFLUENTIAL TO ME WERE ALL THEOLOGIANS.  TWO OF THEM WERE MY PROFESSORS, PAUL TILLICH AND REINHOLD NEIBUHR AND I HAD HEARD KARL BARTH SPEAK.  LIKE ALL OF MY YOUNG,  IDEALISTIC FRIENDS I ALSO READ THE JEWISH THEOLOGIAN MARTIN BUBER AND DEITRICH BONHOEFFER, THE LATTER OF WHOM WAS EXECUTED BY THE NAZI’S JUST BEFORE THE END OF WORLD WAR II.  I’LL BET A NUMBER OF YOU ALSO READ SOME OF THESE WRITERS.

FROM TILLICH I LEARNED ABOUT THE HELMET OF SALVATION – THAT THE COURAGE TO BE, TO LIVE LIFE, IS THE COURAGE TO ACCEPT GOD’S ACCEPTANCE.  FROM KARL BARTH I LEARNED ABOUT THE SHIELD OF FAITH – THAT OUR FAITH IS IN TRUSTING THAT THERE IS A GOD WHO VALUES EACH ONE OF US SO HIGHLY AND THEREFORE WE CAN LIVE LIFE THANKFULLY FOR THIS WONDERFUL GIFT OF LOVE WE HAVE RECEIVED.  FROM MARTIN BUBER WHO WROTE THAT INCREDIBLE BOOK, I AND THOU,  I LEARNED THAT IF I HAD BEEN LOVED, MY LIFE WAS TO BE ABOUT LOVING OTHERS – TO SEE THEM AS “THOU,” AS PRECIOUS AND VALUABLE AND WONDERFUL AND WORTHY OF RESPECT.  IN OTHER WORDS, BUBER TAUGHT ME ABOUT THE SHOES FOR PROCLAIMING THE GOSPEL OF PEACE – THAT EVERYONE IN THE WORLD WAS IN GOD’S FAMILY, HENCE THEY WERE ALL MY RELATIVES, SISTERS AND BROTHERS BELOVED BY GOD AND THEREFORE, BY ME.  

FROM REINHOLD NEIBHUR I LEARNED ABOUT THE BELT OF TRUTH – THAT A REALISTIC VIEW OF THE WORLD, OF BOTH THE LIGHT AND THE DARK – THAT ALONGSIDE OF GOOD THERE IS GREAT EVIL WHICH IS NOT TO BE DENIED NOR IGNORED.  NEIBUHR’S GREAT CONTRIBUTION TO THEOLOGY WAS THE NOTION OF “CHRISTIAN REALISM.”  NEIBUHR CONTRADICTED THE OPTIMISTIC VIEW THAT EVERY DAY IN EVERY WAY WE HUMANS ARE GETTING BETTER.  HE RECOGNIZED THE CLEAR PRESENCE OF EVIL IN THE WORLD, BUT THAT THROUGH A REALISTIC VIEW OF LIFE WE COULD TURN TO GOD FOR GUIDANCE AND STRENGTH.

AND FROM DEITRICH BONHOEFFER I LEARNED THE REALITY OF THE BREASTPLATE OF RIGHTEOUSNESS – THAT OUR LIVES ARE MEANT TO BE LIVED IN LOVING, CARING COMMUNITY.


THE POINT OF ALL THIS IS TWOFOLD.


FIRST, THE WORLD IS ALWAYS FULL OF PERIL, BOTH FROM THINGS EXTERNAL AND FROM THE DARK SIDE THAT EACH OF US HAS WITHIN.


SECOND, WE CHRISTIANS ARE FOLLOWERS OF THE WAY OF CHRIST.  OUR FAITH IS MORE ABOUT WHO WE ARE AND WHAT WE DO THAN IT IS ABOUT WHAT WE BELIEVE.  AS SCRIPTURE SAYS: “BY THEIR FRUITS SHALL WE KNOW THEM.”  HERE AT THIS ALTAR WE ARE OFFERED A WAY OF LIFE, IT IS THE WAY OF CHRIST, IT IS THE LIFE IN CHRIST, AND IT IS TO BE THE BODY OF CHRIST.  IN OUR GOSPEL FOR TODAY, JOHN WRITES: “ JESUS SAID, ‘THOSE WHO EAT MY FLESH AND DRINK MY BLOOD ABIDE IN ME, AND I IN THEM.”  IN CHRIST WE CAN LIVE BEYOND THE FEARS THAT OCCUPY SO MANY PEOPLE.  WE CAN LIVE THE LIFE THAT JESUS OFFERS RESPONDING AS THE DISCIPLES DID TO JESUS: “THIS TEACHING IS DIFFICULT” BUT THEY ALSO RESPONDED: “LORD, TO WHOM CAN WE GO? YOU HAVE THE WORDS OF ETERNAL LIFE.  WE HAVE COME TO BELIEVE AND KNOW THAT YOU ARE THE HOLY ONE OF GOD.”


MY DEAR FRIENDS, “PUT ON THE WHOLE ARMOR OF GOD.  BE STRONG IN THE LORD AND IN THE POWER OF HIS MIGHT.”


AMEN.

