June 13, 2010

John 21:15-19

15 So when they had broken their fast, Jesus saith to Simon Peter, Simon, son of John, lovest thou me more than these? He saith unto him, Yea, Lord; thou knowest that I love thee. He saith unto him, Feed my lambs.   16 He saith to him again a second time, Simon, son of John, lovest thou me? He saith unto him, Yea, Lord; thou knowest that I love thee. He saith unto him, Tend my sheep.    17 He saith unto him the third time, Simon, son of John, lovest thou me? Peter was grieved because he said unto him the third time, Lovest thou me? And he said unto him, Lord, thou knowest all things; thou knowest that I love thee. Jesus saith unto him, Feed my sheep.  Verily, verily, I say unto thee, When thou wast young, thou girdedst thyself, and walkedst whither thou wouldest: but when thou shalt be old, thou shalt stretch forth thy hands, and another shall gird thee, and carry thee whither thou wouldest not.  19 Now this he spake, signifying by what manner of death he should glorify God. And when he had spoken this, he saith unto him, Follow me. 

   Between five and six o’clock one morning this week, I stood underneath the northern catalpa tree here on the west side of the church.  From my office window, I had heard a lot of chirping—not usual for this time of year—in addition to which, the pre-dawn sky had unusual, resplendent light.  I took a break, hoping to capture a few quick pictures, but the quick became an hour once I noticed a robin frequently flying back and forth to a certain part of the catalpa tree.
   I stood there, leaning against the trunk of the tree watching the robin fly back and forth with pieces of grass and twigs in her beak.  Near the end of one of the lowest, most westward protruding branches, she was busy constructing a nest.  I say, “she,” because it is only the female robin that builds the nest.  Perhaps the male robin is out playing golf, or perhaps he is nearby keeping protective watch. Being fairly ignorant of even the most common birds, I later did some reading about the American Robin. According to what I read, the nest consists of long coarse grass, twigs, paper, and feathers, and is smeared with mud and often cushioned with grass or other soft materials. It is among the first birds to sing at dawn, and its song consists of several discrete musical units that are repeated.

   The robin’s nest building went much better than my photographing the robin and its nest building.  In 99% of my photographs, you can’t even tell there is a bird in the picture, much less a red-breasted Turdis-migratoris; yes, Turdis- migratoris: Turdis being the Latin for “thrush,” but I decided to use the Latin in this instance simply because I’ve never found any other way to use a funny sounding word like Turdis in a sermon.  No doubt the fact I find it funny says more about me than the word.
   Anyhoo, around 7:00 p.m. that same day, I was sitting on the front porch of the house during a wind and rain storm.  I watched that lowest lying, most western protruding branch of the catalpa tree swaying violently back and forth, wondering how the nest was faring, amazed, if not surprised, that a secure home could be built in such a precarious place.  

  Early the next post-storm morning, there I stood again beneath the tree, the mother-to-be robin fluttering back and forth, twigs and grass in beak putting the finishing touches on her nest. It's amazing: pieces of grass and twigs smeared with mud, perched at the end of a low-lying branch, and yet it survived one storm and will survive many others.  The amount of permanence achieved by this small creature with such basic materials and in such a vulnerable environment is remarkable.  The amount of permanence achieved, that is.  The nest will certainly come to an end at some point, and even the eventual eggs may meet a predatory squirrel or snake before they see the light of day.  Nonetheless, the desire for and the amount of permanence achieved is what struck me.
   I realized that a desire for permanence is what, in part, also motivated me to linger there with camera in hand—the hope of capturing an image, an image that could be kept, framed, displayed, an image whose instilled-sense of permanence contributes to my illusions of and desire for permanence. Such things contribute to our collective illusions of and desire for permanence, our collective illusions for permanence in a predatory world in which the only constant is change.

   Our jobs sometimes serve our need for a sense of permanence in a constantly changing world, at least until we’re told the company is merging and we’re no longer needed, or because of budget cuts we can no longer be afforded; or, sometimes, because we recognize that in the midst of a fairly permanent job we have changed so much that the job no longer fits who we are, that we can no longer do such work with integrity.  

   In a similar way our bodies become so familiar to us, and we grow to depend on them, and in such ways of familiarity and dependence they contribute to our illusion of permanence in a constantly changing world.  Our bodies do this, of course, only until we get that life-altering diagnosis, or until we wake up one day and realize that getting out of bed is a labor in and of itself, our bodies no longer as familiar and dependable as we once knew them to be.

   Our relationships can serve a similar purpose, suggesting, promising even, a sense of permanence, supporting such illusions until the stark reality of ever-changing-ness presses itself in on us by way of death or divorce or even something good, like a child moving away from home for the first time, leaving the nest you’ve carefully cultivated.

   Our ideas, our beliefs, can often be used to support and promote the illusion of permanence, and this is why a good liberal arts college education is so valuable for young adults no matter what trade or career is eventually pursued: a place where ideas and beliefs can be shared and challenged, where the diverse and ever-changing history of the cosmos, humanity, and human ideas can helpfully prepare young adults for this ever-changing world.

   Our houses can support the illusion of permanence, the nests we lovingly tend and care for, the very word home connoting a sense of permanence, and that is true, true until a change in job moves us to another state, or until tax rates move us south, or until retirement and health issues move us to so-called independent as well as assisted-living places.
   No, the only constant in life is change.

   Some things do change less than others, though.  And I think that is why we come to church, especially a “historic” church like Yellow Frame.  Consciously or not we feel a connection to something greater than us, something that was here before us and all our individual changes, and something that will likely be here after us and all our changes.  It is good to be part of a nest that lasts so long. 

   In 1878, Levi Lanning gave the Yellow Frame Church the bell that is in our bell tower, a bell that is rung Sundays for worship, a bell that calls and gathers us to something that preceded us, to something that will continue even when we are but faint echoes in this place. Mr. Lanning paid $310.00 for that nine hundred pound bell.  
   Nine hundred pounds: I suspect there was an illusion of permanence motivating that purchase, but a worthy illusion nonetheless. We need illusions.  We need good and decent illusions, good and decent illusions that point beyond themselves to something worthy of permanence, something, perhaps, like a new heaven and earth, where kindness and peace and justice are unchanging realities.  One of Oscar Hammerstein’s lyrics reads, “A bell is not a bell until you ring it; a song is not a song until you sing it; love is not put in your heart to stay (read, “unchanging); love is not love until you give it away (read, “changes”).”  
   Jesus did not tell Peter to keep everything the same.  Jesus did not tell people to think good thoughts about other people.  Jesus told Peter to do things that would help others: do things, not think things, to “feed” others not to “feel” for others. In this doing, in this feeding, Peter would find some people would develop a predatory hatred of him: they would not like him so much they would change him forever, crucify him just as they crucified Jesus.   However, “love is not love until we give it away,” and changes that come in the shape of a cross are also the way to resurrection.  May our doings lead us to cross-shaped resurrections, so that this historic church may also continue to be the church of new life. 
