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Scripture Reading: Genesis 6:9-22 (The Inclusive Bible)
A long time ago I heard about a church in Austin, Texas that was looking for a pastor. You can probably figure out which church it is…St. Andrew’s. And the problem was that at the time it was a very conservative church and I was a very liberal pastor. But the good thing was I was the kind of liberal who never did anything – (laughter) so it wasn’t really a problem. – people could hear the sermon that I was preaching and they knew that at some fundamental level I wasn’t banking anything on it.  So they could just disagree, comfortably, knowing I didn’t mean it enough to risk anything for it. And we went on like that for a period of time.

Now when we built this building - I often think back - and when we look down on the floor, that’s the foundation and there is no symbolic meaning of that – we just couldn’t afford tile, (laughter) but we did stain it, which is classy.  But I remember coming here in the middle of the night (well not the middle of the night, but late at night) and looking up through the rafters (the roof wasn’t there yet) and seeing the stars. In the story of Noah, the ark is a kind of symbol of the church, something that goes through the storm.  You will often see, in the fancy churches, the shape of an ark - you are looking up and it looks like a ship upside down – that’s that symbol system. But what we tried to do here (and it was really part of the tradition here anyway) is that everybody who came through the door here was welcome. There were conservatives here but it was the Texas kind of conservative where it’s the “live and let live” kind of thing - if somebody is going to get dressed, drive across town, come through our doors, then they would be welcome.  They might hear whispers behind them, but that’s a different story.  So the first Sunday that we met here in this building, (I don’t know if any of those people are still here) one of the things I said was if there are people in the human family who you don’t approve of, please know everybody is welcome through these doors (because we went through the list).  

Now what I discovered over time to my dismay is that it is easy to talk about inclusivity but the principles that make that possible are very, very controversial. Everybody talks about universal love and peace and this kind of thing but we all basically want other people to convert to our view of that world unity. And I will remember sermons where my mouth dried up so much I couldn’t speak.  People were getting up and walking out. Remember that? Remember a woman standing up after a sermon and saying, “Why don’t you shut up?” (laughter) Remember somebody getting up after a sermon and doing a rebuttal?  I remember Sundays when I would hear the floppy Bibles closing and people walking out the back door.

In the ark if you just brought the animals in there and you put the lion here and the lamb here what’s going to happen. (laughter) You’ve got the lion and you’ve got lunch. (laughter) There are principles that make it safe – that make a church a sanctuary. And those principles are very controversial because almost every view of religion has somebody locked out.

I was reading one time about a problem in Europe.  They based their railroads on the grooves that were left from the chariots of Rome and they calibrated the distance for the train tracks off of that. (Now I don’t know if it is true or not, but I read it.) And as I thought about that image I asked myself the question, “What gauge of track is going to go from here into the kind of world we want to give our children?”  Do you understand the question?  What does the church have to be to give a living gift to the children of the future? Can we continue to speak in sexist language and give our children a non-sexist world? Can we speak in a feudal language of thinly disguised violence where the loving, peaceful Christ is pictured as a benign bully? Can we have that kind of feudal view of God and give our children the kind of world that we want for them?  And I looked down that road as far as I could and I saw a dead end.  It seemed to me that the world didn’t need another traditional church that was giving dead messages to our children.  Do you remember that feeling you had the day that you discovered that the torch that your church had given you to go out into the world had been extinguished?  Do you remember that day when you realized it didn’t really light anything up? It may have felt good – you may have felt that you were seeing a light, but its like when you poke yourself in the eye you see a light, but you can’t see by the light. (laughter)  It’s not a comfortable topic, but do you remember that day where deep inside (and maybe you didn’t tell anybody about it) you realized that the torch that had been given to you had blown out.

Our story today is about that kind of a crisis situation where someone is being asked to transform their view of community so that it opens up the possibilities of a future.  The theme that reoccurs in mythology and this is the myth, (If this story were true, we would not have a God worth worshiping, right? When you hear the story about all the dead bunnies floating and, you know, the dead people and the ark going through and bumping up against the bodies and you kind of screen that out and say well, okay, if I’m supposed to believe in this  . . .) it’s a story, it’s a myth, nobody died, ok? A myth to teach a story.  And actually the story is much more ancient than Israel.  It’s the story that comes out of Gilgamesh.  It’s talking about a time of incredible change and chaos and what it takes to be a community that was called the remnant community, the community that was willing to disengage, to detach from the things that were killing humankind and dedicate itself to the principles that would offer a living hope for the world

Now these communities had never been that popular.  But they are the greatest friends that humankind has ever had and they haven’t just been Christian.  

What we are talking about is a question that I want to ask you today. This is a core question of the sermon, so if you want to take the question and tune me out that’s fine. I’m only hoping you will ask yourself this question deeply. It’s a two part question: Number 1 – “What kind of a world do you want to give your grandchildren?”  That’s the easy part of the question. The second part of the question is:  “How do you personally have to change to be an agent of that kind of a world?” The first part of the question is the cheese; the second part is the mousetrap. (laughter)  The question I was asking is how does the church have to change to produce the kind of world that we say we want.  And are we willing to pay the cost of that?  Are we willing – you and I – to be agents of change in this world?  Have we forgotten that from the very start, the church was a rescue organization to save the world - not just to jettison it to another plane but to actually transform the world and make it habitable?  What would you do if you called a volunteer fire department and you said your house was on fire and they said, “That’s too depressing.” I don’t want to think about it.” (laughter) That would not be very pleasant – but the church has said that, haven’t we? Now I may be a little histrionic today because I’m just getting back from a Presbytery meeting. (laughter) One sense you have when you are at a Presbytery meeting, which is our governing body, is it’s almost like there is no sense of what’s happening in the rest of the world.  Most of the time you wouldn’t know that there is an Iraq war; most of the time you wouldn’t know that our economy is caving in.  We are going over the notes of meetings that weren’t really necessary in the first place and getting those minutes very perfect.  (That’s not that simple.) Are we willing to be change agents for the world because there are Presbyterians that are doing it, Methodists that are doing it, Unitarians that are doing it, Buddhists that are doing it, Atheists that are doing it and that is your true family – that is the true church that Jesus was talking about? Just because it has a cross on it does not mean that anyone in that room is following what was taught, unfortunately.

In the story, the Sumerian version - the earlier version of the story, their Noah had to tear down his own house to build the ark.  Now what I love about that is that in a sense he is not losing anything. Same lumber, same nails – it’s being rearranged to be of service to the whole world.  The radical transformation that you and I are being called to does not necessarily look any different from the outside of what you are doing right now, but everything is consecrated to the common good.  You may still stay at home and talk to two children, but you are doing it for the whole world.  You may work in the same office but you are doing it in a way that transforms the whole world.  

What the prophets can see down the road is when a culture has caved in and doesn’t even know it.  It’s dead and it doesn’t even know it. (Like a chicken in a barnyard.)  Religions die a long time before they know it.  Cultures die a long time before they know it.  You and I have to feel the rain, right? The prophet looks and sees if there are storm clouds – figures that out.  We have to see the drops of rain.  When you see the ice caps melting doesn’t that feel a little bit like some rain’s coming? And not just a little rain? Like a huge storm is coming?  When Wall Street caves in and the people that caused the scandal are appointed to correct the situation and the response is more deregulation, can you feel some rain coming down?

Now, let me ask a very disturbing question. When you saw the pictures from Abu Ghraib and you saw the hooded man with the wires for torture, was there anybody here that thought of the cross? The crucifix? How many of you had that glimmer as you looked at that - the man? How many of you heard a whisper in your ear that you didn’t want to hear but you heard it, and it said, “It’s over.”  That’s an apocalyptic sign of a dead culture.  Now that doesn’t mean you abandon your love of your country and working for transformation. But our hope had better be in something deeper.  If you heard that whisper and even if you are hearing it right now, the world needs you.  The world needs people who love humankind more than they love America.  It doesn’t mean they love America less, but there are people who love and care about human rights more deeply than they are patriotic for their own country.  That’s the only hope for the world.  You can see it in every other country, can’t you? If every other country treats you in a way that’s only good for them can’t you see the dead end.  If it is true of every other country, maybe it’s true of us.  And what about religion? The world needs people who love reality more than they love the feeling they get from religion.  People who can look at naked reality and see hope there, are the only real hope that we have. 

I have been called, not without good reason, the worst stewardship preacher of all time. (laughter)  If you have been here a while you can testify.  I hate it – because I care about your life and you finding your path.  The giving I’m talking about is to life and to the world – it’s not just to this place.  But I also want to say, when we open the doors we want it for everybody – inclusivity – everyone to come in. But if we are going to be healing agents for the world we need to kick it up a notch.  We need to move to Chapter Three in the life of this congregation.  Have you ever heard that saying that 20% of the people do 80% of the work? It’s not true. It’s 10% doing it. (laughter)  Which part of that percentage are you? And it doesn’t have to just be this church.  Anywhere in the world, in life, are you one of those who has dedicated a part of your life to making this a better world or has that been too depressing?  Have you pulled back from that?  That’s understandable. But I want to call you to bring that issue up again in your own life.  

The other night I was here at our session meeting. It was about 9:30 and I saw a little group of people really tired, once again trying to figure out how to run this church without money.  And we’ve got some.  But this is a very special community.  We had Naomi Klein come in.  She said ‘yes’ to us and there is another church in town that is really mad because she said ‘no’ to them.  And [then, what about] Scott Ritter, the weapons inspector, a Nobel winning scientist?  This is a very special community.  I’m biased, I realize. But I want to invite you to go deeper into the life of this community.  Not to do more than you can or give more than you can, but to really think what would make you feel good about being a part of this community.

I heard a story one time about a minister who was starting a church and they didn’t have enough money and he was in the back counting the money with the elders and he just started to cry when he saw what was coming in, and one of the elders said well if you could do that during your sermon we wouldn’t be in trouble like that (laughter) So, friends (laughter) I don’t want to be that kind of minister.

I have seen the same telemarketers, I mean televangelists that you have. (laughter) Right?  But when you think of the gift we could give our children and this community and this world by stepping it up a little bit it would make a huge difference.  We are in trouble in every sense of the word. Financially because of sacrifices your leaders have made to take on controversial issues, to reach out and do a children’s ministry that is unparalleled, using Montessori style teaching to teach non-manipulative theology, an incredible gift. 

Harry Emerson Fosdick was a preacher who, I guess, haunted me in school.  At the time I saw him, I did not have a political bone in my body (when I got out of seminary).  But I ran across Harry Emerson Fosdick at the time and the first little bit I saw of his said, “No intelligent person believes in Hell anymore.” This was written in 1937 coming out of the Baptist tradition.  It was the Presbyterians that chased him off though. (laughter) He wrote this:


God of grace and God of glory,


On your people pour your power;


Crown your ancient Church’s story;


Bring its bud to glorious flower.


Cure your children’s warring madness,


Bend our pride to your control;


Shame our wanton, selfish gladness,


Rich in things and poor in soul.


Grant us wisdom, grant us courage,


For the living of these days.

This hymn is one of my favorite statements of what a church can be.  
When St. Augustine looked at the story of Noah, he said that the dimensions of the ark are roughly the same ratio as that of a human being.  Not the same size, much bigger. But he understood that to say that, we are being called to the body of Christ in this story, and I think [even] a step further into the common bond of humankind.  He wrote this in a time when the enemies of Rome were coming in to destroy it.  He talked about a hope that was very similar to the remnant community.  And he called people to what he called the City of God, and that’s where you live right now that makes the kind of world that you want to see in the future.  To do that you have to destroy the house that we’re comfortable with. Many of the hymns we love, many of the styles that we love, that we would choose for ourselves, we have to sacrifice to give our children a living hope for the future.  But one thing I can promise you: if we do this together the torch we give them will still be lit.  Again, the words of Fosdick:

Save us from weak resignation 


To the evils we deplore;


Let the search for your salvation (which includes all people and creation)


Be our glory ever more.


Grant us wisdom, grant us courage,


Serving You whom we adore.
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