4th Sunday of Easter
Sermon 4.25.10

Acts of the Apostles 9:32-43
Now as Peter went here and there among all the believers,* he came down also to the saints living in Lydda. 33There he found a man named Aeneas, who had been bedridden for eight years, for he was paralysed. 34Peter said to him, ‘Aeneas, Jesus Christ heals you; get up and make your bed!’ And immediately he got up. 35And all the residents of Lydda and Sharon saw him and turned to the Lord. 36 Now in Joppa there was a disciple whose name was Tabitha, which in Greek is Dorcas.* She was devoted to good works and acts of charity. 37At that time she became ill and died. When they had washed her, they laid her in a room upstairs. 38Since Lydda was near Joppa, the disciples, who heard that Peter was there, sent two men to him with the request, ‘Please come to us without delay.’ 39So Peter got up and went with them; and when he arrived, they took him to the room upstairs. All the widows stood beside him, weeping and showing tunics and other clothing that Dorcas had made while she was with them. 40Peter put all of them outside, and then he knelt down and prayed. He turned to the body and said, ‘Tabitha, get up.’ Then she opened her eyes, and seeing Peter, she sat up. 41He gave her his hand and helped her up. Then calling the saints and widows, he showed her to be alive. 42This became known throughout Joppa, and many believed in the Lord. 43Meanwhile he stayed in Joppa for some time with a certain Simon, a tanner. 

Acts 20:7-16
On the first day of the week, when we met to break bread, Paul was holding a discussion with them; since he intended to leave the next day, he continued speaking until midnight. 8There were many lamps in the room upstairs where we were meeting. 9A young man named Eutychus, who was sitting in the window, began to sink off into a deep sleep while Paul talked still longer. Overcome by sleep, he fell to the ground three floors below and was picked up dead. 10But Paul went down, and bending over him took him in his arms, and said, ‘Do not be alarmed, for his life is in him.’ 11Then Paul went upstairs, and after he had broken bread and eaten, he continued to converse with them until dawn; then he left. 12Meanwhile they had taken the boy away alive and were not a little comforted.

I think I gave you the wrong impression last time I preached to you all.  As I remember it, I made it clear that I don’t want to be an apostle.  I’m fine with being a disciple—a student and follower of Jesus.  But I don’t want to be an apostle—one who is sent out.  I don’t want to be sent out in Jesus’ name to do Jesus’ work of reconciliation and redemption.  I told you this so you’d understand that you have to do this.  You have to be apostles.  I said this as a sort of warning that I’ll lead you this far—say, for example, to the back door of the sanctuary, and that you should take it from there—out to the streets, out to your places of work and places of living.  
I said this so you’d have a clear understanding of what you were getting in continuing to call me as your pastor.  I don’t want to bait you and then switch.  I don’t want to be untrue in my advertising.  You know, it’s always struck me as a little unfair that a congregation calls a pastor to its pulpit and then never gets a chance to call him away, to call her out.  It takes a crisis for a congregation to call off a call.  Most often it’s the need to call off the call that becomes the crisis.  But, why?  Why should a congregation’s call to a pastor be a lifetime offering? Why should the pastor hold all the power of discernment about when it’s time to go?  Why should the congregation have to wait on the miracle of wisdom dawning on their pastor…?
So, hoping to avoid such a crisis, I meant to make it clear: here’s what I can do for you, and here’s what I can’t.  That was the whole point of the Call to Worship, when I got to say to you, “You do it.”  But then you said back to me, “You do it.”  So, I got to say to you, “You do it.”  But then you said back to me, “You do it.”  So, I took the sermon to explain that I don’t want to do it, which left me with the distinct impression that you were relieved at this.  I got the distinct impression you don’t want to go out there any more than I do and my saying, “I’m not gonna,” relieved you of having to do it, too.  
I could be wrong.  Maybe you weren’t relieved that I was set to stay right here in the sanctuary where I make a fine disciple and where you all do as well.  Maybe you weren’t worried that my confession was just a disarming way to call you to arms, a stealthy way to muster us all as a small army of the Lord set to lay siege to Monterey.  Maybe then you weren’t relieved when I said, in essence, no, I’m not going to do that.  I’m not going out there.  I’m just gonna stay right here, I’m  gonna sing a couple more hymns and then I’m gonna call it a morning.  Again I could be wrong: maybe you didn’t take my ambivalence about being an apostle as permission to sit back, ambivalent yourselves.  
But, if you did, then you should be warned that I’ve change my mind.  I am going out there.  I won’t lay siege.  But I am going out there.
This reminds me of another thing I’d like to clear up.  I believe on Easter I said I’m going to see if I can’t kill this congregation.  It’s a sermon that generated a lot of feedback on our Facebook page and in my email in-box.  “Did you really say that?” more than a couple colleagues wrote me.  “To them?  On Easter?”  “That’s a disturbing idea,” wrote a few of our occasional parishioners—people who rely on this place to be here when they’re here.  “Please don’t do that,” they said.  As I piece it all back together (and it is a bit of a fog because I haven’t been sleeping well) I think I wanted to call it quits here because I just wanted to go home.  This might have been disturbing to you, too, or it might have been a relief.  
So again, if it was a relief, I should warn you, I’ve changed my mind about that, too.
This book, the Acts of the Apostles, has gotten under my skin.   This book that I swore off for the first ten years of ministry (never having preached on it); this book that I swore off for the first forty years of my Christianity (having only read it once, and through a prolonged flinch): this book has taken hold of me and it won’t let me go.  It’s funny that I steered so clear of it since it’s the opposite of the sort of writing I more often find repellant—apologetics, Christian apologetics.  There’s a place for apologetics, to be sure.  C.S. Lewis was one who made the genre famous and wrote it well.  But it’s a long-standing literary tradition, and its practice could well be said to be the work of ecumenism and interfaith outreach.  Its goal tends to be (a worthy one!) making Christianity accessible to those outside the faith, making Christianity acceptable to those outside the church.  But I’ve always felt something essential is lost in apologetics.  Religion is like language: explaining it to those who don’t speak it is, if at times necessary and useful, still very limited and limiting.  No doubt, this is one aspect of my call to parish ministry as opposed to chaplaincy or ecumenical ministry.  I don’t want to do apologetics; really, I don’t know how to do apologetics.  I want to preach to the faithful.  Really, this is my native language, and it’s just too exhausting always to be working in translation.  
One recent description of what preaching is that I hold on to is this: Christ walking among His people.  The preached word opens the space for Christ to walk among us.  A slightly rougher image of the same concept is Methodist preacher Will Willimon’s.  He says he’s preached well when it seems Christ has come up to the pulpit, grabbed his manuscript and said, “Gimme that thing.  I’ll see if I can’t do something with that piece of…”  And, really, there’s nothing more important to our lives as Christians than for us to get together with others of the faith and tell each other the story again, pray with each other to the God in whom we live and move and have our being, and witness to one another what God has done for us, how God has given us life.  There’s nothing more important that what we’re doing right now.  
No apologist, I should really like Acts of the Apostles.  After all this is a wholly different genre—the genre called “acts.”  Recognized in the ancient world, books of acts are books that described great deeds of people or of cities.  There are several books of acts in the apocrypha of the New Testament.  These are books that almost made it into the canon but didn’t: the Acts of Thomas, the Acts of Andrew, the Acts of John.  Written in the 2nd century, they were composed too late, according to the judgment of those in 4th century who set the canon, to be included in what we know as the Bible.  Unlike apologetics, books of acts don’t seek acceptance: they don’t seek to make their subject matter acceptable to the modern, reasonable mind or accessible to those who are foreign to the faith.  They’re written for believers.  This isn’t to say they’re propaganda.  They’re not chauvinistic myths—“We’re the best!  We’re the best!”—written to blind people to the complications of reality.  But they are unapologetic about their subject matter.  They’re bold—and written to embolden people in endeavors that seem rather hopeless.
Well, the early church was in this way rather hopeless.  There was nothing the church had to offer to entice people to join the movement.  Christians had no political favor with the empire and no religious apparatus to compare to the Temple cult.  They were not wealthy people by and large—though some were; yet those who were ended up giving a lot of their wealth to the movement.  (Two notable ones who withheld money and then lied about it were struck dead when Peter confronted them.  Socialism, indeed!)  Here’s what the church did have: a crucified Savior (not much to brag about), guidance from a Spirit that was like the wind (not much to bank on), and some very confident apostles—confident, con fide meaning “with faith.”  
Two of these were people who could raise the dead back to life—Peter and Paul.  This, as you might imagine, put them in exalted company.  There are only five people, according to the biblical witness, who did this: the prophets Elijah and Elisha, the apostles Peter and Paul, and, of course, Jesus.  In each of the cases of this miracle of miracles taking place, the result is that people came to believe.  Witnessing this, or hearing witness of it, people came to believe in the God represented in these prophets and apostles, and in this anointed one.  People came to believe in the living God who makes the dead alive.  In one case, this was not only the result but also the stated intent: that God might be glorified and you might believe.  In a couple cases, belief was not only the result but also a contributing factor, the medicine, if you will: “Do not be afraid, but only believe and she will be made well.”  What’s interesting to me about these two accounts of the dead being raised is that the cause was something even more urgent than making believers.  There was this, as we heard this morning.  But here is a more pressing cause—the cause was getting back to work.  Ain’t got time to die: we’ve got news to deliver.  Ain’t got time to die: we’ve got people to save.  Ain’t got time to die: we’ve got a church to build
Well, the mainline Protestant church is dying.  Everyone knows it.  We’re hemorrhaging members—have been for years.  Even the Baptists have had fewer and fewer baptisms in recent years, markedly fewer last year.  We’re even hemorrhaging congregations—churches closing all over the place.  I recently heard the Methodist Bishop of Alabama claim he’ll likely oversee the closing of 200 churches in his tenure.  Looking back, this death has been coming on for a long time.  Probably, the first throe of it was in naming the mainline Protestant church “mainline.”  Time was we didn’t need a name for it.  It’s all there was in America—those white clapboard churches that sat on main streets and town commons and village greens.  There were Catholics, of course, but they were off to the side:  they were immigrants, or if they weren’t, their church was at least a less American endeavor.  And there were Jews, but outside New York City and other urban pockets, they were few and far between.  Really, for the most part if you were an American, you were a Christian and you went to church every Sunday.  
But then these other sorts of Christians began popping up in congregations or making congregations of their own.  They were “born again.”  They were people who made a decision for Christ.  In a land where everyone was basically a Christian, these were people who became Christians.  I remember reading a description of Sarah Palin when she became mayor of Wasilla, Alaska.  It came out during the presidential election.  Having won due largely to the evangelical vote in Wasilla, Palin was the cause of rejoicing.  People said, “Finally, we have a Christian mayor!”  The incumbent she’d defeated was reported to be surprised at this.  “What did they think I was?” he wondered.  “I’m a Lutheran.” 
The so-called mainline church, with its civic faith and upstanding citizens, couldn’t really keep up.  For, while some left the mainline for it not being Christian enough, others left because it was too much so.  People began to realize that you don’t need the church to be a conduit for civic-minded activism and altruism.  You don’t need the church to build a food pantry.  You don’t need the church to establish a community garden.  You don’t need the church to form baseball teams for the men of the town and book clubs for the ladies.  Time was that participation in all of these things amounted to being a “good Christian.”  I heard account of a small town having a “good Christian” award.  One year, the recipient was the town’s only Jew.  He was, indeed, a good man—honest, reliable, neighborly, kind.  One thing he wasn’t was a Christian.
So, times have changed.  And it’s good news that we can have our word back.  It’s good news that we in the church can have our word back—that it will no longer be a way of praising someone’s character, that it will now be a way of describing a people’s orientation in life and framework for a common understanding of life and shared set of practices for life.  It’s good news that Christian doesn’t mean American as it did fifty years ago, and it’s good news that it doesn’t refer only to the religious right as it did 15 years ago.  But the challenge in this is that we need to know what it does mean.  We can name all the pitfalls that lay before a people attempting to proclaim their faith. They sound moralistic.  They sound simplistic.  They sound self-righteous, strident, aggressive, closed-minded.  Ever aware of these pitfalls, of what we don’t want to sound like, or how we don’t want to be received, can we yet proclaim our faith?  Can we bear witness to what God is doing for us, in our lives, in your life?
“What do we believe?  How are we to express our faith?  What are the particular religious practices and spiritual disciplines that make us who we are?”  Anthony Robinson is a UCC pastor who’s written and spoken extensively about the mainline church finding itself over this barrel.  Having once hitched its wagon to the rising star of modernity and democracy and human reason and resourcefulness, the modern church is waning like modernity itself, its star now falling.  He notes, “Civic religion was, by and large, not well prepared to help its constituencies answer these questions: what do we believe, how are we to express our faith, what are our particular religious practices and spiritual disciplines? …Suddenly, the moralistic sentiments of civic religion were not enough…Civic religion had not prepared mainline Protestants to be able to give an account of their faith to their [now more ethnically and religiously diverse] neighbors or even—and this was perhaps more serious—to their children.”  
There’s something I want to clear up.  I fear I gave you the wrong impression earlier in this sermon when I said I changed my mind—about not wanting to be an apostle and about wanting to just let this church die.  I misled you.  I didn’t change my mind.  I haven’t changed anything.  God did it.  God is doing it.  The Holy Spirit is at work in me in a way that feels both familiar—something from long ago, and also new.  And I should give you fair warning because the Holy Spirit has a way of infecting whole groups.  In short, if you’re looking for time to die, stop spending time here.  I just don’t think we’re going to have sort of time anymore.    
Thanks be to God.
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