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Mark 6:45-52

Psalm 46


Weathering the Winds of Change: Firmly Flexible

     I hadn’t been working here very long.  With our open door policy and with all the groups that use this church, I still understood it was a rare moment.  I had the church, this entire building, all to myself.  No one else was here and it was strangely quiet.  I decided to come in here, to sit on these steps, to pray, to think.  It wasn’t long before I started to hear some funny noises.  It sounded like someone was moving around up there in the balcony.  It was a stormy afternoon so it was darker in here than usual.  The quiet, the darkness, the inexplicable noise, well, I will admit that, rather abruptly, my moment of quiet solitude shifted to fear and panic.  I thought I was alone, who could possibly be in here?  I quickly walked out, went to my office, packed up my things and drove home.  Later I learned that the noise I heard was the steeple, creaking as it swayed in the stormy wind.  
     Our steeple has weathered many storms, survived some mighty winds.  Joe Boccia, a long-time member of this congregation, has always been fascinated by the weather.  Back in 1982, he was instrumental in having a weather station installed in the steeple.  It included an anemometer, an instrument that measures wind.  And that steeple of ours has withstood some mighty winds.  On January 31 1984 and then again on March 13, 1993 our steeple held its own against 84 mile an hour wind gusts.  Although those gusts probably caused some significant and loud creaking as the steeple swayed in the wind, it did not break under the pressure.  
     As you may have guessed, that’s not an accident.  The steeple was built in such a way that it can sway, move, even bend a little when faced with strong winds.  There’s an Aesop’s Fable called “The Oak and The Reeds.”  It says that a very large oak was uprooted by the wind and thrown across a stream.  It fell among some reeds which it thus addressed:  “I wonder how you, who are so light and weak, are not entirely crushed by these strong winds.”  They replied, “You fight and contend with the wind, and consequently you are destroyed; while we on the contrary bend before the least breath of air, and therefore remain unbroken…”
  Our steeple is made of heavy timbers, strengthened by cables attached to the foundation.  It stands on its own; not firmly attached to the church building.  So it is free, more like the reeds than the oak, to be flexible, move, sway, and bend in the wind.  
     Just as our steeple can move and bend to handle strong winds, there are times when we, as steeple people, need to bend and move when facing winds of change.  And although that’s true, it is not necessarily easy.  Change happens.  It is necessary for growth, it is part of life.  But there is something in the human spirit that resists change.  Buddha once said that “the nature of life is impermanent and one of the major reasons for all of our grief is that we wish things were not impermanent.  We wish things would stay the same.”
  The winds of change will blow and we can bend and move with them, or waste a lot of energy resisting the change.
     When the railroads were first introduced to this country, some people feared they would be the downfall of the nation.  Martin Van Buren, Governor of New York expressed grave concern in a letter to President Jackson, dated January 31, 1829.  He wrote, “As you may know, Mr. President, ‘railroad’ carriages are pulled at the enormous speed of 15 miles per hour by ‘engines’ which, in addition to endangering life and limb of passengers, roar and snort their way through the countryside, setting fire to crops, scaring the livestock and frightening women and children.  The Almighty certainly never intended that people should travel at such breakneck speed.”
   I wonder what van Buren would have to say about our modern means of travel.  
     Change happens.  Progress happens.  The new and unknown can be frightening.  We can bend and move with it.  Or we can resist, choosing to just do things the way they’ve always been done because it’s comfortable.  We know it, it’s familiar, even though we might not always know why we do what we do.  In the book Minding Your Own Business, Murray Rafael tells this story. “Years ago in Russia, a czar came upon a lonely sentry standing at attention in a secluded corner of the palace garden. ‘What are you guarding?’ asked the czar. ‘I don't know. The captain ordered me to this post,’ the sentry replied. The czar called the captain. His answer: written regulations specify a guard was to be assigned to that area. The czar ordered a search to find out why. The archives revealed the reason. Years before, Catherine the Great had planted a rosebush in that corner and ordered a sentry to protect it for that evening. 100 years later, the sentries were still guarding that barren spot."

     It’s possible to get stuck, to just do things the way they’ve always been done, to think the way we’ve always thought.  But change happens.  The winds of change do blow.  And steeple people are able to bend and move, adapt and change.  We’re not talking about change just for the fun of it, but change because it’s what’s right, it’s what’s needed, it’s what God is asking us to do.  
    This week, I came across what to me is one scary website.  It’s called “Christianity:  Then and Now” and its editor is John Maddey.  On a page that discusses change, he writes that the church is under attack by men who call themselves agents of change.  He explains that he is providing lessons for pastors to use with their congregations in order to resist change.  He says, “Think of the lessons as being immunization treatments to help your brethren resist the virus of the change movement.”  The use of exclusive language is no accident for Maddey.  Women, in his view, are subordinates.  They have no leadership role not only in the church but in their families as well.  Let’s not even talk about whether women should have jobs.
   Change, especially change in the church, demands thoughtful and prayerful study.  It requires working on biblical texts to sort through what’s the word of God, the truth of God, and what’s human and cultural understanding.  Steeple people do that.  They sense the winds of change and they consider seriously the challenge. And when it’s time, when it’s the breath of God asking for something new, steeple people bend, move and change.  This church was and is full of steeple people.  Throughout its history First Baptist steeple people have braved the winds of change and moved when it was what God required.  The list is a long one - from welcoming women in ministry to welcoming gays and lesbians in ministry, from offering educational opportunities to young children to housing troubled adolescents and senior citizens, from feeding hungry people to rebuilding homes.  Like those disciples in the gospel of Mark, the winds of change may scare us.  But with our faith, knowing Jesus Christ is there to lead us, the winds cannot break or destroy us.  Our steeple was built to move and sway in the wind.  Steeple people are able to face the winds of change and respond as God would have us.  
     Now, in talking with Joe Boccia about the weather station he mentioned that he had climbed way up the inside of the steeple, squeezing in at the very top to install the wiring.  The steeple was swaying quite a bit that day and Joe has never been up again.  It is sort of amazing to think about just how much the steeple can move and yet it still stands, tall, erect, pointing to the sky.  The steeple may bend and move, it may be flexible, but it does not stray from its foundation.  There it stands solidly, firmly.  Steeple people need to move and bend, consider change.  But like the steeple, there are some parts of our faith and practice that cannot budge.  There are some fundamentals, some truths that are simply unchanging.  
     Scientists have discovered certain unchanging truths.  For example, the International Bureau of Weights and Measures can standardize weights and measures worldwide because certain immutable properties exist.  The meter, for example, is a measure of length which is defined as the distance traveled by light in a vacuum in a certain miniscule fraction of a second, a distance that never changes.  The second is a measure of time that is defined as the time it takes for a cesium-133 atom to cycle a specific huge number of times between two quantum states, a time that never changes.
  Honestly, I don’t really know what that means.  But as science has discovered certain properties that do not change, our faith rests secure on certain truths that do not change, truths like God is the same yesterday, today and tomorrow.  As the psalmist expressed, the earth may shift but God is always our refuge and strength.  God may reach out to us, be present to us in any number of ways, but the very nature of God remains the same.  And it is essential truth that God is good.  God is love.  Steeple people can and do stand firm on these fundamental, unchanging truths.  

   But there is another truth, at least it’s a truth I believe is changeless but we keep getting in trouble for believing it…around this time last year our minister Julie got in a lot of trouble for it during her ordination council for believing it.  Every person is a child of God.  Every person is loved by God.  Every person is welcomed by God.  
   There’s another architectural term I recently learned about.
  It’s called tolerance.  In construction, tolerance means that an architect acknowledges that there needs to be room in any plan for the unexpected.  It means the architect leaves a little room between things to allow space for that extra cabinet, for the room that turns out to be a little larger or smaller, the staircase that needs one more stair.  Big construction projects, like steeples, have tolerance built into them. What a perfect metaphor for the church, for a church made up of steeple people. There is room, there must be room, there needs to be room for the unexpected, for what’s new, for all of God’s children.
     Former elementary school principal Tee Carr tells the heartwarming story of Gibby, a boy who transferred into her school when he was in 5th grade.  He was so shy, he didn’t make friends easily.  He wasn’t much of athlete and so spent most of recess sitting alone because nobody wanted to pick him to be on a team.  Every once in a while Principal Carr would go out and join in recess play.  She would choose a team and always asked Gibby to be part of the game, on her team.  Years later, Gibby visited Principal Carr telling her about his career in computer software and when he spoke of his wife he said, “…she’s a lot like you.  And best thing about her is – from everyone in the world she could have married, she picked me.  She picked me first!”
 The pain of being left out, of being the one not picked, not included is a poignant pain.  As God’s children, it’s a pain none of us need ever experience.  People may choose to reject God, to choose evil over against serving God.  But we are all God’s beloved children.  That is a truth upon which we can stand and upon which we must act.

     We are steeple people.  We know how important it is to face the winds of change and move a little, be flexible.  We know how important it is to stand firmly on immutable truths, even the ones that get us into trouble, like tolerance and welcome.  No doubt God will stir the winds again and we best be ready to stand, sway, creak a little and do God’s will.
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