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“BEHOLD”
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Jesus’ disciples were Jewish, as were most of the converts from the day of Pentecost.  However, Paul, on his first missionary journey, learned, to his surprise, that non-Jews were more receptive to the news about Jesus. Consequently, he inaugurated a policy that he followed throughout his ministry; first he would go to the synagogues and preach among the Jews and if they rejected him, he would then turn to the Gentiles, thus gaining the reputation as “the Apostle to the Gentiles.” 

I related this situation of the Jews and Gentiles in the Galatian church to something I recently read  by Wendy Wright, Professor of Theology at Creighton University. “We may not like the other but we are called to love. We may certainly not validate or condone his or her actions. But we are called into a radical sense of our interconnectedness as creatures and children of the same God. To perceive this deep level of interdependence, especially with those whose worlds are fashioned differently than our own or perhaps with those who would seek to harm or destroy our worlds, seems a nearly impossible task. Yet the Gospels prod us on.... At the furthest reaches of our capacities to love, we are urged, ‘Love even your enemies.’ " 


In applying these words I wondered if the Jews and Gentiles validated and condoned each other’s actions.  Did they feel a radical sense of interconnectedness as children of the same God?  Probably not…  That’s why Paul felt called to address the issue of social relationships within the church.  Something new was being done – a new kind of faith was being kindled – a new religion of sorts.

Eugene Peterson has these thoughts about religion – “when men and women get their hands on religion, one of the first things they often do is turn it into an instrument for controlling others, either putting or keeping them “in their place.”  There is a long history of such tedious religious manipulation and coercion.  For those who experience religion in such a way, freedom can turn out to be short lived. 

Paul was doing his best to do avoid such a thing happening. He was trying a “new thing” among them - something radically different – advocating a free life in God.  He wrote his letter to help the Galatians recover the original freedom given to them in Christ – a freedom considered to be a gift both delicate and subtle, one that can easily be perverted, and often is squandered. 

The God that called Isaiah to preach “a new thing” to the children of Israel now called Paul to do the same thing. 

 “Behold I am doing a new thing…. Do you not perceive it?”

We are still trying to do “that new thing.” 

Tomorrow is designated as Multicultural Sunday in our denomination. The Mission Yearbook defines culture as  “something different from just race or ethnicity. It is a group of characteristics that we receive, sometimes, unknowingly, that define who we are and how we communicate and relate to each other. We can be part of an ethnic culture, a race culture, a social culture, an economic culture, a generational culture or even a theological culture.” 

Another characterization of “culture” is “everything you believe and everything you do that identifies you as a member of a group and distinguishes you from other groups.” As we become culturally proficient we develop a way that allows us as individuals and groups to interact effectively with people different from us. 

Continuing with The Mission Year Book we are challenged “to reclaim that we are a church born of the Spirit and that the Spirit of God thrives in diversity.”  We are a diverse nation - among the most  “developed nations”, one of the most religious.  Regarding religion, the framers of our Constitution were influenced greatly by the Enlightenment, but they also considered the practical concerns of minority religious groups who did not want to be under the power of influence of a state religion that did not represent them. 

 There are religious groups today that have similar feelings, estranged from the main line, mostly white Christian denominations.  To understand these divisions within the Body of Christ it is necessary to understand the strong influence that our own personal culture has upon our view of history.  People view history and the world through the lens of their own life experience.  

That might explain the conflict that erupted over the sermons of Rev. Jeremiah Wright this past week.  Writer Tim Wise states that, “ many white folks did not like the truth that he [Wright] preached, a truth seen through his lens of experience.”  Wise goes on to say that “we [white folks] find it almost impossible to listen to an alternative version of the reality with which we are familiar. 

 An example is the experience of 911. Wright said, “everything changed for some folks on 911, but the fact is that to others everything changed 400 years ago, when that first ship landed at what would become Jamestown. To some, everything changed when their ancestors were forced into the hulls of slave ships… and brought to a strange land as cattle. To some, everything changed when they were run out of Northern Mexico, only to watch it become the Southwest United States.  To some, being on the receiving end of terrorism has been a way of life. Until recently it was absolutely normal in fact.”

Were these statements of Wright’s made from the pulpit a distortion of history?

Would the church do such a thing?

 Does the church ever misrepresent the facts of history?  Many of us do become uncomfortable when anyone challenges our views about our country’s history – and that of our church. 

In the midst of preaching redemption and reconciliation what message do we really put out there each and every week?  Is it that “new thing” we are to perceive?  Is Paul’s  “unity in Christ” being played out?

Earlier this week I had a conversation with some colleagues in ministry.  Some of us had concerns about racial comments we had heard from church members – statements not meant to be hurtful or hateful, but certainly demonstrating a lack of sensitivity to those different from themselves.  To me, this demonstrates the difficulty that we, individually, have seeing the “new thing” God wants us to do and to be.  And if so, the church that represents the body of Christ has a monumental challenge ahead.

Rev. Marissa Galvan-Valle reminds us that we are a church “born of the spirit and that the Spirit of God thrives in diversity. Being different from one another is a fundamental part of being a church. We, as Christians, have a responsibility to become the church God wants us to be – a church made up of brothers and sisters who are different from one another but who are all united by the same God.” 

 Behold, I am doing a new thing. 

It is almost impossible for the church to become a multiculturally united unit, if we, as Christians, don’t hold ourselves, and others, accountable for prejudices and misunderstandings - whether intentional or not - of the realities and truths of others who are different from us, from those who have had a different life experience.

The Biblical mandates are there: 

· From Acts…”when the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in on place;” 

· From Isaiah, “a house of prayer for all peoples;” 

· In Revelation, “a great multitude that no once could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language;”  

· And from Matthew, “go therefore and make disciples of all nations.”

Whatever model a church chooses to follow in doing this new thing, the work is not easy.  But in our worship and in our work we are to provide the opportunity for all of our brothers and sisters in Christ to give thanks and praise to God in Jesus Christ.  For when all people see themselves when Christ is presented then God’s New Thing is being fulfilled.

“Behold, I am doing a new thing!  Do you not perceive it?”

AMEN

* The Cultural Proficiency Group


