Hey – Whose Mixer is That?!
1 Kings 18:17-40

Matthew10:5-16


I am going to let you in on a secret.  Sometimes we don’t have great titles for our sermons ready before Vicky asks for them for the Bulletin.  Ok.  Actually, maybe it’s just me that sometimes doesn’t always have her sermon title ready before that!  But, if ever a title were divinely inspired, this one is it.  Because this past Tuesday, as I was rolling around different title and topic ideas in my head (after Vicky patiently reminded me that she needed a title for the Bulletin!), I walked into the main office where Pat and Vicky were hard at work, with a pretty solid idea for a sermon title in my head, looked over to my right, and interrupting myself in the middle of some other thought said, “HEY – whose mixer is that?!”  Because there, in the far corner of the main office of the church, was an electric mixer.  Just sitting there, happy as could be, as if an electric mixer is the most natural thing to be found in an office.  


Pat and Vicky didn’t know whose mixer it was, nor did they seem as taken with its presence as I was.  Pat did say that if no one claimed it, I was welcome to it – an offer that I declined, partly because I rarely bake, and mostly because for my 30th birthday my parents gifted me with a red Kitchen-Aid mixer (which I had asked for) which is still sitting in its box in my kitchen – something that gave my mother no small amount of displeasure the last time she was at my apartment.  Anyway, all things considered, I didn’t think I was in the market to adopt a wayward mixer.  


But, as I wandered back to my own office, it struck me that a mixer – seemingly out of place in a church office – is actually sort of an oddly appropriate mascot of sorts for a church…because mixing it up is a part of church life – it has been from the very beginning – I mean, from the days of Jesus all the way on – and it really needs to stay that way if the church universal is to continue to survive, to thrive, and to do God’s work in the world.  We need not to be afraid to mix it up in the church.  But how do we do that?  I’d say there are lots of ways, both big and small, all of them important to the ongoing life and vitality of communities at faith at large, and of this community of faith in particular.  And we need to embrace that mixing – sometimes it’s going to feel funny or leave us feeling a bit in flux, but in the end, it will serve us well, allowing us to serve others and to serve our God more fully.


So when you think about mixing it up in the church, you can remember that sometimes we throw down, but we still come around.  Which is to say that we might disagree sometimes – maybe even strongly disagree sometimes – but part of what makes church life unique is the commitment to stay in relationship.  Our first scripture reading this morning, the story of Elijah and the 450 prophets of the ancient Assyrian God Baal, is sort of the ultimate faith throw-down…the WWE event of the ancient world…in this corner, ELIJAH and YAHWEH…and in the other corner, THE 450 PROHETS OF BAAL.  It’s an intense prophet-off wherein Elijah, of course, emerges victorious, thus demonstrating the wonder and power of God.  This is a good story…a story with intrigue and drama and even a little comic relief as Elijah goads the prophets of Baal: “Cry aloud!  Surely he is a god…maybe he is meditating or sleeping or off on a journey…”  It’s a story that demonstrates that God alone is God.  But it’s a story in which Elijah ultimately does sort of break the biggest rule of mixing it up in the church – there’s no desire to stay in relationship.  And that is what makes the church strong…when we disagree, we are committed to the life of faith and to one another, and although we might mix it up a little, it is our responsibility to stay in relationship, to look for those commonalities that bring us together, to continue the conversation.  


In doing reading for this sermon, I kept stumbling across a lot of books or websites where authors expressed the opinion that we are NOT to disagree in the church – that we dishonor Jesus when we disagree in the church and that, as Christians, we are to (and this is a quote) “lock smiles on our faces” and never disagree for the good of unity.  I think this is just wrong.  And not only that, I think we set ourselves up for hurt and disappointment if we believe that we are never going to disagree in the church – indeed, we set ourselves up for total failure if the standard for the church is total agreement all the time.  We also set ourselves up for total failure when the standard is for people to “lock smiles on their faces” and pretend to agree for the sake of unity.  A lot of good ideas will be lost, a lot of valuable interaction missed, and, ultimately, if we don’t bring our whole selves into the church, the church will only be a shell of what it could be, too.  The church is made up of people – unique and wonderful and each of us, well, human…so we aren’t always going to agree on all the issues.  What we can agree on, and what I think is the mark of being church, is that when we disagree, we will be committed to stay in relationship and to continue conversations with one another openly.


The New York Times from June 8, 1888 records this story of a dramatic disagreement in a church:  “Because of some disagreement among its members, the little German Evangelical Church of Jersey City was closed recently by order of the court.  Wednesday evening, John J. Wittpenn, the treasurer, and Henry Mabuken, President of the Building Directors, and two members of the Board of Trustees entered the church to hold a meeting.  They said the purpose of the meeting was to take steps to reorganize the Sunday School.  They were surprised to see the meeting, which they supposed was a secret one, invaded by Henry Winters and several members of the opposition.  Mr. Winters was very indignant and openly charged that the assembled party had not got together to take steps to rent the building for saloon purposes.  He was so warm in his challenges that Mabuken got scared, and when Ernest Hiland, Superintendent of the Sunday School, joined Winters in the tirade and shouted in German and English, he left the church for a policeman.  The entrance of half a dozen uniformed men put an end to the row and the meeting at the same time.”
  Disagreements in the church are so not new!  It does seem like Mr. Winters, Mr. Hiland, and Mr. Mabuken need a little coaching in how to handle those disagreements, however!   When we disagree in the church, it is so important that we remain open to conversation and committed to staying in relationship.  Sometimes we might throw down, but we still need to come around.


And then when it comes to mixing it up in the church, we have our own unique styles – we are counter-cultural.  In our scripture reading from Matthew, we hear Jesus sending his disciples out in the world with the instruction to be “as wise as serpents and as innocent as doves.”  This is an interesting mix – an interesting choice of animals.  Both the serpent and the dove are sort of famous players in Genesis – the serpent for its cunning and subsequent punishment from God in the Garden of Eden story and the dove for its bringing back an olive branch and thus restoring hope for Noah and his family in the story of the flood.  They’re sort of two creatures with really different roles, known for pretty opposing attributes.  But Jesus tells his disciples to be like both of them – to be as wise as the serpent, but as innocent as the dove.  This is a unique command – a command that asks them to be wise and yet gentle…to have a unique style…that says to the disciples quite clearly that they are to be different, to be unique.   It says that they are to be in the world but not of the world…to do good for the world without succumbing to the way culture says things should be done.  

In fact, in her book Women and the Word: The Gender of God in the New Testament and the Spirituality of Women, Sandra Schneiders suggests that Jesus being born male should not be considered an important factor in terms of deciding if women can be called to ministry or serve in churches or if men are superior to women; but that Jesus had to be born male, in his particular time and place, to communicate fully the incredibly revolutionary force of his teachings.
  The time and place in which Jesus lived and taught did have very specific ideas about social hierarchy – who could do what, who could associate with whom.  Caretaking and providing were distinctly female values – but Jesus embraced and embodied those.  Not only that, Jesus ate and hung out with those who were the lowest of the low – those way below him on the social hierarchy.  Schneiders says that part of what was so revolutionary about Jesus was exactly that – he had his own unique style in the world, didn’t adhere to what the rules for his place or gender would have been, and turned everything upside down.  The church today needs to hold onto that – we need to mix it up by holding on that call to have our own unique style – to be slightly off-beat for God is a good thing!  


John Wooden is a retired American basketball coach.  He is a member of the Basketball Hall of Fame both as a player and as a coach – only two other coaches besides him have been so honored.  While he was a coach at UCLA, he coached his team to ten NCAA championships in twelve years, an accomplishment unmatched by any other basketball coach.  In his book They Call Me Coach, Wooden writes, “It has always been my philosophy to follow our game plan.  If we believe in it, we will wear the opposition down and we’ll get to them.  If we break away from our style, however…and play their style…we’re in trouble. … I constantly caution our teams, play your game.  Just play your game.  Eventually, if you play, if you stick to your style, it will tell in the end.  This does not mean that we will always outscore our opponents.  But it does ensure that we will not beat ourselves.”  


Like John Wooden’s players, we have to stick to our unique style, we have to play our game, stick to what we believe, rather than falling into the patterns of culture and society.  American individualism tells us that the most important thing is making it on our own; but our style tells us that it’s working together, it’s the community that matters, and that Jesus commands us to care for one another.  The constant commercials we see on tv tell us that if we just had a better car, or the newest video gaming system, or a more sophisticated phone we’d be happier; but our own style tells us that possessions and things can’t make us happy, and that God commands us to share with one another what we have.  The media and fear and some public figures tell us to be scared of those who are different from us; but our style tells us that we are really all God’s beloved children, deserving of dignity and alike in our need for love.  Like John Wooden’s players, when we stick to our own style, it will tell in the end – it will tell in how we live our lives, how we help to bring God’s light to the world.  It won’t mean that it will always be easy or we’ll always succeed; but it will tell in the end.  We need to mix it up in the church by maintaining our own unique style.


And we mix it up in the church because we neither forget the past nor fear the future.  We are standing on the brink of a new program year, with new ideas, new things to come, new changes, new possibilities…as a church, we are always moving forward. 


Today we heard one scripture reading from the Hebrew Bible and one from the New Testament…the very Bible itself is a tribute to the way that the church universal has been mixing things up for thousands of years, standing on foundations of the past and looking with hopeful expectation toward the future.  The scriptures that came before Jesus, those that Jesus read, knew, quoted from, lived by, were not discarded and tossed aside when scriptures recording the moments of Jesus’ life and his teachings began to be written down.  Nor are those scriptures seen as somehow less important than the scriptures that followed them.  The Bible is a book made up of many books, a story out of many stories, stories of what has come before and stories that point us forward with hopeful expectation toward the future.  Being the people of God, being the church of Jesus Christ, compels us to recall and respect where we have been, to remember those people, things, and experiences that have shaped us, made us who we are.  But we cannot cling to the past so tightly that we are afraid to let go to reach for our future – one of the most wonderful ways that we mix it up in the church is by looking boldly toward the future, ready to embrace the changes that may come, ready to mix the best of what has been with the possibilities of all that will be.


We are moving from one program year to another, which means moving from one annual theme to another.  So, are we steeple people no more?  No…of course not!  We are steeple people who can stand on a firm foundation of what has come before us, all the while eagerly anticipating what is to come…the leading, the call, the pull of the Spirit.  


That same coach, John Wooden, was known to say to his players, “Failure is not fatal, but failure to change might be.”  The church has to maintain its ability to mix the best of the past with the exciting and yet unknown possibilities of the future if it is to continue to survive and to thrive and to do God’s work in the world.  We’ve been doing it for thousands of years…and here in Beverly, we’ve been doing it for 208 years…it’s a long legacy of mixing it up.  What could be more exciting than standing here today, ready to embrace all that is to come?  


Unitarian minister Frederick Hosmer wrote the words to the hymn “Forward Through the Ages,” in 1908.  He wrote the hymn for the occasion of the installation of a new minister – perhaps the best occasion for symbolizing the momentous way in which the church is able to mix the best of what has been with the hopeful possibilities of all that is to come…the way in which the church is committed to remaining open to God’s still-speaking voice, to the call of God’s spirit.  We mix it up by remembering our past and looking forward, without fear, to our future.


I’m not a baker (although I probably could bake more if I took that red mixer out of its box!), but I really feel at home in the mix that is the church…where we need not be afraid to do a little mixing it up…mixing our whole selves – people of all ages, from all kinds of places, with different ideas, emotions, thoughts, even theologies…but with a shared love of God and a commitment to learning, to growing as God’s people, to living as Jesus commands us to do, to bringing light to the world…


And so we do that…and sometimes it’s true that we throw down, but we are committed to staying in relationship with one another and to keep on coming around, hanging in there together.  And we have our own unique styles, being counter-cultural and a little off-beat for God.  And we stand on the firm foundation of the best of what has been, and we open ourselves up to the Spirit’s leading, whatever it might take us, as God calls us on, forward through the ages, mixing it up.  So, whose mixer is that?  It’s ours.  Let’s get going.  
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