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by Thomas L. Truby

2 Samuel 7:1-14a, Ephesians 2:11-22, Mark 6: 30-34, 53-56

We Must Teach Them!

In the epistle lesson Paul begins:  Do you remember when the world was divided in two?  Being divided in two is the “before” of the Christian life.  “Before”, you were Gentiles by birth. “Then” we Jews, (allow me to speak for Paul), thought of you as the excluded ones—the ones that we and God wanted nothing to do with.  We had the physical proof that we were God’s favorites, we men at least or so we told ourselves, a kind of baptism through surgery really, while you gentiles were outside; “aliens from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope (at least from our perspective) and without God in the world (as we saw it).  
(I notice that when I try to interpret Paul, my sentences get as long and as involved as his.)
“But now in Christ Jesus you who were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ.  For he is our peace, in his flesh he has made both groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us.”  Incredible!  There is so much here to think about!  “In his flesh he made both groups into one.”  In his flesh the human species has been made into one.  We are all in the same boat.  From Paul’s original perspective or the perspective of any Jew at the time, the world was divided in two and the categories were Jew and Gentile.  That division is gone now.  That wall no longer exists.  “In his flesh he made both groups into one.”  

What does his flesh have to do with it?  Flesh was also involved in the exclusion the Jews saw as central to being God’s people.  But it was only a bit of flesh usually sacrificed very early in life.  The flesh Jesus relinquished was his whole body and he did it as an adult.  He relinquished his flesh to put an end to the artificial divisions, including the division between circumcision and “uncircumcision.” These sorts of divisions have plagued humanity from the beginning of culture.  When we broke his body on the cross in our effort to exclude him, God turned his broken body into a gift by which he feeds us as forgiveness. His body, broken for us, is the process of making our body whole. “Take, eat, this is my body broken for you.”  He allowed his body to be broken so that we will see what we do to each other when we think we know the difference between good and evil.  And I am not talking about our individual bodies alone, but the whole human body.  When we presume to judge another, we end up killing God.  We humans are forever dividing ourselves into “us and them”, building walls of hostility between us and then claiming an identity based on the walls we build and those we exclude.  In his flesh he has abolished all of this!
My friend, Adam Ericksen, who writes a blog for young people posted on the Raven Foundation web sight, recently asked,” why would a Christian denomination vote to formally embrace same sex unions?”  Adam wrote his article responding to an article written by Ross Douthart entitled “Can Liberal Christianity Be Saved?”  In the original article, Douthat is scandalized by the Episcopal Churches inclusion of “a liturgy for the celebration of a same-sex union.”  Douthart believes the Episcopal Church is doing this to curry favor with young people and that it has nothing to do with an attempt to be faithful followers of Christ. 
In response Adam, who is 33, and the Youth Director of his church says:  
What Douthat misses in his accusation is precisely that those who embrace same sex unions are attempting to be faithful followers of Christ. I know because I’m one of them. We read the Bible. We know our Christian history. We have sound doctrine. And it’s because we are rooted in those places that we feel called to embrace those who find themselves excluded.

For example, let’s take a look at Original Sin. This doctrine is based, in part, on the human tendency to form our identity against an “other.” In other words, once we eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, we know (or at least think we know) who is “good” and who is “bad.” And, of course, “I” am always the good guy, which means (sorry about this!) “you” are the bad guy. 
Adam continues:  
“I take it that Original Sin is universal. In some way we all grasp for a sense of goodness, which means we grasp against someone else. For some reason, humans don’t like to share “goodness” so we compete for it. We make religious and political rules that distinguish “us good guys” from “those bad guys.” We feel the need to exclude “them” from our community, thinking that they hold some special power that will contaminate us. We start making distinctions between “clean” and “unclean.” Indeed, that distinction is made in scripture, but scripture also critiques that distinction.”
In our passage from Ephesians Paul says:  “He has abolished the law with its commandments and ordinances, that he might create in himself one new humanity in place of the two, thus making peace.”  There is nothing to fight about when we are all loved.  In Jesus’ new humanity we have been given an identity that does not depend on exclusion.  On the cross Jesus put death to death because the cross is the place where humanities divisions are revealed as false.  As Paul said, in Christ there is neither male nor female, slave nor free, Greek nor Jew, for all such dichotomies are invalid.  All dividing walls have been broken down.

In the passage from 2nd Samuel, David wants to build a house for God.  Through the prophet Nathan, God says, “no, I don’t want you to build a house for me.”  Undoubtedly, a David-built house would be quite exclusive, and therefore exclusive of God.  No, God says, I will build a house for you.  “When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your ancestors, I will raise up your offspring after you, who shall come forth from your body and I will establish his kingdom.  He shall build a house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever.  I will be a father to him, and he shall be a son to me.”  
Jesus is the house God built and we are called to live in it.  It is a house that knows no strangers; where no one is alien, where all hostilities-between are in the process of being extinguished.  This is the place where he is creating in himself a new humanity where we “all are citizens with the saints and members of the household of God, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone.”  “In him the whole structure is joined together and grows into a holy temple in the Lord; in whom you also are built together spiritually into a dwelling place for God.”  
What do you suppose the apostles were talking about when they gathered around Jesus, and told him all that they had done and taught on their mission two by two?  Had they presented a vision for life beyond division where no one is excluded?  In their teaching, did they show how this could be done?  It is possible, you know and we are doing it.  We are definitely moving in that direction.  
“Jesus came and proclaimed peace to you who were far off and peace to those who were near; for through him, both of us have access in one Spirit to the Father.”  If this is what they taught, no wonder they were tired!  These truths force us to rearrange ourselves to the very core and that’s hard work.   No wonder Jesus said, “Come away to a deserted place all by yourselves and rest a while.”  Jesus had compassion on them!
And so they got in a boat and rowed toward this deserted spot on the beach where they could be alone.  But from the shore the people recognized them and hurried there on foot from all the towns and arrived ahead of them.  When Jesus stepped ashore, he saw a great crowd had already assembled.  With tired eyes he looked at them and “had compassion for them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd; and he began to teach them many things.”  
We have something to teach that is incredibly important!  In fact, the future of our species may depend on it.  We must teach our generation that “he is our peace, in his flesh he has made both groups (no matter what the division dividing them) into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us.” There is no time for retreat.  If we wait too long, it may be too late.  People are hungry for truth and compassion and his gospel is both.  Without that gospel we are like sheep without a Shepherd.  We must teach them!  
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