5th Sunday after Easter
Sermon 5.22.11

Scripture:
Acts of the Apostles 8:26-39


John 15:1-13

Re-Membered
It’s at times like this that I’d wander across the street to the store.  This one didn’t come easily—this sermon.  Writing a sermon is like approaching a room whose doorway in I can’t find.  Inside that room is good stuff, I know; so the search is always worth it.  But sometimes it takes a long time.  Sometimes it’s hard, frustrating.  Sometimes I knock on walls for an hour, a few hours, before I find the wall that opens—the wall that is in fact a door.  And sometimes, when the search reveals no way in, no entry point, I give up.  I pick up a book.  I walk the dogs.  I sleep on it: God seems to love the unconscious.  I wander across the street to the store—to see who’s there, to see what chance encounter might be God’s grace to me, to buy a bag of chips and sit on the porch until something happens that amounts to God saying, “Come on in.  All things are ready.”

As we all know, the town’s loss of the store has nothing to do with townspeople now not knowing where to buy toilet paper and lottery tickets and goat cheese (though knowing where to buy all three in one place is another question).  For these things, the store is easily replaced—perhaps already had long been replaced.  It’s been years, decades, since the general store was the first and last stop for anyone’s household necessities, right?  What has been lost in the store’s closing is a setting where a chance encounter might take place.  And chance encounters are wonderful, really.  What’s more, they can be hard to come by—what with all of us dashing to and fro, as T.S. Eliot wrote nearly a century ago, traveling ribbons roads in motor cars that make chance encounters at best quickly passing (a hand waving out a zipping-by open window) and at worst unpleasant (a collision that we must not admit was our fault and must never apologize for, lest our insurance company be the one made to pay out).  We’ve got the post office, of course; but you’re unlikely to linger there, waiting for that needed chance encounter that might be slow in coming.  We’ve got the library, but its limited hours are, well, limiting.  We’ve got the church, but this as a setting is something quite different—less a place for bumping into people you haven’t seen in a while and more a place for joining together on purpose as a beloved people.  So here we are, in this sectarian town amidst a sectarian county, where everyone’s in to what they’re in to, where we all travel in self-selected social circles, and where we have now one less place to be bumped out of these orbits so familiar to us and into something that surprises and delights—and often for its being of little significance.  
The book of Acts is full of chance encounters, though they’re never called that—and for the reason that they’re not understood as that, they’re not received as that.  These encounters are felt not to be by chance but to be intended by the Holy Spirit, as when the Spirit said to Philip, “Go over to this chariot and join it.”  This follows an even more explicit invitation come from God, when an angel of the Lord said to Philip, “Get up and go toward the south to the road that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza.”  And this, we should know, follows the stoning of Stephen, when the highest religious authorities, having listened to Stephen’s testimony of Jesus, covered their ears and shouted aloud as they all rushed together against him and dragged him out of the city then to the place where they would stone him to death, all while Stephen prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit,” and “Jesus, do not hold this sin against them.”  This was an event that (no surprise) scattered the early church from the center that was Jerusalem to outlying lands that were full of foreigners (Samaritans, Ethiopians), full of strangers and little else.  A wilderness road, this which Philip traveled is noted to have been.  
And here’s what’s remarkable: that this all but forced expulsion of the early church from Jerusalem its first members accepted as God’s will, God’s grace.  They might have resented it; they might have rejected it.  They might have judged this tide now turning against them, and violently so, as unjust, unfair.  Instead, pressed out of Jerusalem and into unknown territory, they accepted this as a divine invitation, a spirited chance at something brand new.   
I’ve been spending a lot of time lately in the company of colleagues.  Spring is a time of annual meetings, conferences and colloquia, it seems.  Last week, at the Western Area Day of Covenant, UCC pastors of congregations west of Springfield discussed the concept of adaptive change.  There’s technical change—trying a new technique in response to a specific problem.  And then there’s adaptive change, which is in response to entirely different circumstances.  The theory goes (and I agree with it) that the church in America is facing an entirely new set of assumptions and challenges.  Our context has changed utterly in the last 40 or so years; and we must adapt to it.  It’s no longer a matter of finding the right people to fill those committee positions, for example; it’s a matter of questioning whether committees are the right solution in the first place to the problem of how now to be church.  It can make for a good discussion.  But it can also call forth such resentment that the church as we find it now, our congregations as they are now, didn’t make the changes they should have 10, 20, 30 years ago.  If only they’d done then what we should have been done, we wouldn’t be now so bereft, so forsaken.  This isn’t a fear that is the church’s alone.  Our whole society fears this, perhaps at this moment more than ever.  We fear, so many of us do fear, that our country is on the track, that our society is unsustainable and yet has been too slow in adapting.  It’s Not Too Late is the title of one book I bought at a recent clergy conference.  Subtitled A Field Guide to Hope, it’s not a book I know anything about except that the title proclaimed exactly what I needed to hear in face of so much resentment that things weren’t going the way they should be going, the way God no doubt intended them to be going.  
Well, if preachers don’t always catch the hopeful spirit of those first apostles for whom expulsion was invitation and crisis was opportunity, they do tend to love this story of Philip and the eunuch.  Or, rather, we do.  After all, it justifies our being what we are, our doing what I am just now doing.  “How can I understand what I’m reading,” the eunuch asked Philip, “unless someone guides me?”  An interpreter of scripture is what he needed, someone to preach to him the veracity of the written words!  This is the self-serving preaching point: everyone needs a preacher!  But it’s also true—that scripture needs interpretation, that moreover it needs sound interpretation.  This is the church’s book, after all, and in spite of the fact that you can find Bibles tucked into every motel room in the country, this isn’t a book meant to be read alone.  The Roman Church for centuries took this to a problematic extreme, forbidding private ownership of the Bible at all: only priests, the church proclaimed, were to read and interpret scripture.  The Protestant reaction to this, that anyone and everyone can and should do this, has hardly been a fruitful solution, opening the door for everyone from Reinhold Niebuhr to Glenn Beck to take the interpretive stage.  Where I come down on the question will come as no surprise: I think the interpretation of scripture should be informed by study and current thought, should be prayerful and playful and most of all done in the context of a community that gathers by its authority.  Blah, blah, blah.  All of this is an aside to the remarkable fact that the eunuch recognized in this scroll called Isaiah something significant, something powerful.  No mere work of literature, here was a book that needed a particular quality of attention and intention; and he was unpracticed in such a thing.
It’s a lovely image, actually—the eunuch asking for Philip’s help.  Though the eunuch was likely in many ways marginalized—disallowed from participating in Temple worship (though he’d just come from Jerusalem as a pilgrim), proscribed by the law from any such religious fellowship (though he was, according to the story, returning home from worship)—he’s nonetheless a court official for the Ethiopian Queen, an educated man in charge of the treasury, a wealthy man, riding as he was in a chariot, and a man of fortitude, given that, though perhaps unwelcome, he went to Jerusalem for worship in the first place.  Philip, on the other hand, had similarly been expelled from the cultic life to be found in Jerusalem.  But he had no wealth, perhaps no education, few prospects really for what made for a good life.  In sum, both the eunuch and Philip had things in common but also each had plenty of reason to be repelled by the other.  Yet here they were, together.
  The eunuch’s response to what he’d read reminds me of the Godly Play question, “I wonder where you are in this story, or what part of it is about you.”  For here was a story that belonged to someone else (whether to Isaiah who spoke the words, or to someone else of whom Isaiah prophesied, the eunuch did wonder); and yet it was so clearly about the eunuch himself.  Can’t you just imagine him reading alone this haunting verse and seeing himself in what came to mind?  It’s a spooky feeling, when you relate so closely to an event or a story, to a work of art, to a song.  Come to think of it, there’s even a song about this feeling of relating closely to a song:  “Strumming my pain with his fingers, singing my life with his words, killing me softly with his song with his song….”  So were the words of Isaiah for the eunuch:  “Like a sheep he was led to the slaughter, and like a lamb silent before his shearer, so he does not open his mouth.  In his humiliation, justice was denied him.  Who can describe his generation?  For his life is taken away from the earth.”  Can’t you just imagine the eunuch reading these words and wondering how Isaiah could have so known this eunuch’s current experience?

As you may or may not know, a eunuch is an emasculated man.  Either by birth or by choice or by force, a eunuch is one whose testes don’t function and so is unable to reproduce.  Not much is known about this individual—whether he was merely celibate, or was infertile, or had been castrated for courtly purposes (to sing as a castrati for the queen, to guard a harem for the king).  But, whatever the case, he was in some real sense cut off—cut off physically, of course, such that this phrase probably had painful resonance for him, but also cut off from a society for whom a life’s value lay in whether it resulted in children, or better yet grandchildren, or still better yet great-grandchildren.  Who, indeed, could describe such a one’s generation—such a one who would not, could not, generate anything of true value at all?  
What Philip preached to him is largely unknown.  We know only that he “proclaimed the good news about Jesus.”  But, I have to admit, I’m not sure what that means.  It’s the sort of phrase that is (these days, anyway) easily said, tossed around even, as a shortcut to cover a set of assumptions that aren’t mine, really that I can’t even pretend to know.  But here’s something I do know: two mothers of two grown children, both of whom died in their midlife, wept in my office following these two separate untimely deaths; two mothers grieved the loss of their grown children, and summed up the whole experience with these words: “What a waste.”  It chilled me to hear it, more so the second time.  And it made me wonder, what makes a life a waste?  What is life for that some lives might be deemed a waste?  The only thing these two dearly departed had in common, other than their age group, was the fact that neither had married and neither had had children.  “What a waste,” we might then judge them, especially when given the long view of history, in which everyone is mostly forgotten except for those remembered, though usually just vaguely, as our ancestors.  What a waste, we might judge those sorry souls who aren’t to be anyone’s ancestors—forgotten all together, as if they’d never been here at all.  Well, if we do deem such people a waste, then we should understand that we’re deeming Jesus this, as well.
It’s possible the eunuch had been considered such a waste, had even considered himself such a waste.  And now he encountered (and in sacred text no less!) one similarly cut off, one whose generation could not even be described and who was yet remembered to have created something new, to have generated something of significance indeed.  Celibate until crucified, Jesus yet generated a whole family for himself, a family whose fruitfulness still bears forth to this day.  Yes, it’s possible that the good news of Jesus which Philip proclaimed to this eunuch is that those who are cut off are not so forgotten, not so forsaken.  No, for those who seem cut off—as fruitless branches of a vine—might indeed, like Jesus, in Jesus, be re-membered.  Jesus’ generation of a new sort of family means that no one is ever to be considered cut off again.  
We’re working on the website—a few of us for this congregation.  One of the pages of it will be “About Us.”  And so we’ve been thinking “about us.”  Who are we?  What makes us particular in a county full of Christian congregations?  I think one characteristic that is ours in particular is that so many of us come out of our families to be here on Sunday mornings.  We come on our own, or we come as a couple, and we largely come out of the religious tradition of our families of origin.  We have grown children, or we have no children, or we live in community, as at Gould Farm, which reconfigures, or recontextualizes, the traditional family.   To a large degree, we come not as family units but as a person here, a couple there—which is unusual, you know.  Or maybe you don’t know.  Maybe you’ve been coming to worship here for so long that you’ve forgotten how central to congregational life is the “traditional family,” the “nuclear family.”  Many are the churches that identify themselves as “family churches,” programmed even with special ministries for families—Sunday School for children, support groups for parents, a ladies fellowship for the wives and a men’s breakfast group for the husbands.  And it’s fine: it’s fine that congregations should support families, especially these days when so much of our society does not.  But it’s good also that there’s a church where you don’t need to come as a family in order to be welcomed in.  I’d even go further to say that this is the sort of church Christ came to gather, the sort of family Christ came to generate—not one made by birth but by rebirth, that none might feel themselves as cut off, that no one be left to doubt his own generative capacity, that no one be made to despair that her life has been a waste, but that everyone might be re-membered into a family whose life is eternal and whose whole reason for being is love: to love, to be loved, to participate in unending love.
Now, I doubt very much that the general store made for much church growth.  I doubt the existence of the store had measurable, beneficial effect on church life.  Really, I doubt the one had much to do with other, as far as numbers can speak.  The store never enjoyed an “after-church lunch rush,” for example; and the church never benefitted from people leaving the store, having completed their errands, and deciding now that they needed one last thing in town and it’s a Sunday morning and the bell is ringing and, oh, what the heck.  But, if the church is to be a gathering of people who come not by blood or by birthright but by the invitation of the Spirit, then chance encounters play a vital role.  In the case of this little town, the chance encounters that the general store allowed for bore little evident fruit for us as a church.  But they did bear fruit for so many as a means of God’s grace, whether people would have called it that or not.  And this, I think, is what’s been lost in the closing of the store.  We miss each other: those whom we would otherwise never see, those whom we would never even know.  We miss them: those who are strangers to us, those whom we might see once and then never see again and whom yet have us, though continuing our way, now rejoicing.
Well, God isn’t finished with this little village, of course.  Something new will take root here, though when is another question.  Meanwhile, we’ll have to search for God in the stranger somewhere else, further afield, down some long road away from our village center.  But this, too, is God’s grace.  
Thanks be to God.
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