April 25, 2010

“Discerning the True, Christ-Centered Spirit”

John 1:1-5, 14; 14:1-7, 16-17; 15:17, 26-27

   Even in the most dysfunctional and disconnected families, there is usually a coming together during a life crisis.  The differences and disagreements that seemed so vitally important before dissipate when word goes out that a member of the family is dying or has died.  At that moment everyone gathers, and even if awkward at first, words of comfort and hope are shared simultaneously with tentative hugs.  When life is pretty good, pretty ordinary, we have the luxury of disagreeing about non-ultimate matters, matters whose non-ultimacy becomes starkly apparent in ICU and funeral home environments.  

   Lisa Tracey describes one such non-ultimate matter in her new book, Objects of Our Affection.  Lisa’s paternal grandmother, Jan, was given a set of silver for a wedding gift. This giving of a set of silver was a family tradition. Jan picked out the silver, and then it was presented to her with her initials engraved on the silver.  When Lisa’s mother married Jan’s son, Jan gave Lisa’s mother a set of silver; however, she did not allow Lisa’s mother to pick out the silver she wanted.  In addition, Jan had her son’s initials engraved on the silver, as well as Lisa’s mother’s initials.  This led to what Lisa describes as a life-long grudge between her mother and paternal grandmother.
  And there it is: the kind of thing that can separate and divide us in the luxury of ordinary, pretty good life.

   As a Presbyterian minister of Word and Sacrament (teaching elder), I get to play golf at Blair Academy for free (historically it is Presbyterian school). This is one of two great gifts.  The other great gift is that the Blair Academy golf course is only nine holes, nine uninspiring holes.  This may not sound like a gift, but it depends on whether you’re a glass-half-empty, or a glass-half-full person.  It is a great gift to me because it results in the golf course not being very popular, and as a result of that, I can leave my house, walk nine holes, and be back home in less than 90 minutes, less time than most people spend watching afternoon and evening television shows.  

    A few years ago, I was on the second hole when I noticed another person on the third hole waiting to tee off.  While still on the green of the second hole, this lone man on the third-hole tee box screamed, “Hey, that’s my ball!”  A few seconds past, and he repeated the scream.  When I finished the second hole and arrived at the third-hole tee box, the man was still there. He was waiting on a couple in front of him who were still in the fairway of the third hole.  This man, let’s call him Jim, informed me that the “idiots” in front of him were taking forever.  He had not initially seen them when he hit his tee shot because they had been in the woods searching for their errant tee shots.
   Jim invited me to play along with him, which, under such circumstances, I could hardly decline. As we continued to play, Jim remained agitated as we continued having to wait on the very deliberate (read, slow) playing couple in front of us. On the fourth hole, Jim once again yelled at them to hurry things along.  

   As we approached the fifth-hole tee box, we noticed that the couple was seated on a bench waiting for us.  As we drew close, Jim recognized the couple, then, in a very happy tone, called them by name, greeted the woman with a kiss on the cheek, asked how they had been, expressed his hope they would come to some of his pool parties that summer, and, in general, he was overly-effusive in his friendliness in that, “Oops, I gotta make this right without actually admitting to myself or others that I’m the real idiot here” kind of way.  

   And there it is: Another example of the kind of thing that can separate and divide us in the luxury of ordinary, pretty good life.  (The couple was pleasant but cool in response to Jim’s effusiveness, and they encouraged us to “play through,” a common courtesy on the golf course.)  
   How did the Christian Church grow from a small, persecuted sect in the mid-first century to become the religion of the entire Roman Empire 250 years later?  World class historians like Peter Brown of Princeton, Virginia Burris of Drew and my (Mercedes-Benz-giving) friend from Princeton Seminary, Karlfried Froehlich, and Biblical scholars such as N.T. Wright, Bruce Metzgar, and Elaine Pagels, and sociologists like Rodney Stark of Yale and literary scholars like Harold Bloom of Yale, as well as philosophers like Diogenes Allen and archaeologists like James Robinson have much to offer us on this question, even if, at the end of the day, no complete answer exists even for them. Despite all that I have learned from these and many others, my simplest (if also not complete) answer is this: the various and diverse Christian communities, regularly faced with persecution and suffering, with the ICU and funeral home environments of life, were more often than not forced to focus on the essentials that bound them together rather than the non-ultimate things that divided them.
   The Holy Spirit we are told in John’s gospel would be that Spirit that would bring to remembrance the things Jesus did and taught.  If the essentials of what Jesus did and taught, as witnessed to by the various Christian communities and the diverse gospels that were produced in those communities are about the redemptive suffering, death and resurrection of Jesus, and loving God and neighbor as self, then discerning the true Spirit of God versus other spirits becomes, if not self-evident, at least more clear, for the Spirit of God can be discerned wherever there is redemptive, suffering love for other people.
   The Spirit of God is not present where power and control over others is sought for or enacted, whether in Church or government, home or place of work.  Power in the sense of controlling others is the antithesis of what we find in the Word made flesh (not “the word made into a book”) in the gospels.  Power in the sense of preserving at all costs my life no matter what others suffer is also the antithesis of what we find in the New Testament.  Our earthly existence is important, but is not ultimate. How we live for and love God and others trumps earthly existence.

   Many churches (mostly Roman Catholic and Mormon) try to control people (and society) through hierarchical, authoritarian church bureaucracies, while other churches (mostly Protestant) try to control people (and society) through their own private and diverse interpretations of the Bible.  The attempt to control other people, in whatever form, is antithetical to the Spirit of God witnessed to in “the Word made flesh, full of grace and truth.”

   Wherever an interpretation of the Bible leads to the social/political prospering of the interpreter as well as the control and loss of power of those who are told to receive the interpretation, rest assured the Spirit of God is not present.

   One example from American history.  In 1830, the Andrew Jackson administration pushed through the Congress the Native American Removal Act. With biblically-infused language that spoke of the need to “Christianize” Native Americans, the legislation authorized the forced removal of approximately 80,000 people from their homes and land. To “Christianize” in that context meant the Native Americans did not dress in the European fashion, did not speak (at least not solely) the English language, and did not, in general, live by European customs.  All these things have nothing to do with the essentials of Christianity; indeed, the motivation for the Native American Removal Act was the confiscation of 25 million acres of land so that more white European settlers could build European-styled homes and communities. Of the 15,000 Cherokee forced to march from South Carolina and Georgia to Oklahoma, 6,000 died of starvation and exposure along the way.
   A final example from personal experience.  When our son was a toddler and we were often in company of other parents of toddlers, it occurred to me that “play-dates” were more about the adults than the children.  The parents sat around the kitchen table talking about important adult stuff, while the kids were happily forgotten.  Happily forgotten until the inevitable argument over a toy, or the toddler grabbing for something he/she should not touch, etc.  The typical parental response was to remain seated and say, “No.”  Usually this saying of “no” would be repeated several times, then the adult conversation would resume, but of course, soon there was another occasion for another round of repetitious “no-ing.”  I always found it easier on myself as a parent, and more constructive to the child, to get off my rear-end and get down on my hands and knees and participate with the child in play, and thereby, via participation with him/her, influence a different course of play. (Sometimes this took less time than repeating “no,” sometimes longer, but even when it took longer it was much more fun and much less frustrating for parent and child.  I actually made it a parental goal to try and never say “no,” and this based not only on my own instinct by child-development studies on the advantages of “positive, participatory parenting.”) 
    “The Word was made flesh.”  God did not remain aloof barking “no” from on high, trying to control others from a safe distance.  The Word was made flesh, full of grace and truth, participating with us, influencing us through suffering love, not determining our behavior by divine fiat.
