Please be seated….
The second scripture lesson for today is a reading from the exhortation to the people referenced in the scriptures as the “Hebrews”:

11Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. 2Indeed, by faith our ancestors received approval. 3By faith we understand that the worlds were prepared by the word of God, so that what is seen was made from things that are not visible. 

4By faith Abel offered to God a more acceptable sacrifice than Cain’s. 5By faith Enoch was taken so that he did not experience death; and “he was not found, because God had taken him.” For it was attested before he was taken away that “he had pleased God.” 6And without faith it is impossible to please God, for whoever would approach him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who seek him. 7By faith Noah, warned by God about events as yet unseen, respected the warning and built an ark to save his household; 8By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to set out for a place that he was to receive as an inheritance; and he set out, not knowing where he was going. 9By faith he stayed for a time in the land he had been promised, as in a foreign land, living in tents, as did Isaac and Jacob, who were heirs with him of the same promise. 10For he looked forward to the city that has foundations, whose architect and builder is God. 11By faith he received power of procreation, even though he was too old—and Sarah herself was barren—because he considered him faithful who had promised. 12Therefore from one person, and this one as good as dead, descendants were born, “as many as the stars of heaven and as innumerable as grains of sand by the seashore.” 13All of these died in faith without having received the promises, but from a distance they saw and greeted them. They confessed that they were strangers and foreigners on the earth, 14for people who speak in this way make it clear that they are seeking a homeland. 15If they had been thinking of the land that they had left behind, they would have had opportunity to return. 16But as it is, they desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God; indeed, he has prepared a city for them. 17By faith Abraham, when put to the test, offered up Isaac. He who had received the promises was ready to offer up his only son, 18of whom he had been told, “It is through Isaac that descendants shall be named for you.” 19He considered the fact that God is able even to raise someone from the dead 20By faith Isaac invoked blessings for the future on Jacob and Esau. 21By faith Jacob, when dying, blessed each of the sons of Joseph, “bowing in worship over the top of his staff.” 22By faith Joseph, at the end of his life, made mention of the exodus of the Israelites and gave instructions about his burial. 23By faith Moses was hidden by his parents for three months after his birth, because they saw that the child was beautiful; and they were not afraid of the king’s edict. 24By faith Moses, when he was grown up, refused to be called a son of Pharaoh’s daughter, 25choosing rather to share ill-treatment with the people of God than to enjoy the fleeting pleasures of sin. 26He considered abuse suffered for the Christ to be greater wealth than the treasures of Egypt, for he was looking ahead to the reward. 27By faith he left Egypt, unafraid of the king’s anger; for he persevered as though he saw him who is invisible. 28By faith he kept the Passover and the sprinkling of blood, so that the destroyer of the firstborn would not touch the firstborn of Israel. 29By faith the people passed through the Red Sea as if it were dry land, but when the Egyptians attempted to do so they were drowned. 32And what more should I say? For time would fail me to tell of Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, of David and Samuel and the prophets— 33who through faith conquered kingdoms, administered justice, obtained promises, shut the mouths of lions, 34quenched raging fire, escaped the edge of the sword, won strength out of weakness, became mighty in war, put foreign armies to flight. 35Women received their dead by resurrection. Others were tortured, refusing to accept release, in order to obtain a better resurrection. 36Others suffered mocking and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment. 37They were stoned to death, they were sawn in two, they were killed by the sword; they went about in skins of sheep and goats, destitute, persecuted, tormented— 38of whom the world was not worthy. They wandered in deserts and mountains, and in caves and holes in the ground. 39Yet all these, though they were commended for their faith, did not receive what was promised, 40since God had provided something better so that they would not, apart from us, be made perfect. 

Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, 2looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, who for the sake of the joy that was set before him endured the cross, disregarding its shame, and has taken his seat at the right hand of the throne of God. 3Consider him who endured such hostility against himself from sinners, so that you may not grow weary or lose heart.

THIS IS THE WORD OF GOD!

Let us pray:
On this day of celebration; on this day of remembering the founding of a nation that prides in the values of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; keep us ever mindful of our roots; and our unshakable foundation, which is none other than you O Lord, the creator, sustainer and redeemer. Amen.

I could have not imagined that the last time I will have the opportunity to share how I experience God’s living Word will be on the 4th of July; a day of independence; a day that has great value for me, a stranger to this land, just like you or your ancestors were once strangers to this land, I too believe that life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness are my inalienable rights.  I believe that not because I have pledged my allegiance – yet, but because my faith is about the abundance of life, the proclamation of liberty to the captives, and the eternal joy that comes only through an engaging relationship with our savior Jesus the Christ. 

I know, you all are thinking that state and religion should be kept separate.  Yes, that is true, I agree with you. However, to say that we can somehow separate our existence as living breathing citizens of a state from our core existence as the children of God, created with purpose, is to live in a fool’s paradise. So, for me the challenge for a day like this when the state’s celebration meets the Lord’s celebration, is not where to place the flags, or whether to sing the national anthem within the context of a worship service or not; the challenge is actually much more fundamental: How do I understand my existence within the theological narrative of my faith while still living in my context, and then how do I respond in a manner that is true and honest to my faith but also best for the nation that I am now a part of?  And yet an even deeper issue is, that, if my faith has anything to do with my formation of who I am spiritually, physically, and intellectually, in my “here and now”, and also in my future, then how do I live faithfully to both my religious beliefs and my allegiance to an agreed social contract?  

This challenge and this struggle is nothing new to Christian faith.  All through its history our faith forefathers have debated God’s implication of being Immanuel, the incarnation of Christ, the fully human and fully God debate, and recently the ardent advocates of the social Gospel along with those seeking to find meaning of Christ in their own context and culture have sought to express their faith as honestly as possible in the “here and now”.  So, in some ways, I would like to argue that language and talking points may have varied over the course of Christian history, but our essential quest to somehow simultaneously live in the kingdom of heaven and the earthly kingdom or state remains the same.  

Interestingly, I would even argue, that, our core ideas of theological concern have revolved around the ideas on life, its nature etc.; the ideas on liberty, its true form etc.; and the ideas on happiness, and its true manifestation and experience. For theological purposes we have tried to place them in the realm of divine human relationship.   

However, today, secular thought would like to have us believe that life without God is quite possible.  We will be told that life evolved, it was not created – the question of its inception is still not satisfactorily answered by the secularists – but never mind that.  We will be told that God is not Immanuel; it is us and our genius that intelligently and through a matrix of probabilities carves out our own destiny.  Of course miracles don’t really happen, what we call miracles are actually phenomenon’s that can be explained through scientific reasoning; and if scientific reasoning cannot explain a story from the narrative of God-human interaction, then, what we read in the scriptures is definitely either a myth or a misreporting of a now well established fact.  We are also made to believe that the whole point of this record of God-human narrative we call scriptures is actually to form a community, and to help this community realize its full potential as humans – regardless of the faith in the existence of God. Therefore, the human quest is not the struggle to live out a human life with the divine purpose constantly challenging the way that this existence is realized in time and space, but to liberate oneself for the sake of happiness to the point that fullness of human life becomes a reality of “here and now”.  

What breaks my heart is that it is not only the secularist who would tell us this, but today we hear such a narrative from our pulpits too. What further breaks my heart is that this narrative rides on the glorification of human achievement – specifically the scientific successes of the western civilization.  Inherent to this narrative is a sense of superiority and therefore a certain entitlement to go around the world enforcing this narrative as the path to fullness of life, true liberty, and happiness beyond measure.  

Yet, with all our firepower, we are in our tenth year of war against one of the world’s most impoverished nation.  Despite our financial genius, our economy is at a point that there will be cities today who will not be able to afford to celebrate this day as they once did.

I could go on and on and sound like Anderson Cooper or like any of the other news media folks who are finding our “here and now” inexcusable precisely because they are so deeply immersed in the self-glorification narrative that it is incomprehensible to them that why is it that the most powerful man on the planet earth cannot dive down to the depths of the ocean and fix a man-made disaster.  

So, I am left to wonder, is this a uniquely 21st century American phenomenon to find itself blinded by its own success or is it an issue that other successful nations have also faced at their height of glory and success?  

And this is where I find the Judeo-Christian scriptures most helpful.  They not only trace the history of a nation that experienced this pendulum of great blessings, but then exile and slavery, being led back to liberty, salvation, restoration and the abundance of blessings over and over again; but they also relate how this pendulum can rest at a point where perfection of the ideas of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness exist.

Yes friends, I hate to be stating the obvious, Jesus is right: if our quest is the self-glorification and self-preservation of our own little community of like-minded, then we have failed to understand Christ’s purpose and message.  We are then no different than the tax collectors and the gentiles who also want to love only those with whom they share a narrative.  Perfection demands much more than building a community for the sake of enjoying each other’s shared experience.  It demands loving those with whom we have nothing in common. There is no reward in extending hospitality and to be welcoming to only those with whom we agree; the reward is in finding community where there is no possibility of one.

And when we are faced with the impossible, the exhortation to the very learned audience of the scribes, collectively referenced as the “Hebrews”, reminds us that it is faith in God that makes the impossible possible.  And this faith requires of us that we understand that God, the only possibility of perfection, needs to be at the core of all our social interactions. 

So friends what can be my last words to you as a congregation?  First, I know that I am talking to the “Hebrews”, that is, the very learned people of Stonington. And therefore, I have a certain expectation of you.  Please, for the sake of a cozy feeling, do not buy into any idea of doing church that does not have God and Christ at its very core. Please review all your actions and your discourses to ensure that you are not putting your self-interest, that is, your own little community, before your obligation to God. Therefore, it is imperative that Scripture is never ignored, for it is not only a telling of a narrative, but also contains all things sufficient for our salvation, our restoration, our access to the kingdom of heaven. For it is by faith that abundant life, true liberty, and eternal happiness exist.     

And extending the scope of my thought beyond that of Calvary church I believe that America’s best days truly lie ahead of us, provided we can put our trust back in God; provided we can say with all honesty, “in God we trust”. And then I believe our prayer seeking God’s blessing will bear its fruit beyond our imagination.  

May God bless this church with abundant life that reaches much beyond its own confines; and may God bless America.  Amen. 
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