The Surprising Serenity of the Seemingly Sinister
Matthew 3:13-17

Luke 4:38-41
There was division in the ranks.  The 4th and 5th graders here at our church, having dutifully learned to make use of a Bible concordance and having found several scriptures containing the word spirit, could not decide which passage to choose for this Sunday.  Although they all liked Matthew’s version of the story of Jesus’ birth, they all agreed that they didn’t want to pick a Christmas story for this post-Easter sermon.  But, what then to do?  Some wanted the story of Jesus’ baptism, where the Spirit of God descends like a dove from the heavens, and where God’s voice is heard proclaiming pride and approval for who Jesus is and for the decision he has made.  As the class’s teacher that week, knowing I was the preacher this week, I was inclined to lean, somewhat, toward that choice – the story of the baptism of Jesus has all the things we might hope for in a calming, serene story – a story that perhaps we would wish we ourselves could be the protagonists in!  A beautiful landscape, the freshness of a running river, the camaraderie of a peer, a friend, a family member, the palpable presence of the loving and gentle dove-like Spirit of God, the praise and affirmation of someone much-admired in our lives (in this case, God).  The story of Jesus’ baptism is an easy story to like.  Plus, I’m pretty sure it preaches like a dream.

BUT, as the class’s teacher that week, I knew better than to push them into choosing the scripture I felt most drawn to.  There was a hardy (ok, a hardy and vocal) contingent in the class that really wanted to choose the story of the healing of Simon’s mother-in-law, followed by the healings of countless others, some of whom, we are told, Jesus cleanses of bad spirits, of demons.  Actually, what they said was that they wanted to choose “the creepy story.”  I’ll confess to having used the word “creepy” about it, too, in talking with them.  We don’t typically talk all that very often about demons coming out of us, much less demons, bad spirits, that come out proclaiming Jesus the Son of God.  And then, on top of it all, Jesus tells these bad spirits to hush – because they knew him to be God’s son, they knew him for his true self, and for some reason, he doesn’t want that shared.  Maybe creepy isn’t really quite the word…but there was something decidedly sinister about this image of bad, evil spirits floating around out of people yelling about the divinity of Jesus!

But as we talked together as a class, I began to get intrigued by the duality of their two top choices – there is, after all, a strange parallelism between these two stories.  Jesus appears in both, engaged in public pieces of his faith journey and ministry in both, and in both stories we have a critical moment where he is named, aloud, as God’s son – once by the very Spirit of God, and once by the darker spirits that have been cast out into the world.  In both cases, there is a naming of Jesus going on; in both cases, it is the intangible, the spirit, the inner-workings of our world, our hearts, our souls, that first see and name Jesus for who he is.   And, in both cases, I began to feel like there is a real feeling of serenity; of peace.  That which had seemed creepy, had seemed sinister – the story of bad spirits being cast out – began to feel, instead, much more similar to the story of Jesus’ baptism…in that both stories are really, I think, stories about coming to wholeness, coming to fullness in the people we truly are, coming to healing thanks to the loving presence of our eternal God.  The graceful and dove-like Spirit of God that descends upon Jesus and claims him as God’s own at the moment of his baptism seems to have pulled him, called him, led him, right into those later moments where his actions towards others were what made him known and named as God’s own.  My young friends in the 4th and 5th grade are incredibly wise.  But then, that should be no surprise to us!  So, if it’s all right with all of you, I’d like to spend some more time exploring the depth of their wisdom together!


Walter Rauschenbusch, a theologian and Baptist minister at the turn of the 20th century

was a key figure in the Social Gospel movement.  As he learned and studied theology, he 

became more and more deeply convinced that the message of Christianity should not be one of fire and brimstone but should be, instead, a message about the importance of leading a Christlike life.  Rauschenbusch found justification for bold social action in the enigmatic “kingdom of God” lessons that Jesus taught to his disciples.  “The kingdom, which Jesus both incarnated and inaugurated, which was both ‘now’ and ‘not yet,’ demanded radical obedience to God and a loving commitment to flawed humanity.”
  Our guest preacher, our very own Ben Zoba, talked some about this notion last week, as well – that the kingdom can be here on earth, with us and within us…that this is, in his words, a sort of training ground for what heaven can be – the Earth is sort of the pre-school learning ground that can open our minds and hearts to all the more that Heaven might become…in Ben’s own words, “Heavengarten.”  


Well, Rauschenbusch connected the moment of Jesus’ baptism very deeply to the kingdom of God.  In his view, since Jesus was baptized before he began preaching and teaching, there is an intrinsic link between that moment of baptism and the shift to really living out Christian ethics in the world – living a Christlike life.
  For Rauschenbusch, Jesus’ baptism is more than merely a liturgical and sacramental act – he found the power of Jesus’ baptism to the in its embodiment to living into the kingdom of God here on earth.


I believe that a big part of our living out of Christian ethics in the world lies in how willing we are to stand in the seemingly sinister places of one another’s lives – the places of dark and fear and brokenness – yes, to stand even in the “creepy” places with one another and to be there, with the other person, to show him or her the love of God, to extend a comforting touch, to bring a little light that might begin to help, even for a moment, to dispel the spirits of worry and fear and of the unknown, and illuminate the way to God’s shalom, God’s wholeness, to an unexpected clearing of serenity in all that seems so scary, so sinister.  


The graceful and dove-like Spirit of God that descends upon Jesus and claims him as God’s own at the moment of his baptism, also descends upon us, claims us as God’s own.  That same Spirit of God that seems to have pulled him, called him, lead him right into those later moments where his actions towards others were what made him known and named as God’s own, pulls us, calls us, leads us to moments, to spaces and places where it will be – where it must be – our actions towards others that will mark us, that will reveal us to be followers of Jesus, children of the living God, too.  We are called to follow the flight of God’s Spirit, to be a part of that flight, to be drawn into the seemingly sinister places of one another’s lives, to offer comfort and hope and healing.  Bringing those moments loving moments of light and calm and hope and comfort in the midst of fear and worry – as Jesus did when he healed – can have powerful results.  


Dr. Dale Matthews, who practices medicine in the Washington, D.C. area and who also teaches at Georgetown University, is the author of a four-volume research work called The Faith Factor, in which he explores the power of faith and medicine together to bring healing, even when a cure may not be possible.  In his book, Dr. Matthews recounts the story of Barbara, a 31-year-old mother who was waiting for some frightening medical test results.  As she waited for her results to come back, Barbara thought about her faith, and found a story in the New Testament that she felt drawn to.  One Sunday, as she was in church, the story of the woman who reached out to touch Jesus’ cloak to seek healing kept running through her mind.  When it was time to go forward to the altar for Communion, she suddenly thought, “I could be like that woman.”  An Episcopalian, Barbara felt that the priest who was presiding at the Holy Eucharist could serve as a “stand-in” for Jesus, and she decided she would touch his robe when he gave her the Communion wafer.  “I touched his robe,” she said, “and he couldn’t have known that I did, although he did know [about the test results I was waiting for].  He did something in that moment that I had never seen him do before: he put down the paten with the Communion wafers and came over to me; laying both hands on my head, he prayed…”
  After she had received the Communion wine, Barbara stood up at the altar, feeling completely overwhelmed with God’s love.  “I knew I was healed,” she said.  “My healing wasn’t physical…but my heart was healed.”
  In the midst of the seemingly sinister, in the midst of the darkness, the worry, the fear, the priest’s loving touch and willingness to stand with Barbara in that moment brought a surprising serenity, brought shalom.  God’s Spirit calls us to bring light to the dark places, shalom into the broken places.


Rev. Gerald Rodgers is a minister with what may seem a surprising congregation.  Rev. Rodgers is employed by Herr Foods, a distribution company that owns numerous warehouses.  A typical pastoral visit for him looks like the one he made to Gary Patton, a driver for the food company, whose father had recently passed away.  The Wesleyan minister and the sweating delivery truck driver stand in the middle of the warehouse parking lot, together, chatting about the death in the family and about how Gary is doing.  After their conversation ends, the minister hops back into his red Chevy pickup truck to head for another of Herr’s warehouses, to meet with another employee.  “Having somebody who actually seeks you out,” says the delivery driver, “is a really good way to let you know that your bosses are thinking about some of your needs.  I can’t say I always talk to Gerald when he comes, but it’s good to know he’s here if I need him.”
  Herr Foods and other companies have begun hiring ministers like Rev. Rodgers to support their employees in times of crisis at home and at work.  Herr Foods is helping to be about the business of offering their employees a caring presence, a comforting touch, in the midst of the everyday struggles and worries; Rev. Rodgers visit with Gary Patton in the middle of a warehouse parking lot was a moment in which God’s shalom was brought into the broken places, in which God’s Spirit descended once again, with a loving touch, in the world.  


Next year, in 2011, the Band-Aid will turn 90-years-old.  What might surprise most of us, however, about the Band-Aid is that one of its major uses really isn’t about covering wounds, scrapes, blisters, or burns.  One of the most critical roles the Band-Aid has played in its 90 years has been to heal emotions, to provide comfort.  Dr. Paula Prezioso, a professor of pediatrics at New York University Medical Center, notes, “I’m constantly amazed after giving an injection, when I put the Band-Aid on, the crying stops.”
  Band-Aids have a functional use, to be sure.  But, perhaps, what is most critical about the Band-Aid, is that it represents something greater than itself – it is put in by another person, an expression of comfort and care, a kind and loving touch.  Putting on a Band-Aid is the physical something we can do for one who is hurting.  It represents, in its own small but stuck-on-you kind of way, the willingness we have to stand with one another in the scary, dark, and painful places, the willingness we have to help bring God’s Spirit, God’s wholeness, God’s shalom.

As I thought about the two scripture passages for this morning’s service, I began to think about all the artistic representations that exist of the moment of Jesus’ baptism.  I began to search for artists’ images, paintings, imaginings of this moment, and there were many.  But then I began to wonder what sorts of artistic renderings have been created based on the stories of Jesus healing people…including those where the Bible tells us that such strange and foreign things as demons, bad spirits, are involved…and I began to search for those.  I began to pick and choose those that stood out to me, that drew me in, from both stories…and I was struck by something I had not expected.  The images of the healings – even those with the demons and spirits – were not dark and frightening – at least not entirely.  There was always light…a source of light, a place of light…a feeling of serenity that came through in the painting…I could put paintings of the baptism and the healings side by side, and although I could tell from the details and people depicted which was which, the same feeling of calm, the same feeling that God’s loving presence had been with Jesus and with those other people in those moments, came through.  


And then there was this [http://erikarothenberg.com/ptgsetc/ptgs.shtml] piece of art: Erika Rothenberg’s piece called “America’s Joyous Future.”  Rothenberg, a contemporary artist, took something very commonplace in everyday life – especially to those of us around the church building – a small black church sign – the kind where white letters are stuck in to announce things like, you know, sermon titles and names of staff and those sorts of things.  We have one on the front of this building.  For this piece, she spelled out life at a local congregation in simple white letters:

“Evenings at 7 in the Parish Hall 

Mon. Alcoholics Anonymous

Tues. Abused Spouses

Wed. Eating Disorders

Thurs. Say No To Drugs

Fri. Teen Suicide Watch

Sat. Soup Kitchen

Sunday Sermon 9 a.m.

“America’s Joyous Future”

It seems to me that it is possible to see this piece of art – as is possible with any piece of art – in many ways.  One possible interpretation could be, as author James Wind ponders it, “an indictment of churches and synagogues that preach pie in the sky in their worship services while remaining oblivious to the real hurts and needs of people.”
  Or could it be, as I am inclined to feel that it is, a sign that congregations can bravely stand deeply immersed in the realities of human suffering, with doors that are thrown open to the real needs of people in our time?   James Wind says, “Instead of pie in the sky, [are there] thousands of local congregations in our land lifting brave hope out of the ashes of human suffering?”
  


In the midst of the dark, the sinister, the scary, stands the church…stands each one of us.  In the midst of the loneliness, the worry, the hurt, stands the church…stands each one of us.   If we are following Jesus, that’s what we are doing.  That is where the Spirit’s flight calls us to be: standing in the seemingly sinister moments of life, bravely lifting up hope, bringing a comforting touch, bringing in God’s kingdom, bringing God’s shalom.
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