May 9, 2010, Sixth Sunday of Easter
Psalm 1

Blessed is the man that walketh not in the counsel of the wicked, Nor standeth in the way of sinners, Nor sitteth in the seat of scoffers:  But his delight is in the law of Jehovah; And on his law doth he meditate day and night. And he shall be like a tree planted by the streams of water, That bringeth forth its fruit in its season, Whose leaf also doth not wither; And whatsoever he doeth shall prosper.  The wicked are not so, But are like the chaff which the wind driveth away.  Therefore the wicked shall not stand in the judgment, Nor sinners in the congregation of the righteous. For Jehovah knoweth the way of the righteous; But the way of the wicked shall perish.

Matthew 11:25-30

At that season Jesus answered and said, I thank thee, O Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that thou didst hide these things from the wise and understanding, and didst reveal them unto babes: yea, Father, for so it was well-pleasing in thy sight.  All things have been delivered unto me of my Father: and no one knoweth the Son, save the Father; neither doth any know the Father, save the Son, and he to whomsoever the Son willeth to reveal him.  Come unto me, all ye that labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; for I am meek and lowly in heart: and ye shall find rest unto your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.

“Plain Bread, Common Happiness”
     If we listen closely to Psalm 1, we will hear the “triumphal-ist theology” behind the words.  Triumphal-ist theology, also known as “prosperity theology,” suggests that things will go well for us, the Divine favor will be on us, if we are good, if we please the Divine.  If things are not going well in our life, well, obviously we are doing something God isn’t happy about.  This is essentially the theology of Job’s friends, a theology discredited in that ancient story.

      In the early 90’s, I was the associate pastor of the Larchmont Avenue Church in lower Westchester County, New York.  As the Associate Pastor of that 1100 member church, part of my responsibilities was to oversee, as well as be involved in the Christian Education and Youth programs.  On one particular spring night, I arrived at the church at 8:30 p.m. for an all night lock-in with 34 sixth through eighth graders.  During the lock-in, we ran around the church, ate pizza, played games (including a fantastic water balloon fight, though the clean up as less fantastic), had a brief Bible study to do the “Christian thing,” played more games, ate more pizza, and watched a movie.  

     At 2:30 in the morning I figured it was time to be quite and go to sleep. Not all the kids agreed with me.  While most of the kids did curl up in their sleeping bags and begin nodding off into dream land, there were ten kids who decided the night was still young.  So, I diplomatically arranged for them to leave the fellowship hall the others were in and allowed them to go to the church sanctuary, where, we agreed, they could talk and stay up as long as they wanted, but no more running around the church. I politely escorted them to the sanctuary where six girls placed their sleeping bags near the communion table and baptismal font up front, and four boys placed their sleeping bags in the very back of the 800 seat Gothic-styled church.
     After turning out the lights, I bid them goodnight.  Unknown to them, I slipped into and remained in a small room adjacent to the sanctuary, a small room where the sound system of the church was kept, and from where I could hear most everything being said.  My intention was to allow a few minutes to pass and then make spooky noises through the sound system, a measure of revenge on my part for having to stay up so late.  

    I never made any spooky noises.  I didn’t because I began enjoying too much their laughter and their talking, and I did not want to interrupt it.

      The six girls up front were talking and giggling, talking and giggling about everything from boys to clothes to some rather serious school matters.  Underneath the communion table and baptismal font, those six girls who had not previously been close friends began finding commonality and connection.  
     The four boys in the back of the church had a contest to see who could burp the loudest and the longest: boys and men often do bond in different ways. I knew the boys fairly well, but I could not distinguish them from their burps or their subsequent laughter, so I’m not sure who it was that won the contest, but whoever it was deserved a special prize, or at least special medical attention.  

     There were occasional interactions between the two groups, such as times when one of the boys would yell, “I bet we can stay up longer than you can?” This was the last thing I wanted to hear.  For the most part, though, the two groups talked and burped among themselves, content to bond with one of their own kind beneath the darkened stained glass, safe within the sanctuary.

     After a couple of hours of this, they finally fell asleep. I made my way outside the church and sat on the steps in the cool, pre-dawn air. A Japanese cherry tree stood just outside that door, and I found myself mesmerized by its figure in that in-between time when dark and light kiss before separating.  The glorious pink blossoms so bright in the sunlight of the day before were still glorious in this in-between time, though glorious in a less luminous, more mysterious, more inviting way. 

     I found myself thinking of how strong and immovable the tree looked. I became totally impressed with its strength and solidity, as I had previously been in the day time with its blossoming glory. In that in-between time, the tree’s trunk, its center and the unseen roots that fed that center, emerged as the focal point, as the object of wonder.

     Then it occurred to me: this tree, so impressive with its solidity, is growing, moving, inside as well as outside. Inside each leaf there were veins, with their xylem and phloem tissue through which water was moving in a constant process of food sugar production.  And the whole tree, roots to highest blossom was a mass of molecules, atoms in constant motion.  Growing unnoticed within, bending, flexible without: “What a great tree,” I thought to myself, “and what a great way to be, a great way to live and to die.” 
     In her poem entitled Everyday, Denise Levertov writes:

Though the road turn at last to death’s ordinary door, and we knock there, 

ready to enter and it opens easily for us, 

yet all the long journey we shall have gone in chains,

fed on knowledge-apples acrid and riddled with grubs.

We taste other food that life, like a charitable farm-girl holds out to us as we pass—

but our mouths are puckered, a taint of ash on the tongue.

It’s not joy that we’ve lost—

Joy is like wildfire, it flares in dark or shine as it wills.

What’s gone is common happiness, plain bread we could eat with the old apple of knowledge…

      Plain bread, common happiness: these are what I listened to in the Larchmont Church sanctuary so many years ago, human beings, safe, content, finding themselves and one another.  Common happiness is the desire witnessed in Psalm 1, even if that witness is clouded by a triumphal-ist theology. “Happy is the person who walks not in the counsel of the wicked (wicked: those who refuse to connect with those people and things beside them and in front of them)… nor sits in the seat of scoffers (those with “puckered mouths”); but their delight is in the law (the Spirit, the Way) of the Lord and on God’s Word (God’s ways revealed in nature, our bodies, ourselves, and others)…they are like a tree planted by streams of water, that yields its fruit in its season, and its leaf does not wither.”  Plain bread, common happiness.

     It is not easy. There are demands on our time. There are hurts and pains that go deep.  There are questions without answers no matter how many knowledge-apples we eat.  To “meditate on God’s Word,” to watch a tree grow, to burp and share thoughts and feelings with half-strangers, in the words of Psalm 1, to be like a tree planted by the river, does not remove the risk of a flood, the risk of the waters swelling the banks threatening all that we are, thought we were, hoped we (or our loved one) might be.  “Following God” is not a sure path to health, wealth, and prosperity. Such things are as much a product of luck, randomness, and good fortune (genetics, place of birth, inheritances) as they are of hard work or divine favor. And this is the point of Jesus’ words, “I thank thee, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that thou hast hidden these things from the wise and understanding and reveled them to infants.”  The Spirit that permeates all existence, heaven and earth, an existence full of pain and promise, is most easily discerned by those chronologically, and by way of metaphor also those spiritually, closest to both the pain and promise, the emerging infants, those most vulnerable and yet most full of promise, those wailing, and those whose wailing is eased by the touch of another person.  To those bloated with old apples of knowledge, plain bread and common happiness is never enough, because, like the metaphorical story of Adam end Eve, we want to become like God rather than enjoy the beauty and the pain of being human.  Having striven so hard most of our lives to self-sufficient, independent “ADULTS,” we don’t want to be “infants,” to feel ourselves dependent on people or earth, to be planted by a river where there is risk of a flood.  
     To those who are planted by the river, Jesus said, “Come unto me, all who labor and are heavy-laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for you souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.”  And through these words I hear Jesus continuing to say, “My bread is common bread, take eat, it is my body given for you.”  May we eat this bread, drink this cup, and watch trees grow, listen to children laugh, and talk, and burp, and find in our everyday joys and sorrows, the common bread of happiness.
