
In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, Amen.

This hymn that we just heard was written by John Newton, a slave ship captain, and later an Anglican Priest.  It was first published in 1779 under the title "Faith's Review and Expectation", with a reference to the First Chronicles, chapter 17, verses 16 and 17.  This is the place in the Bible where David the great king wishes to build a temple to house God. He discusses this matter with the prophet Nathan, who loves the idea but that very night is visited by God in a vision and is told to communicate to David that God has a different plan. This God had no intention of being captivated in a temple. This was a wandering God of a wandering people; he was more interested in a people in motion than a people seeking the security of conservation. 

So let me ask you today, how many of you are in motion today, how many are following lovely button?  Okay, how many of you know what in the world I am talking about?  For those who are still resisting the world of tweets – like me – lovely button is a young woman from Michigan whom Conan Obrien decided to follow some days ago. This decision of Conan – perhaps out of sheer boredom – resulted in the fastest growth of social networking ever experienced. Within no time a completely obscure lovely button became the center of attention for media around the world.  

So what else has happened in the last few days and weeks.  We have seen the earth in motion, the plates shifting and causing earth quakes around the world. We have witnessed the dialogue – or lack thereof – between Glenn Beck and Jim Wallis over the role of Church in matters of social justice. And before this exchange we saw groups holding rallies in Washington for and against health care. We also heard about Jihad Jane and her under the radar self-radicalization. Some of you may not have heard but my country of origin, Pakistan, saw another wave of terrorist violence. A Christian mission called the World Vision, serving those affected by the earth quake of 2004, was fatally attacked by the same for being Christian.  Oscars happened. Your vestry met and approved the budget for 2010 with the commitment to keep nothing off the table as they find all possible ways to reduce the deficit. 

So, the world saw some seismic activity these past few days and weeks. A lot of old passed away and a lot of new things happened. Yet, we never dare to equate anything new happening with New Creation!

The people of Israel made it through the wandering. Their disgrace caused by giving up circumcision, that is, their visible commitment to God, was rolled away from them.  They were given the Promised Land; the land flowing with milk and honey.  Was it not worthy of being called the New Creation?

This parable we heard today is perhaps the most widely known biblical story. Was there a sense of new creation in this story?  One brother returns and is received with love while the other is sidelined in the process.  For the squanderer it is a great time of reconciliation, but what about that other brother who did everything right? Did he find himself or did he lose? 
If we were still in the sixties I could just say, “the answer my friend is blowing in the wind, the answer is blowing in the wind?” But those days of painful reflection are also behind us.  A lot of life has happened since then. A lot of life continues to happen.  So what happened to the idealism of the Promised Land?  What happened to the era of peace?  Why is Stanley Fish, a retired Duke professor, now writing that the secular reason has its limitation. That, as he argues quite well in his recent New York Times opinion article, secular reason still requires religious reasoning to accomplish anything of qualitative significance.  

Yet we have successfully pushed religion out of our public lives.  Interestingly, it is not only the progressives, but also the conservatives today – like Glen Beck, who argue for religion to stay out of public domain.  Religion is viewed as the cause for hatred in the world, some may even go to the extent of identifying this hate as the “sins of scripture”.  
I personally find it all extremely fascinating. It is fascinating because thoughts that seek to negate God’s presence and activity, such as, “how can a good God let bad things happen to good people” somehow continue to capture the imagination of humans far better than the idea of a new creation in Christ.  Somehow we never escape being in the shoes of the older brother who has it all figured out through some neat achievable formula.  Somehow we can never escape making it all about us.  “If this idea of God appeals to me, then, there is a God, if not, I am not too sure I would like to believe in a God”; that is mostly our approach.  This is nothing new though, it is an age old phenomenon.  We like to think it is a new development because the language we use or the expressions and forums we use may be contemporary; but the underlying phenomenon really isn’t.  
The people of Corinth were clearly not happy with Paul.  Paul had not lived up to their ideals of correctness.  And because Paul had not been able to live up to their standards, they were beginning to question the validity of what Paul was preaching.  Paul then articulates, what is, in my opinion, the most valuable insight ever: The problem with us humans is that we regard everything and everyone from a human point of view.  It is this basic problem that keeps us from being reconciled with God.  It is this inability to look at the world and everything that happens in it from beyond our own perspective that causes despair, insecurity, and eventually injustice.  It is the human viewpoint that makes Christ not divine; God not involved in human history; scriptures espousing hatred; earthquakes as reasons not to believe in a God that is traditionally known as the prime-mover; and a whole bunch of similar human claims.
It is perhaps no secret by now that I love Paul’s ability to explain the most difficult of concepts. However, what you may not know is that I could have not appreciated him like I do now had I not had my own life experiences.  I thank God for giving me the most wonderful and at times the most painful experiences of my life. The experience of learning to appreciate western love for reason; the experience of institutions like Duke and Yale; the experience of serving people of another faith in their majority home ground, yet in a completely secular setting; the experience of serving a Christian Church that shares everything with its parent western church but in some ways nothing really because it does not share the human cultural experience. And now the experience of re-entering another culture with the experience and knowledge of how context specific our human living really is; and therefore it is perhaps not too improper to say that it is our being human that gives us the inability to be infinitely knowing. Recognizing this limitation is tough to accept.   
But the experience that changed my life was when I was surrounded in a police station and being told that I had done something that I had no clue of.  I was setup by the intelligence service of the state of Pakistan.  My actual wrong doing was that I was working – as it turned out, quite successfully – to bring peace to the various groups within our church. The state of Pakistan could not stand the idea of a strong Christian community.  They could not allow it.  So they built a complex scenario to mentally torture me till I gave up.  This instant that I share today was the beginning of the climax of this saga.  While I worked for peace, I always felt God was aiding me in unimaginable ways, but that day while I stood in the middle of this open courtyard of this police station facing a possible arrest and police torture, my heart was strangely warmed. In the face of complete hopelessness for my future, I heard a voice that said to me, “do not be afraid”.  That moment, against all odds, I knew I was safe in God’s hands.  The evil that the state had intended took its course, but all through it God was with me.  It took a heavy toll on me; but God was always with me. 
And friends, it really was true, it was only God who was with me.  My immediate family was all out of the country, thousands of miles away. My uncle and his family, the people I served, my parish, stood like an iron block with me. But the people with whom I had spent numerous hours and lots of money developing relations – those higher echelons of Pakistani society in whom I had great pride that they were my friends and that I socialized with the governing elite of my nation, all of that reliance on human power turned out to be nothing more than a misplaced trust.  God made it very clear to me that it is only God who protects, it is only God who knows what is just, it is only God who knows what any moment in our life will be and for what purpose.  
That day I learned that there was a new creation right around me.  It was not there as long as my pride and my faith was in my human reason, my human relations, my social click; it was very much there when I was in Christ.  When living with reliance on human point of view, I am still blind; but when I am in Christ, I can see. When I make my plans through the criteria of what is best judgment for a secure future, I am lost, but when I am in Christ, I am found.  
Now, the reality is also, that, I am a human being, and therefore incapable of being in Christ all the time. But that is why it is important for me to be surrounded by those who are also in Christ at one point in their life or the other.  It is in this community that shares the body of Christ and that is the body of Christ that I have a chance of being in Christ.  It is right here gathered as the body of Christ that anyone of us stands a chance to know God beyond the confines – the limitations –of a human viewpoint.  

Yes friends, it really is our choice.  We can choose to surround ourselves with human viewpoint and find nothing of the new creation that surrounds us; or, we can be in Christ and find how God brings fame in the life of lovely button. How God moves the earth around to form new topography. How out of desolation God creates stories of God’s salvation. How out of extreme suffering emerges a faith in God that cannot be understood by human reason.  How, no matter how hard we try to push God out of the public domain, God still manages to stay in the news.  How God is not the property of the conservatives or the progressives.  How no matter how under the radar you may want to stay, God can uncover your evil intentions.  

Friends this is the Amazing Grace that gives us our faith’s review and expectation.  But when God disregards our trespasses and entrusts us with the message of reconciliation, we are to be the ambassadors for Christ.  Let’s not be silent. Let’s not live under the illusion that keeping Christ to ourselves will allow us exclusive rights to the new creation.  It is only when we can share Christ that we can be in Christ and experience the new creation.

I wish I had a better way to explain the experience of being in Christ; but I really do not have a language that captures it.  All I can say is that John Newton was right, I was blind but now I see, I was lost but now I am found.  This is not my doing, it is God’s grace.  It is not just one event that happened once; it is my entire life story.  

I know it is also your life story.  
May God give us all the courage to be in Christ; here as a community helping each other to move beyond the human point of view and outside this worship space sharing the peace of Christ that surpasses all human understanding.  Amen.         
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