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			Living  in the  light  of  the  Gospel  Series

I  want  to  start  with     the   28th and  29th  verses  of  the   first  chapter  of    Paul’s   First   letter  to the   Church  at   Corinth.    I  am  reading  from  The  Authentic  Letters  of   Paul,  A  New  reading   of   Paul’s  Rhetoric and   Meaning. ‘ “God  has  chosen  people who have no status  in the world  and  even those who are held in  contempt, people  who count for nothing  in order  to bring to nothing  those who are  thought  to be really   something, so that no human  being  might be  full of  themselves  in  the  presence  of  God.”

In  ancient  Greece  and  Rome   there was a  word   translated  as “the  poor”  that  was usually  applied   to the   vast  majority  of  the  people  in any  city  state  who  having no claim  to   the  income  of a  large  estate,  lacked    that  degree  of   leisure and independence  regarded as   essential  to the life  of a   gentleman.  

In a   lot of  cases  men  who were  referred to as   poor  would own small  plots of  land  which they   would  have to work  themselves    or  maybe with the  help of    some  hired   laborer   or  slave.  

The   word  used in  our   Gospel lesson    and   translated  as  “the   poor”   was  not the one  I  just   described.  It is a  different   word altogether  and   suggests “one  who  crouches, “   a   beggar.   He   owned no  property.  In  many  cases  had no  family  or  social   ties.  He   was often  a   wanderer   and   considered a   foreigner.   

What  is  so  shocking about  these  words  of   Jesus is   that  he   did   not  speak  of a  kingdom  of the   poor.  He  spoke  of a   kingdom  of the   destitute.   Not a   kingdom of   poverty   but  of    beggary.   These are the  ones  that  Jesus claims  are   blessed:  the  unclean,  the   degraded   the   marginal and   expendable,  those   who  have   nothing.    

Is   this  what   Paul  is  talking  about?      God  has  chosen  people  who have no  status in the  world  and  even those  who  are  held in contempt  people who count for nothing  in  order to bring to nothing   those  who are  thought  to be  really  something, so that no human being  might  be  full of  themselves in the  presence of  God.

I  am   very  clear  that   Jesus  may have  had  something    else in mind    when  he   spoke  of a    kingdom  of the   destitute,   the  unclean,  the     marginalized  and    expendable.

But  what  I’m   interested  in   is  what   Paul  is  getting  at.  .     And  I  think  we  get a  clue to   that  in   one of the  last  letters  he  wrote.    His   letter  to  the  Philippians:

What  he  speaks  of   there  is   how   God   emptied    himself,   made  space  within  himself  so  that  God  might   take   our   humanity  into   his   divinity.    There  is  no  grabbiness  no   conquest,  no   compulsion,  no  force,  no   domination, no   demand.   There  is  openness  and  invitation and   readiness and   longing and  and   trust expectation.    And  so it is  that  God is  with  us.

And   says  Paul   we  are ,  in  Christ,   to   function  in the  same  way  towards   God, making  space  in   our    humanity  for   the   Divinity  the  Holiness  of    God  to   be a  part of  us.    That   requires  that  we  not  be   full  of   ourselves  in the  presence of   God.     We are to know   who  we  are and  who  we   aren’t     and   be   available  and  open  for   the    Holy   One   to  take  up   residence  within  us.

What  Paul  is  getting  at  is  that   the  God  we know in  Jesus,  the   anointed  one  is a  God  who as  William  Stringfellow  said    “ is  not a god  who is an  abstract  presence  somewhere  else  but  a  living  presence  here and now  in this  world,  exactly  this  world as  men and  women know it and touch it and smell it and live and  work in it.  The God  we  know  in  Jesus  is   present to  all men, women and   children  in the   events  and  relationships  which  constitute  our   existence  in this  world.  That is  the   theology of  the incarnation.

William  Stafford  speaks   eloquently  about   this     attitude  of  openness, receptiveness  and   expectancy.  The  way    of  making  space   for   an   encounter   with   God  at   any   moment  and   in any  circumstance   and  in  any   relationship  in  our  life.  His  poem is   titled  “Being a  Person”  It  has a   distinctly    Native  American  flavor  because  he is  part  Indian.

Be a person  here.  Stand by  the   river,  invoke 
The  owls.  Invoke winter, then spring
Let any  season that wants to come here  make its  own
call.  After that  sound  goes  away,  wait.

A slow bubble  rises  through the earth
And  begins to include sky, stars, all space,
Even the  outracing  expanding  thought.
Come  back and hear the   little  sound  again.

….

How you  stand here  is  important.  How you
listen for  the   next   things to  happen.  How  you  breath.
 
 
This  is   how    we  relate  to  one  another here   at   St.  Paul’s  .  This is an image  of   what  living  in the  fullness  of  Christ  is  like  for  us.  It  involves  our   emptying   ourselves  ,  or making  room in    ourselves   for   the     best    of  the   humanity   of  others  to  become a  part  of us  also.  Even as  we   make  the   best  of  us   available  to   others

This  is  not  something  we  can    engineer  we  simply   hang  out  together.  We do  our  thing,  whether  its   sing in the  choir,   help   build a  house,    usher,   process,    teach   church  school,  arrange   cookies,    lead    discussions   serve on   vestry,   whatever … And  it   happens,   a   connection,  with   God    with   one   another.   And  we   are   changed    and   our   world  is   different.  Maybe  in big  ways.  Maybe in small ways.    This  can  also  simply happen  as  we    talk with one  another  and     sip  our    coffee     or  munch  on  goodies.    

 It  involves  profound   trust  in  one another  that  what the  other   offers   us   will be   good  for  us   just  as  this   kind  of  relationship  with  the   Holy  requires    incredible   trust   both on our  part and  on   God’s.  

I  want  to   pull  this  all  together  with  one   final  image  from    Cormack  McCarthy’s   book,   The  Road      (from  the   fly  leaf ) It’s a post apocalyptic  story  about  a  father  and  his  son as they walk  alone   through  a   burned   world.   Something   terrible  has   happened.  The   whole  country  has  been   destroyed.  Nothing   moves in the   ravaged  landscape   except  for the   ash  that   fills  the   air.  When   the   snow falls  it  is   grey.  The  sky  is  dark.  Their  destination  is the   coast.   They have  nothing,  just a   pistol  to  defend   themselves  against athe   lawless   bands  that   stalk  the   road.  The   clothes  they  are  wearing  a  cart of  scavenged  food  and   each  other.  All that   sustains  them  is  their   love  for one  another.  They are  each,  the   others   world.

 The  father   eventually  dies.  The   boy  is  alone.  Standing   shivering   in  the   road.  A  man   appears over a  rise, dressed  in  a  gray  and   yellow  ski   parka. He  carries  a shotgun  upside  down over his   shoulder  on a  braided  leather  lanyard.  He  was a  veteran  of  old  skirmishes,  bearded,, scarred  across  his  cheek.   One  eye   wandered and  his    mouth  worked  imperfectly.   

He and  the  boy   talk,  the  boy  decides to  trust   him,  to  go   home with  him.  The  man had  told him that  he   had a   wife and  two  small children  close  to the   boy’s   age.    Here  is  the   next  to  last  paragraph in the   book:                                         

“The  woman  when  she  saw him put  her  arms  around  him and held   him.  Oh, she said, I am so glad   to see  you.  She  would  talk to him sometimes about  God.  He  tried to talk to   God  but the  best  thing  was to  talk to his  father and he  did  talk to him every  day.  He  didn’t forget the  promise  he  had   made.    The  woman said  that  was all right.  She  said  that  the   breath  of  God was still God’s breath  even  though  it  pass from  one  person to  another  through  all of   time.”  Now   back  to   William  Stafford’s   words:  

“How  you  stand  here  is  important.  How  you  listen for the  next  things  to   happen.  How  you  breath.”   Every   Breath  we  take  is   our   breath  and   it is  also   God’s   breath.   And  God’s  breath  surrounds  us and is  within  us and   those   who are  gathered  with  us   because  it  has  been   passed  on  to  us   through  the   many  generations   that  have   come  before  us .   And  God’s  breath   will be   there  for   those    who   breath  long   after   we  are   gone.  

How   you  stand  here  is   important. Your   attitude.  Your   willingness to  trust.    How  you  listen for the  next   things to   happen.  Even how   you   breath.    Amen
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