2nd Sunday of Pentecost
Sermon 6.6.10
Scripture:	1 Kings 7:8-16
		Luke 7:11-17

This piece I wrote as a submission to the journal Weavings, their edition entitled, “Fenced In.”  This is the invitation they put out to writers:  “’Why is light given to one who cannot see the way, whom God has fenced in?’ (Job 3:23). Job's life has crashed down on him. He had been taught and truly believed that his life was in God's safekeeping. Now his understanding of God's relationship with him has been plunged into incomprehension. Job can find no correlations between his outward activities or inward dispositions and the complete calamity that has befallen him. His desperate words convey the only insight he can muster—that God has corralled him as if he were an enemy rather than a righteous servant. What good is illumination when there is no evident way out of the enclosure? Many people in our time cannot see the way forward because forces larger than personal life have blocked every path. The extremes mount up: individual responsibility submerged by corporate irresponsibility, lifestyle commitments called into question by the threatening implications of global warming. We are immobilized by bewilderment. "I lift up my eyes to the hills—from where will my help come?" (Ps. 121:1). The gospel suggests that the source of our help lies within the very circumstances that constrain us. In Jesus Christ we see God's decision to become "fenced in" by complete self-giving to the human condition. 


This is a dream I had.  It was night and I was outside in a clearing in a wood, lying on my back on hard earth in the lonely cold.  I was far from anything that bore the fingerprints of humanity and I was afraid.  I kept my face tucked away so I couldn’t see the sky, which I knew would be clear and twinkling, and which would as such have terrified me.  I’ve always been afraid of the dark and such aloneness has always felt like a desolating sacrilege.  So, when the commandment came, “Look up,” I pressed my face more firmly to the ground.  Then a hand pulled at the roots of hair up front by my forehead, forcing my face up—my eyes shocked open at the immediacy of it.  So, I took in the sight of the night sky and then was filled with relieved dread to have seen the face of God and lived.
 I am a church pastor who was, at the time of this dream, a few days into a three-month sabbatical.  I had no project or agenda for this time.  As a part-time pastor and a full-time mother of two small children, a major undertaking would have been impossible.  But more than this was the fact that my congregation is as small as it is faithful.  No one wanted the work of holding me accountable; we don’t have such a deep bench as this.  Moreover, no one seemed to feel such a thing was necessary.  Whether or not I made good use of the time was an irrelevant question.  God would make good use of it, indeed was so with the fact that I had no prescribed way into this wilderness of time, no company to keep as I went, and no goal to reach by which to measure success or shortfall.  It would be, if nothing else, a revealing change from the Sunday-to-Sunday framing of time that I had come to love and to be a slave to.  
The pastoral life is a fenced-in one, for all the good and bad of it.  Though charged with the wild task of preaching a gospel that would turn everything we know and value inside out and upside down, we pastors are also called to love the people who are in our care, to safeguard them and even to fence them in— frame time for them in such a way that we can relate to it and to one another through it, to frame experience so it can be anticipated, shared, and remembered.  Really, the life of the church is largely a fenced-in one, though charged as all members are with proclaiming a, yes, wild gospel and so upseting the very culture that gives us shelter, yet called also to shelter the people lest we all be exposed to more than our lives can hold.  As children of the God of Israel and followers of Christ by the power of the Spirit, we undermine the pillars that hold up the roof even while we tremble at the thought of having nothing between us and our God.
It’s a tricky position—to be in the world but not of the world.
I think this is the particular point we find ourselves in right now, we who are Christian and modern and American, fenced in to something that we might be coming seriously to doubt.  So much of our culture seems to be on the wane.  Yesterday’s promise feels now like tomorrow’s terror.  The promise of industrialization has faded into the shadows of its consequences.  The promise of rational thinking has been hobbled by its lack of imagination.  The promise of freedom has been hijacked by chaos.  The promise of prosperity has been tainted by death-dealing greed and tempted by self-isolation as privacy is prized.  And the things that once served as solutions are now held in contempt as one more source of the problem.  Government is viewed skeptically while politicians are reviled.  Corporations, though employing so many of us and making our livelihoods possible, call out our cynicism and even rage.  Of course, chief among these solutions-turned-problems according to many is “organized religion” and even the church.  Really, the culture that has us fenced in may well feel to us these days less like a pasture of green and more like a wasteland.  Surely, this is what drives our current fascination with disaster films.  Surely, this is what fans the flame of popular apocalyptic belief that casts most of us (wrongly) as “left behind.”  So, what are we whose lives should be shaped not by fear but by faith now to do?  Truly, Job asked a question that could as well be ours, “Why is light given to one who cannot see the way, whom God has fenced in?”
My favorite gospel narrative is the one according to Mark, this for many reasons.  One of them is the writer’s remembering Jesus as ever being on the move in and out, in and out.  Jesus went in to the river Jordan to be baptized by John, and when he came out of the water the Spirit came to him.  Then Jesus went out to the wilderness for his time of testing, after which he came in to Galilee proclaiming the good news of God.  Jesus went in to homes and villages, and then went out to deserted places all alone to pray.  At last, he went in to Jerusalem, in to the Temple courts and cult, in to the tomb.  And then, of course, he came out.  The significance of this is Jesus’ revealing that the structures we build, both physical and conceptual, serve important purposes for us, to be sure.  But they are not ultimate, they are not essential.  There is something outside these structures.  Moreover, it’s far better than we can know.  “Thar be dragons there,” maps of a flat earth once (wrongly) warned.  “If I take the wings of the morning and settle at the farthest limits of the sea,” the psalmist (rightly!) promised, “even there your hand shall lead me, and your right hand shall hold me fast.”
On my sabbatical, I read a lot.  As a weekly preacher, I had developed the habit of mining books (and, I’ll admit, more often book reviews, or even abstract s of book reviews) for something, anything, that might be useful for me on Sunday morning.  But cast out of the Sunday-to-Sunday frame of time, I was now reading again, and for the singular purpose of feeding my soul.  Patches of green grass amidst an unknown landscape, books pointed the way forward, one book urging me to the next—works of theology, anthologies of short stories, pastoral memoirs, collections of sermons, cultural commentary and even humorous essays.  It was a journey led by the Spirit, whose halfway point was marked by Walter Brueggemann’s classic The Prophetic Imagination.  Now, at the risk of mining a book whose treasure cannot be taken but whole, I remember here two points Mr. Brueggemann made.  “The task of prophetic imagination is to…penetrate the self-deception, so that the God of endings is confessed as Lord.”[footnoteRef:1]  “The task of prophetic imagination and ministry is to bring to public expression those very hopes and yearnings that have been denied so long and suppressed so deeply that we no longer know they are there.”[footnoteRef:2]  Job was doubtless a progenitor of this imagination, cast out of the world that had forever made sense to him and now forced to make sense of it and its God anew.  Jesus was doubtless the perfector of this imagination—crucified in this unimaginative world so to usher in an all together different, and moreover thoroughly good, realm.   [1:  Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001) p. 45.]  [2:  Brueggemann, p. 65.] 

It is here that we sit, we who are in and of the church, on the fence that gives us shelter as the known world, even as this world passes away.  It is here that we sit, on the fence that protects us from the wild, encroaching what-is-to-come.  Hounding us, hungering for us, we hear it pant from outside of the fence.  Glimmering in the gloaming, eyes that see and we hope desire us, teeth and tongue that incise and we fear will devour us, a countenance that so great a cloud of witnesses has testified will grant us peace no matter the tribulations history tosses in our path—this is the face of God.  We shall see it, whether or not we want to, whether in fear and trembling or with hearts untroubled.  We shall see this which is the face of unconditional love and unending life.  We shall embrace it as our own.  And we, with all in the world, shall live.  
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