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The story of Paul’s road to Damascus experience is one of the great turning points in the history of the Christian movement.  We see Saul converted from a Pharisee opposing Jewish Christians to a rabbi working with Jewish Christians.  We see Saul converted from persecuting Christ to Paul proclaiming Christ.  We see Saul going from one moment, a wordsmith with the power of speech, in full control of his senses to being silenced, unable to see or speak, being dead to himself and alive in Christ Jesus.

This dramatic re-orientation was atypical and extraordinary, not the sort of 

thing that new converts to Christianity universally experienced.  But if we read about Paul’s conversion without reflecting upon our own conversions, then Paul’s experience is lost.  If we hear this text as one of those extraordinary, exceptional experiences uncommon to most believers, far-removed from us, then we miss the point:  “God comes to us as we are, and deals with each one of us, and reaches each one of us according to who we are. . .”

Not all of us go through such dramatic conversions in our lives.  Many of us instead go through several mini-conversions, a host of encounters over a lifetime where we are turned a little bit, and changed a little bit, and changed a little bit more, until turning, turning we come round right.








I.

Francis Nemeck and Marie Coombs in their book “The Spiritual Journey” affirm that we go through several stages on the road to conversion.   They write that the fullness of authentic spiritual living is arrived at through several “threshold moments”, several steps or stages, which, if we say yes to them and trust in the experience, leads to the next one, which successively leads to the next one.  

The first threshold we experience on the road to conversion is that we go through a time in life when things stink; when nothing works;  when we are flat, deflated and listless, when life seems to have lost its joy and open-endedness, its sense of promise of possibility and newness.  John’s words to the church at Laodicea that 

I know your works, you are neither cold nor hot.  I wish that You were either cold or hot.  So because you are lukewarm . . . you

Say ‘I am rich, I have prospered and need nothing.   . . . You do not realize that you are wretched, pitiable, poor, blind and naked.  I want to give you salve to anoint your eyes that you may see.  

That frames the story for many of us:  we are neither hot nor cold.  Neither passionate about the Christian life, but not totally disconnected from the Christian life.  We are just in a holding pattern.  We go along thinking our lives are fine, we have everything.  But God seems remote, far away. Down deep, we know we are missing something, but we don’t know what we are missing.  There is something we just aren’t experiencing, something that doesn’t fit, something that just doesn’t connect.

We feel everything is out of whack.

You would think that is a bad thing, but it’s a good thing. Stuck in a rut, we know that something inside us needs to change, but what?  It takes too much energy to continue on the way we have been going.  It takes too much emotion and worry to keep the outer shell going when the inner core is not there.  It takes too much thought, and too much paying attention to our thoughts to keep our outer world in order, when our inner world seems dead.   . . . 

We experience a holy restlessness and a divine urge to get “un-stuck”.  

Then we come to a new realization;  a new awareness, a new perspective. 

We have to unlearn some things in order to learn some new things. . . . We have to part with some of our habits and patterns in order in order to embrace something new.  We have to exchange what has worked for us in the past, for something yet to be revealed in the future.






II.

The second threshold you reach is entering a place where you covet time to be alone.  Where you desperately need quiet and solitude, to sift and sort things out.  Where you want to be alone and close your eyes, and let the world pass you by and have all the time you need by yourself to crawl into some quiet place and be safe and protected and sheltered enough, just to process your thoughts and update yourself on all the changes of life you have been through . . .

Which is next to impossible when you are a mother or father of children, next to impossible when work and family and church responsibilities and community responsibilities fall on your shoulders.

John of the Cross called this desire to be alone the night of the senses.  

It’s reaching a point spiritually where we have gotten as far as we can by our own thinking, by our own thoughts, based on our own perceptions, based on the five senses.  

We have gone as far as we can based the knowledge that comes from our everyday senses, especially sight.   

We have reached the awareness that we know can’t help us know God or know ourselves in God.

With Saul, our sight can’t help us either.  God is invisible.  And we can’t visualize God or see God because we walk by faith, not by sight.  

We have to let go of all our knowledge based on the senses,  we have to unlearn all our thoughts based on our five senses in order to learn what is relationally real, learn what is invisibly real, what is spiritually real. 



III.

Some would say we have to hear the voice quietly speaking to us, softly and tenderly calling us.  

Like Saul, many times that voice comes to me, again and again saying “David, David:  Why are you working against me?  David, David why are you struggling with me, David, David, why are you fighting with me?  Why are contending against me?”

In the quiet, the voice says: there is an opening which we can’t open for ourselves.  

In the solitude, the voice says: there is a doorway we can’t walk through by our own efforts.  There is a portal of possibility, which only God through Jesus Christ by his spirit can guide us through.  

The opening is grace, God’s turning us once again to Godself, so that all the senses of hearing, seeing, tasting, smelling and touching can once again lead us to God.

John of the Cross said it best:  We have to go by a way we do not know to a place we do not know by a route we do not know.

IV.

The third threshold occurs when we have let go of everything based on our senses, when we have been stripped away of all our comforts and securities, we enter into what John called the dark night of the soul:  Where we are not sure who we are, or what is real, where we are in a state of betwixt and between, in a state of flux, letting go of the old yet not yet experiencing what is new.

In that space, we learn to sit still, and enter a new depth of quiet and relaxation.  

In that space, we learn to let go of things long enough to really let go of things.

In that space, we learn to close our eyes, and listen to our loud screaming thoughts until we can hear the thought that underlies all experience

In that space, we learn to let go of our own insistent ego shouting I am I am I am until we can hear that inner voice saying: “Be still and know that I am God”.

The New English Bible translates Psalm 46:10:  “let be then, and know I am God.  Let be then, and know I am God.”






V.

For a while we are without comfort. For a while, all our attachments have fallen away.   We are betwixt and between, uncertain yet without security. 

When we have let go of everything, as much as is possible, God’s love catches us, God’s strong arms embrace us.   

Then, it’s as if nothing has changed, but everything has changed.

That’s when we know the door has been opened, and we have stepped through to the other side. That’s when we experience someone remaking  and recreating us;  giving us new eyesight and insight.

There is the most profound sweetness, the light shines brighter.  We sense Christ present inside us.  We sense Christ connecting us to all creation.  We sense Christ at the heart of everything we experience.  We experience Christ as the sacrament of life, connecting us to every person.  We sense Christ connecting us to his invisible purpose at work in every situation.  Our ties to others are strengthened, our bonds to others deepened and consecrated.   Every word that we hear is a revelation.  We experience union with God and communion with all creation, as, in the words of the poet Gerard Manley Hopkins:

Christ plays lovely in ten thousand places, lovely in limbs and lovely in eyes now his to his Father through the features of men’s faces.

There is a recognition that we have been grasped, and it is clear that we are not doing the grasping, but instead someone is grasping us.

We step from one small circle into a larger circle and a larger circle and an even larger circle.  

But then, there’s the temptation:  To go back to our old ways, to go back to what has worked for us in the past. To rely on what we have unlearned because it’s all we have known. The temptation to return back to a regressive state is real, but the change that has happened within us is more real.

As life becomes clearer, we have a new knowledge that the power that turned us around is the purpose by which we live, and the presence we sought without knowledge, is now the presence that gives us knowledge.  






VI.

At any moment, Nemek and Coombs say, each one of us is going through one of those four threshold experiences.  


When things aren’t working, when nothing fits

When we begin to unlearn all our senses have taught us, so we can receive spiritual knowledge

When we are letting go of everything, sitting still and being quiet, in order to listen for the voice and let God draw us to Godself

Or when Christ has come to us and transformed us, so we can belong 

To Christ and know him in each moment.  

I usually try to close my sermons with an experience or story that illustrates what I am saying.  We pastors quickly refer to Augustine who had a dramatic conversion, or John Wesley Newton, who ran a slave-trade and was convicted by God that not only that slavery was wrong, but that he was fighting against God, so he converted, was changed and transformed, and began preaching the gospel.

But every change we go through points to God’s work of grace.  Opening a doorway, revealing a portal of possibility, transforming what we think is real and revealing to us what is “really real.”  

And with conversion, the real story here is your own.  How perhaps you have been converted:

From someone who was narrow and judgmental to someone who was accepting and loving

From someone who was uptight and afraid, to someone able to relax and trust and experience

From someone withholding and stingy to someone generous and giving

From someone dominant and controlling to someone who can be open and accepting, learning to live and let live

Most of all, from someone fighting with God and fighting against God, to someone who knows God is our best friend, our truest love.

Our lives are one big story of being converted and changed






VII.

What kind of power can turn us around?  What kind of person can lift us up from one road and put us down on another road?  What kind of presence can change us dramatically from the inside out?

His name is Jesus.  He met Saul on the road to Damascus, and he will meet us on the road to conversion.  Today he says quietly:  “Behold I stand at the door and knock.”

Amen.

“Put Your Hands in My Side and Believe!”

April 15, 2007

Morgan Park Presbyterian Church

Rev. Dr. David M. Neff






I.

“Jesus, come down from that Cross.  Jesus if you are the Messiah—save yourself.  He saved others, let him save himself now.”  The soldiers mocked and laughed and scorned.  They wanted proof that Jesus was the Son of God.

But Jesus showed his love for us by remaining on the cross, for three, four, five hours.  From a distance, those who followed him saw him in physical agony, suffering hour after hour. . . 

The disciples were crying, grieving, chastising themselves, tearing themselves apart as their Master bled and choked and suffocated his way through the morning and afternoon until he called out it is finished and breathed his last breath.

They watched in dismay as a soldier at the command of Pilate stuck the spear in his side, to make sure he was dead.  Then they took his lifeless body down, cleaned up his wounds and the nail prints, and washed his dead body, and lay him in a tomb.

What they saw and experienced, was as real as real ever gets.






II.

Another man wanted proof that Jesus’ resurrection was real.  His name was Thomas and he wanted desperately to believe. But to have faith,\ he needed proof.  Thomas wanted to believe, but he couldn’t move forward in his faith until his senses convinced him that Jesus was alive.

So the risen Christ appeared to him. Not as a ghost.  Not as a spiritual body.  But in the exact same form as he had seen him die on the cross:  Clothed in his scars and wounds and nail imprints and spear-marks.  A physical body very much alive that could be seen and touched and felt.

Because the risen Jesus still carries the scars and wounds of his suffering, Thomas understands that, although Jesus’ suffering was real,  God’s power is more real.  Thomas get it that although Jesus’ defeat was great, Jesus’ victory proved greater.






III.

Why did the gospel writer John not tell the story of the risen Christ with his scars all cleaned up?  Why aren’t all the scar marks and wounds air-brushed away?  Why the print of the nails you can feel with your fingers?  Why the wounds in his side?  Doesn’t God give us a new body when we get to heaven? (as Paul says in 1 Corinthians 15)

In order to see Jesus Christ as he really is, “ we cannot see him unless we see him through his wounds.  Somehow we must understand that the resurrected Christ is forever the wounded Christ, living, but never fixed up.  Not bound by death, but scarred for eternity.” (John Vanorsdall)

Perhaps another answer is not just so we can believe without seeing, but so we can believe rightly.

At the time John compiled his gospel, there was a heresy burgeoning in the early church, a heresy which went hand in hand with gnosticism.  It was called docetism.  It taught the theology that said Jesus was God or the son of God when he came to earth;  as such his humanity was incidental to his divinity;  he took the form of a human being for appearance’s sake and for appearance’s sake only.   His body died on the cross, but his body was just a shell, but Jesus didn’t really die, because God can’t die.

The problem with docetism is that it maximizes Christ’s’ divinity at the expense of the full humanity of Jesus, a humanity that the men and women disciples experienced every day for three years.  .  . . a humanity that got nailed on the cross and died wounded and scarred. 

John was trying to tell the early church that because his suffering remains, in his resurrected body, we can trust that the risen Jesus is real.  Through his scars, we can experience his victory over sin and his triumph over death are real.  We can know God is with us because Jesus suffered completely and fully, as any human being can suffer, and know God loves us completely and fully.    

At the same time, his nail imprints and wounds and marks in resurrected form show that God will give us the victory whenever we take on the cause of Christ and undergo suffering.






IV.

Most people would stop there, and give thanks for that kind of resurrected presence with us.  

But for Paul and the early church, the continuity between Jesus’ death and resurrection which gave the early church their pattern and example for ministry.

As they took up the cross of being witnesses, they experienced the power of the risen Christ flowing through them, especially when they suffered for his cause. 

As the first apostles and Paul and Barnabas and Silas and Stephen and Priscilla and Lydia became a militant band and took great risks to preach the gospel, they incurred suffering.  They took some hits.  They were arrested on false charges;  they were tossed out of worship spaces and cities;  they were whipped and beaten and flogged.  They were imprisoned and maligned and even stoned.

Their ministry took the form of Christ on earth.  Some call it a cruciform ministry, because it conformed to the cross that Jesus himself carried, knowing without defeat, there is no victory;  without a cross, there is no crown.






V.

It’s the same for us today.  

If we want to be bearers of the good news, we may incur hurt.  

If we want to be Christ’s disciples, we are going to take some hits.  

If we want to fully extend ourselves in witnessing to the gospel, we are going to risk being rejected and risk being wounded and risk becoming hurt along the way trying to lift up the higher cause of Christ, knowing that every scar we receive will be part of God bringing about victory;  every wound we receive will be transfigured into something glorious for the greater good of the love of God.






VII.

In order to be the body of Christ, we have to take on the suffering and afflictions of our world in order for us to live out the resurrection power that flows from faith.

In order for us to be the body of Christ, we have to put our hands into the suffering wounds and afflictions of the world. 

The only way some people will know the love of God in Jesus Christ is real, is if someone meets us in our suffering and walks alongside us through our suffering in order to help us get through our situation alive and help us come out on top.

The only way some people will know Christ is real is if another human being puts their hands in the side of the bleeding and the wounded, and shows us compassion and hope is possible through Christ’s victory.

So the church, to be the body of Christ must go to people who are hurting and suffering, as Jesus went to Thomas and not make people who are hurting and suffering come to us.  

We must go in love to meet real human suffering reaching out with a real Lord who can transform their suffering.  And that involves risk!

Luther distinguished between the King of Glory and the King on the Cross.  The King of Glory was like the King sitting on his throne over looking the river Thames, regal and majesterial and royal.  

The King of Cross was the King sitting on the banks of the Thames, on his throne all majesterial and royal.  And he sees one of his lowly peasants fall into the river and begin drowning, and quickly throwing off his clothes, he risks his own life to dive in and save him.






VI.

So who is drowning?  Who needs saving?  Who is suffering?  Who is at risk in our own neighborhood?  Where can Christ’s body go and put our hands into the suffering wounds of people right where we live, and bring about resurrection faith and hope? 

There is a crack house over on 107th and Ashland, and a street not three blocks between the high school and the interstate where I am told you can buy any drug you want, any time.

Whole families are at risk . . . 

Our neighborhood has been tagged by the state for having an excessive number of mortgage foreclosures—requiring people in this zip code to under go financial counseling whenever they get a loan;  but not requiring mortgage brokers to change their practices . . . 

People are struggling financially . . . . 

At Esmond School, there still is a push to get computers and textbooks and resources and tutoring for the students who are at a disadvantage from all the other schools in the community.

One Elder has noticed that our libraries are full after school with kids who have nowhere else to go.  Are these kids at risk for temptation?  What can the church do about it?

On weekends, underage school kids are drinking at Beverly Park.  Joanne Terrell has written a book entitled “High Risk Youth, Low Risk Churches” which says it all . . 

Or how about many of our couples who are both working full-time jobs as full-time parents, and if they do their jobs right and if they complete their jobs as parents right, when do they ever have time for themselves?

Across the street from us is the mental health center, which has programs and groups every day of the week for an hour or two.  Then they are cast out into Bohn Park and Longwoods Foods . . .  the Presbyterian Church in Edgewater had the same dilemma, so they said that since the mentally at risk were important to Christ, once a week they serve lite supper of soup and sandwiches, then offer a short bible study and communion.  The people find a sense of community, find a sense of belonging, a sense of support, find even the resource of spirituality which is crucial . . . 






VII.

No one who looks at the cross of Christ can tell us that God doesn’t love us, totally and completely.  No one should be able to look at the church, and say that God doesn’t love us.  Because the love of God lived out through the church is a love that suffers and a love that saves, and gives the world proof that Christ is risen and Christ is with us. 

On your bulletin cover is a famous quote from the physician Albert Schweitzer.  

He comes to us as One unknown, without a name, as of old,

By lakeside, he came to those men and women who knew him not

He speaks to us the same word:  Follow thou me

And sets us to the tasks which he has to fulfill for our time.

He commands.  And to those who obey him,

Whether they be wise or simple,

He will reveal himself in the toils, the conflicts,

The sufferings which they shall pass through

In his fellowship, and as an ineffable mystery,

They shall learn in their own experience who he is.


He says that the resurrection isn’t just something experienced in the year 33 AD, but something that is experienced in our own day to day moments and  experiences.  As we hear through words of scripture what Jesus calls us to do, in our time and place, we experience who he is, in the events where he leads us, in the circumstances where we serve.

Today he rises in your life and in my life, and says “put your hands in my side.  Know my resurrection power is real in suffering.”  And he commands us to put our hands in the wounds and side of those who are suffering, for there we will experience him again, through his power to save and make whole.  Amen.

“Overcoming Death!”

Acts 10:34-43;  Luke 24: 1-12;  1 Corinthians 15: 19-26

Easter Sunday, April 8, 2007

Morgan Park Presbyterian Church

Rev. Dr. David M. Neff

The Sunday School teacher was wrapping up her lesson, quizzing the children on what they had learned.  “Now what happened on Good Friday?”  Eight year old Carol said:  Jesus died for our sins on Good Friday.  The teacher said “good Carol.  And what happened on Easter Sunday?”  Carol raised her hand:  “Jesus rose from the dead on Easter Sunday.”  The teacher was very pleased with herself, and her students.  But Carol had her hand up and was anxious to say something more.  What is it Carol she asked? “Jesus died for our sins on Good Friday and rose from the dead on Easter Sunday.  And if he sees his shadow, there will be six more weeks of bad weather.”






I.

In twenty years of ministry, I’ve gotten one thing right.  I’ve come to learn that Easter Sunday sermons should be short. That to get it right, nothing more can be added to churches that are full, gorgeous lilies opening up, trumpets resounding, children in new dresses and suits, bright Easter bonnets.  And glorious music--  the glorious music of organ and choir--  aren’t we blessed to have an incredible music director like Candace Peters?  Every part of worship comes together to make the scriptures come alive with the presence of Christ himself, especially music which says more about the resurrection than anything any preacher could summon up with words.

The psalmist says we shall not die, but we shall live to recount the deeds of God--  an affirmation of triumph.

But in Luke, we hear a curious word.  Despite an empty tomb, a missing body, despite being close to Jesus for three years, just thirty minutes after the fact, the disciples regarded the women’s story as just an idle tale.

Maybe you who have come here, too, regarding the Easter message as an idle tale:  idle as in a story that doesn’t work for you, idle as in a lazy fictional account that doesn’t really grab you or make sense.  You believe the premise of resurrection may be true, but you’re not willing to stake your life on it, not willing to risk anything on it, certainly not.  So you are caught in the same boat as the disciples, that first Easter dawn, who regarded it as an idle tale, with more disbelief then belief. 






II.

I was a disbeliever too, many years ago.  When I arrived at seminary in New Haven, I had had many powerful vivid experiences of the risen Christ, experiences in the church, experiences in service and activism.  But as I immersed myself in higher biblical criticism, I began to see the scriptures were more complex than the simple truths I had learned.  Not necessarily historical fact or literal truth, but incredible stories written with a passionate purpose.    Some scholars asserted that the resurrection of Jesus is better understood as a myth.  Other scholars asserted that perhaps the resurrection is just a story that illustrates a larger truth, more like an allegory or as a parable or as a metaphor to explain something beyond our words and concepts.  

After three years, I left seminary believing that perhaps the physical resurrection of Jesus wasn’t real, and that not only was the doctrine that was not essential to the faith, but that it wasn’t necessary to believe in the bodily resurrection of Christ, but just believe in Jesus’ prophetic words and in his life-giving presence in the community that remembers his teachings.






III.

But then, I was converted.  My conversion came with one of the greatest privileges I have of being a pastor--  being with people in hospital room, or in nursing home or rehab facility, or in hospice care at home, as members and friends of the churches I served quietly, honestly and truthfully faced the prospect of their own dying.  

There I experienced proof of the risen Christ.  In moments near death, there was a presence with them.

In episodes of diminishment and humiliation that would cause people to despair and give up, there was a strength and a resilience that carried them far beyond their human capacities. 

In the final moments of life, I have witnessed members and friends of our church on their death-beds, not only not afraid of dying, but in perfect peace:  Not stoic and resigned, but hopeful, optimistic, their eyes, sharp and their thoughts clear and focused, their demeanor peaceful and serene.

Not that they were absolutely certain in the face of death-- not that they didn’t have doubts;  not that they didn’t have fears;  they were human.

But their doubts were framed by faith;   their fears were undergirded with a profound trust.  Even in their uncertainties, they possessed a confident knowledge that Jesus was alive and the Christ who had walked with them through this earthly life would continue to walk with them through the next phase and the next transition from death into new life.

I have seen people quit eating, because they believed so strongly in the hope of the resurrection, and wanted to hasten death.

I have sung hymns to men and women in comas, trusting that God helped the melodies register, knowing that hearing is one of the last organs to go.

I have read scriptures to people on life-supports who couldn’t register any recognition, but I knew that since hearing is one of the last organs to go, that somehow God made the word alive.

I have held hands with women and men and seen the heart convulse and the very breath of life expelled. And I know that whether I had been there or not, they did not die alone.

Many showed their finest witness in the moments that mattered, just before they died, sharing their wisdom, pouring out their love, being strong for others even as they left the earth.    

With spiritual eyes, I saw a real Savior ministering to real people, going through real suffering, offering real comfort and real hope in life’s toughest moments.






IV.

One of my favorites was a man at the church in Clarendon Hills, who underwent months of chemotherapy at Hinsdale Hospital.  As the chemo decimated his body, and cancer ate up his insides, his physical being withered away to nothing.  Every afternoon, I would stop by to visit Walt, and it just so happened that the Cubs games were on WGN every afternoon at around 1 or 2 when I would stop by for a visit.  Walt was appreciative of my pastoral care, but it was clear after the first few visits that, rather than talk about himself, he wanted to watch the Cub game.  Finally, after a few my visits, he got up enough gumption to tell me: “Pastor Neff, you don’t have to worry about my emotions, you don’t have to worry about my soul.  Ever since I was a child, I knew God’s love for me is real.  If I die, I have no doubts.  I’m in the Lord’s hands.  I have faith and confidence I’m ok.”

 Then he looked at me with the most serious face and said:  “If you really want to care for me, sit down and watch the game with me.  Let’s enjoy a few innings of baseball together.”

When Walt died, his body was cremated, his wife and young son and family and I traveled down to Wrigley Field on a bright sunny day, and assembled around home plate.   While the organist played take me out to the ball game, we poured out his ashes and read I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end.

Never were the words truer for me, than in the bright sunlight of that moment.






V.

If he is with us in our dying, how much more does he want to be with us in our living. . . . 

A risen presence with us.  A spiritual body in every room.  

If the resurrection story was just a story or myth or metaphor or allegory, it couldn’t be true.

Yet in those moments of death, he’s with us.  He is with us in all his resurrection power to carry us to the Father.  He is with us offering us the fullness of life in those very moments, the same fullness of life he offers us each and every moment we live, if only we believe in him and trust in him.

The truth is:  we can’t overcome death.  But God who is life victorious can.  When God raised Jesus from the dead and lifted him up, God gave him the power to raise us and lift us up, and grant us newness of life.  

The resurrection of Jesus Christ, Douglas John Hall proposes, is not for the purpose of getting us into heaven.  It’s real purpose is to get us into the world.  To bring us fully to life.  “Jesus saves means Jesus saves us for life.  Jesus saves us from the awful habit we have of saving ourselves, of sparing our energies, from protecting our minds and souls and bodies from life’s struggles.  He saves us so that we can enter into life fully and completely, with divine life living and growing inside of us.” 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who got through two years in a Nazi prison by singing the Easter hymns every day, wrote a final letter to his parents.

“What a tremendous difference it would make if every Christian really believed and acted upon the resurrection of Jesus Christ.  To live in the light of the resurrection--  that is the meaning of Easter.”





VI.

There is a truth greater than your own existence, greater even than human existence.  There is another life that eclipses this life, a divine story that impinges on your story and my story, another world that is more real than the world of our own sight and senses and self.

Is the Easter story for you an idle tale?  Is the Easter story a lazy truth that hasn’t caught fire in your heart and mind?  If so, I invite you to step into the circle of faith, and risk believing and trusting;  risk giving your life to this One whom all the world celebrates today.  Then with all the church, you will be able to utter that blazing affirmation of truth:


Christ is risen.  Alleluia!


Christ is risen indeed.  Alleluia!

Amen.

 “Overcoming Evil”

Morgan Park Presbyterian Church

Palm Sunday, April 1, 2007

Psalm 118: 1-2, 19-29;  Luke 19:28-40;  Phillipians 2:5-11
Rev. Dr. David Neff

At the college I teach, there is a van.  A van that is an eyesore, not because it is old and rusted out, but because it is covered from top to bottom with bumper stickers.  From headboard to dash, every blessed space is covered with bumper stickers--  some might call them Christian bumper stickers.  Some of the lines are funny, some clever.  But some are abrasive and obnoxious. Some express theology that is objectionable and politics which are contentious and designed to provoke a reaction.

I’ve long since gotten over the philosophy that we can save the world with bumper stickers.  

But what I like about this individual is that he has the courage to wear his convictions--  on his car.  Pro-active about displaying his beliefs, wherever he drives, for better, for worse, he becomes a witness, and his stickers always get a reaction.  They make me wince, and perhaps ashamed to be a brother I try not to even park in the same parking lot as he does.






I.

The gospel writers remember Jesus’ public face as he rode into Jerusalem with all the pomp and pageantry of a parade.  The colt of the donkey he rode signaled royalty;  a donkey was noble beast, not despised.  Riding a donkey symbolized he was a king who came in peace to bring peace--  not a military warrior on a horse, signaling war.  

As the people shouted out Hosanna, they weren’t praising Jesus as much as shouting “Save us now”. Hosannas were uttered up as a cry to God to break in and save his people through their hope in the Messiah and belief that Jesus was the one.

Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord was a conqueror’s psalm, thought by many to commemorate the great battle of 163 B.C. where Judas Maccabeus was victorious against the Seleucids.

What is clear is that the crowds who looked on knew who Jesus was, and what he was about.  The crowds cheered him madly, because they had heard of his purpose and they supported his movement.  His reputation for deliverance preceded him, and his message of peace went before him as he entered Jerusalem.

It was for all occasioned a symbolic moment.


II.

While many believe that Jesus went up to Jerusalem to die for the sins of the world, I believe a saner, clearer reading of scripture indicates that he went up to Jerusalem to eradicate and overcome evil.

He knew there was false worship in the temple, and he wanted to restore true worship.  

He knew under military occupation, the Roman kingdom had supplanted the idea of a holy nation and a holy people, and he wanted to restore a more just and caring society.

He knew there was corruption and economic exploitation in the Herods and Pilates of his time, and he wanted to usher in a reign of truth and honesty. 

There was evil rife in the holy city, and Jesus wanted to usher in the reign of God.






III.

But I think we are remiss to just look at the death of Jesus as salvific, and not look at the whole of his life as salvific.  

I think we are remiss to look at the cross of Good Friday without looking at the cross which Jesus took up and carried every day that he lived.

Every day that Jesus got out of bed, he took up his cross, taking upon himself a mission larger than himself.

He took up a cross to be public with his teachings and beliefs, 

He took up a cross to reform religion and change the face of society, so he had to confront the powers, and be political in his actions.  

He sought to overcome evil with goodness, he sought to challenge human falsehood with divine truth;  he sought to confront the powers of death with God’s life-giving power.

The cross he was crucified upon was simply the end result of the cross he carried every day of being God’s faithful witness, in obedience to the will of God as he understood it . . . . 

Which brings us to the crosses we carry in our lives, the crosses God gives us in order to make our faith real, the cross of who God calls us to be, the cross of what God calls us to do, in order to become God’s witnesses and do God’s work.

The cross God places upon us, and the cross we choose to take on for ourselves, goes to the very heart of the Christian life.






IV.

For me--  and for all of us--  that cross has to do with the risk of going public with our beliefs.  That cross has to do with risking making our values known.  The cross has to do with the risk of taking on the fight against evil and not being passive in the face of injustice and wrong.  The cross involves letting people know what we believe and what we live for and the change we desire to see in our world. 

God has put us here, in this very place and time, to know the truth, to speak the truth, to live the truth and to overcome falsehood with the truth.

Of course, that’s hard work for us to do.  Our individual lives seem to demand so much of us, and everything we do is caught up in a society where so much seems so wrong . . .

Seventy years ago, Reinhold Niebuhr wrote that we human beings tend to be moral in our individual and personal lives, but as our egos blur into larger group identities, and our personalities disappear into larger social dynamics, we slowly lose sight of our moral bearings.  His book Moral Man and Immoral Society says that the larger our constituent group, the more immoral we become.  The more we become part of the system, the more we accept our roles and resist change.

If we know something is evil, then fail to do something about it, we might as well be in agreement with it.

It’s easy to go along with doing wrong, while everyone else is doing it.

It’s easy to say nothing is wrong, when no one else has the courage to speak up.

Only a small number of people will buck the system.

Only a small number of people will go against the grain.

Only a small number will swim upstream against the current.

And that is who God calls us to be.  We are called to be that small number.

Wherever you go--  you carry a message.  

Whatever you do--  you live out a core set of beliefs.  

Whatever you say--  you proclaim a resounding affirmation.

And that is who God calls us to be.  We are called to the company of the committed.  We are called to on the side of good.

We have to be so firm in our character and so passionate in our beliefs 

that we can stare evil in the eyes, and face to face oppose what is unjust and false and dehumanizing and just plain wrong--  not running away from it--  but running into it.






V.

The same cross God placed upon Jesus’ shoulders is the same cross Jesus places upon your shoulders.  The cross of our public witness, the cross to let God’s message go before us, the cross of living our values out publicly, so that when people think about us, the world will become the place where God’s will is known by all.

Over the years, one man has exemplified the larger life of the cross in overcoming evil has been Dietrich Bonhoeffer.  In the early 30s, he was a theologian and teacher in Germany, serving the Lutheran church.  As he observed the rise of the Nazi regime, and their limits on academic freedom, he fled to New York City to teach at Union Theological Seminary.  His richest American experience was to worship each Sunday at the historic black churches in Harlem.  As Hitler increased his reign of terror, one Sunday Bonhoeffer sat worshipping in the Abyssinian Baptist Church in Harlem. After hearing a sermon, knew that God was calling him to return to his homeland and be part of the resistance movement in opposition to the Nazi regime.

Bonhoeffer returned to his beloved Germany.  Soon, he felt God calling him to plot and scheme to assassinate Hitler.  His bomb came within twenty feet of taking Hitler’s life.  Bonhoeffer was arrested, sent into confinement at Flossenburg prison, where, for over a year, as a prisoner he worked diligently as a chaplain to his fellow prisoners, teaching Bible study, leading worship, singing hymns, reading the psalms, counseling and praying with the men. 

In every way, he showed the life that was in him, was the life of Christ.  

One morning after worship, in 1945, the Gestapo came for him.  All those in the prison knew his time had come.  With a beautiful, serene look on his face, his last words to the prisoners around him were: “For me, this is not the end, it is only the beginning.”

Bonhoeffer died at age 39.  Next Sunday, April 8 marks the day 52 years ago, when his life was taken from him, a life he freely gave in order to take up his cross and become the witness God called him to be, staring evil in its face and working to overcome it.  

Because he took up his cross, he was drawn up into the larger life of God in our world, and given his true life at the very moment he said yes to God’s call.

Embracing the cross gives us our truest life.






VII.

Closer to home, there was story in the Tribune Metro Section on Friday.  The caption “doctor works for less, finds more reward” told about Judy Frigo, a physician in Hinsdale, who left a lucrative practice in Oakbrook, treating CEOs and millionaires, to work at Cottage Grove Health Center in Ford Heights, caring for the people who sleep in doorways and people who have no medical insurance or money for treatment.

What the story doesn’t say is the cross behind this physician’s story, a cross I know well, because Judy Frigo was my physician for twelve years. 

Whenever I went in for a visit or check-up, she would ask about the church, about my ministry, and of course, ask about my health.  After the exam, I would always reciprocate, and ask her about her life and work.  Judy told me that she had been raised in a Presbyterian Church  until she married, when she became Catholic. She recalled high school youth group days in the Presbyterian Church when she went on work-trips and caravans, to help others.  Then she would look wistful, recalling how good it felt to be helping the poor,  involved in changing the world for the better.  Judy told me that she thought she was missing her life’s calling, that she was missing out on her joy.  Not that she wasn’t doing good work---  she was an excellent physician--  but that she didn’t feel like she was making the difference in her world that she could.  

The hefty-paychecks and job security of a private practice, just having a full-patient load as well as the timing in her life held her back . . . .  

The cross for her was risking leaving money and status and job security behind in order to do what God called her to do.

Now she spends her days treating patients who can’t pay her what she’s worth, going into the housing projects to visit people who are too sick to come to the clinic.  She treats people who walk three miles just to get there.  She treats illnesses and diseases that are more advanced, because of the lack of quality health care or preventative medicine. The medical clinic’s waiting list is 70 pages long, and includes hundreds of names of people who need care.  Judy is always testifying before the legislature, wearing a button that says “Cut Waste, Not Services” because her clinic is on a skeleton budget that keeps getting cut back and cut back by Cook County Board

But her joy is complete, and her love for medicine and community health, and her call to be a healer--  has been renewed.






VIII.

There are little crosses, that involve a small risk, and there are big crosses, where the whole of our life is called for.  All of them point to the cross Jesus carried faithfully, unbroken from birth to Calvary, from death to Easter dawn.

What God asks of us is connected to what God offers us:  our true life, our true hope, overcoming evil, and bringing about the healing of the world.

The only way some of us will ever know that God’s love is real is if we say yes to the cross that Jesus offers us, and take Jesus’ cross up as our own.

That’s when the joy of life begins . . .   and that’s when God’s love become fuller and deeper and immeasurably richer.  

The poet Ann Flint Johnson said it best:

God giveth more grace when the burden grows greater,

God giveth more strength when the labors increase;

To added afflictions he addeth his mercy,

To multiplied trials, his multiplied peace.

When we have exhausted our store of endurance

When our strength has failed ere the day is half-done,

When we reach the end of our hoarded resources,

Our father’s full giving is only begun.

God’s love has no limit, God’s grace has no measure,

God’s power no boundary yet known unto men.

For out of God’s infinite riches in Jesus.

He giveth and giveth and giveth again.
Amen. 

“To Save and To Savor”

Isaiah 43: 16-21, Phillipians 3: 4-14, John 12: 1-8

Morgan Park Presbyterian Church

March 25, 2007

Rev. Dr. David M. Neff

“If the world were merely seductive, that would be easy. If the world were merely challenging, that would be no problem.  But I arise every morning torn between a desire to improve the world, and a desire to enjoy the world.  I arise every morning torn between a desire to save the world and a desire to savor the world.  That makes it hard to plan my day.”

Maybe you feel the same way as the author EB White.   You wake up every morning and want to bundle up experiences that will heighten life, you wake up exhilarated and want to go searching out those treasures and pleasures of learning and discovery which expand our lives and make us feel good, and make life qualitatively better.

In other words, you want to savor the world.

But at the same time, you know you are here for a purpose.  You are here not just for yourself, but for others.  You are here so that the world might be a better place after you leave this world, not just the world of your children and grand-children, but the larger world of neighborhood, community, nation and world.  In other words, you want to be part of saving the world.

You are torn between the desire to save and to savor.






I.

What an equation to have to live out. How does one find the right balance?

The answer for me is appreciating the small things in life, through the little things, understanding the big things.  But at the same time, we have to work toward overcoming smallness-- overcoming sense of pettiness, or littleness, a sense of cheapness or stinginess--  what people like Martha Stewart call “living large.”  

In the faith community, living large means living intentionally toward a large vision, a great, overarching purpose.  

In the Christian church, the patron saint of living large is Mary, who balances a desire to save and savor, saving and acquiring the things that make her feel good, while expending her energies in a perfectly marvelous way . . . 

We read in John’s gospel, while all the world is watching the step-by-step, play by play actions of Judas, Mary enters and exits in one bit part.  While all eyes are on Judas, Mary the sister of Martha does something so exquisite and beautiful, her symbolic action has never been forgotten.

Mary and Martha hosted a meal for the disciples, to celebrate their brother Lazarus being resuscitated. As the meal was about to end, Mary brought forth an alabaster flask:  sealed at the neck.  The most expensive oil or perfume that money can by.  The writer says it cost 300 denarii--about a full year’s wages for a man who works every day.  For a woman, perhaps two years wages;  or three or four years of savings.  Maybe this oil represents Mary’s life saving.  

Mary has been paying attention to the small things, saving up her pennies and nickels and dimes and quarters.  It is clear that Mary has saved the whole amount in order to do something beautiful for her Lord; to prepare the body of Jesus at his burial. 

In an act of total devotion, and total love, she breaks open the flask, and anoints Jesus’ feet with oil, such that the exquisite smell fills the room. . . 

As she pours it slowly, she wipes the oil over his feet with the strands of her long flowing hair.  

I like to think that Jesus is moved.  Jesus is beyond words. Because Jesus knows by this symbolic gesture that Mary is the only one who gets it.  Mary understands that Jesus is going to Jerusalem to die.  Mary understands that this is Jesus’ final moment, and probably her last opportunity to be with him.  Mary recognizes that Jesus is going to the cross to pour out his life for all humanity, and she wants to perform an equal gesture of love and sacrifice to the One who has loved her unconditionally and poured out his love for her.

One commentator writes:  “Mary has recognized the dignity and greatness of Jesus, and, in an exemplary action, has shown others whom they have in their midst.”






II.

That might be an important lesson for the church.  

Like Mary, each and every Christian should be trying to outdo each other in pointing others to the Christ in our midst.  

Like Mary, each of us should be thoughtful and strategic, seeking opportunities to express the greatness of Christ in every relationship we have.  Each and every Christian should be so high minded that we are constantly thinking about ways we can nurture others in their faith or support others in their ministry, and encourage sisters and brothers in their walk with Christ, in order to communicate how wonderful and true Jesus is.


III.

Another lesson might be in the area of joy.  I believe that Mary shows us the joy of a great love.  Mary also shows us the beauty of joy each one of us can have in our relationship with Christ, and in our relationship with one another.

The kingdom of God is relationships.  Relationships that realize the presence of the living Christ.  Relationships where there is joy and hopefulness of divine life is experienced and expressed.

Most people get turned off on the Christian life and turned off from the church because Christians seem so unhappy.  

Too many times, people think Christians are grim do-gooders and joyless believers.  Too many times Christians are seen as martyrs for a cause or somber crusaders always on the bandwagon, or just unhappy people who don’t know how enjoy life because they are so glum and so hyper-spiritual and so insanely serious. We act like we are carrying 20-foot high crosses.  

Perhaps there’s no joy in our tasks because there is no joy in our relationships.

Jesus had his greatest problems with those who criticized him for eating and drinking with sinners, partying with bad elements and carrying on with the wrong type of people.

But it’s clear that Jesus understood joy is possible in every friendship and inherent in every possible relationship.

When our Christian life becomes grim and joyless, there is a right balance we are missing, a right motivation that is absent.  

When our spiritual life becomes so serious that all we can see are the tasks and demands and to-do lists, something gets out of focus or out of balance.

Think of the joy that was Mary’s, as the smell of perfume wafted over the room and as she saw the look in Jesus’ eyes;  that she got it;  that she understood him.

Think of the passion requited in Mary’s action of extravagant love, done completely selfishly, done completely selflessly, out of such wholehearted devotion that all her loves and all her desires and all her prayers were bound up into one.

Mary points us to the joy we can have as Christians, a joy we are given share.  Teresa of Avila said “joy is the serious business of heaven.” The Hasidic master affirmed “joy in the world as it is, joy in life as it is, joy in every hour of life as it is, joy in this hour and moment as it is.”

Kierkegaard said the worst kind of despair is not in the depressed or the down-and-out, but in those who cope quite well everyday, who earn a paycheck and pay their bills and do all right for themselves, because they have no joy in their lives, no wellspring of life and inspiration.






IV.

Finally Mary shows us that saving the world begins with savoring each relationship.  Saving the whole world starts with savoring each person that comes into our life, cherishing each human being by knowing and loving one person particularly and personally.

In our gospel lesson, Mary anticipates the moment Jesus will die, so she jumps the gun.  Instead of waiting for Jesus cold dead body to be laid out on a slab in a grotto or tomb to anoint him, Mary does something beautiful for Jesus now, while he has life.

Why is it that we hold back our love from others?  Why is it that we don’t reach out and get to know the people we really want to get close to?    While we have life and breath, why not pour ourselves out in love for each other, in gratitude for our life together?  Why don’t we hug someone, laugh with someone, give someone an unexpected gift, just say thank you for the joy of knowing someone?  Why do we hold back?

I’m going to die, you’re going to die, we all are going to die someday.  Paul says we come into this world without anything, and leave this world without anything. Why wait until our final moments to express love to each other?  Why wait until the time is near past to share with each other the most important things?

Don’t throw a party for me when I am dead.  Throw the party for me now, while I can enjoy the moment, and make it a good one!

Every relationship is a gift from God, every moment and event is connected to God, and to understand why God has connected us to each person and has brought that person into our lives for a profound reason is the mystery of God’s gracious providence.  But one thing is clear:  You are the missing link to my abundant life, and I am the missing link to your source of joy. SO LET’S FIND THAT REASON AND LIVE IT OUT JOYFULLY NOW!






V.

Largeness of purpose has to do with largesse of presence;  a largeness of awareness, catching the full scope of each person in the small and great, and knowing each person, and loving each person, loving them in the moments we are given.

Sometimes, like Mary, only a symbolic gesture can capture the full measure of a relationship . . . 

As a student, I did my field education at First Presbyterian Church in Hartford, Connecticut.  There was a wonderful couple there, Bill and Shirley Garren  They had two daughters and two sons, all of whom became Presbyterian ministers or elders in their churches.  Old when I knew them, they were special to me, often inviting me over for Sunday dinner, going for a walk in the park on Sunday afternoon, sending cards to me many years after I had left the church.

The last time I was on the east coast, I looked up Jennifer, who is a pastor in Manhattan.  We met for coffee at a diner to catch up.  I asked her “When did your dad die?  How did your dad go?  He was one of my favorite people.”

You know, she said,  Dad was always proud of us kids, because I think secretly he wanted to be a minister. In the last year of his life, 

Dad developed inoperable cancer.  He had a stroke a few days before he died. Since he was always a talker, this bothered him more than he could let on.  My two brothers and I were with him in the hospital room when he died.  

About an hour before he died, he began struggle physically, having trouble breathing and swallowing.  He was using this last bit of energy to try to speak, but he couldn’t talk.  There was something he really wanted to say, but he couldn’t get it out.  It was terribly frustrating for him, and painful for us to watch.  Finally he pointed at my brother and motioned him toward the sink in his room.  She said “He wants some water”. Her brother went to the sink and poured a glass.  He brought it over to Dad, but Dad refused it and made a gesture toward him as if to say, “No you drink it.”  Her brother hesitated for a moment, then took a sip from the glass.  My father then motioned with his hand, as if to say “Pass it to your sister.”  It was then it dawned on her. She said out loud:  “He’s serving us communion.”  Her brother handed her the glass, and her father repeated the gesture, admonishing her to pass it on to her other brother, who drank from it.  Then he motioned to pass the glass of water to him. As he drank, the symbol of a shared meal, a shared cup of water symbolized life in the spirit, which he had lived all his life and shared every day of his life with his wife and children.

Jennifer said, it was the most amazing moment she had ever experienced, because written in that moment, in that one symbolic gesture was the fullness of life.






VI.

So Mary put all her money into that jar of ointment, and she poured it out selflessly onto the feet of her Savior.

In the time we have left, may we look into each other’s eyes and seek to know each other fully.  In the time we have left on this earth, may our aim be to love each other completely, without limits.  In the time we have left on this earth, may we share fully with each other the divine life that has been gifted and given to us.  May we never scrimp or be cheap with God,  may we never hoard up or hold back what was meant to be shared, because we know that excessive and extravagant love that was poured out on our behalf by Jesus who gave his own life for us on the cross.

Always to treasure, always to share.  Always to save, and to savor.  Amen.

