13th Sunday after Pentecost





“Tikkun Olam”

It was 12 years ago this spring that I spoke at the state Holocaust observance at the College of St. Elizabeth.  It was a special observance to mark the 50th anniversary of the opening of the camps where inhumanity was the norm.  As many of you know I’ve been a guest lecturer at St. E’s now for 25 years and yet when this invitation came I declined.  Given the church’s complicity in this nightmare, it seemed completely inappropriate for me to participate.  My good friend Dr. Sepinwall who had shared the invitation said “that’s exactly why you need to be involved.”  And so with a huge amount of anxiety, I set out on a journey to prepare for that day…it literally took me a year to do my research and to get my paper finished.  (How the world has changed…with the internet I now do similar or larger papers in days).

Well, May 3 came and I headed off to Convent Station filled with anxiety.  This program had drawn people from all over the world, with academics who had way more experience in this area than I did.  And being held at the College, there was no end of college students who often like to impress folks with their questions. But all of that paled when I arrived and found that the first two rows across the huge auditorium had been reserved for survivors of the Holocaust.  I literally wanted to call in sick in that moment.  How do you stand before these people who suffered so horribly and try and say anything that makes any sense.  And once again I discovered the power of the Holy Spirit that enables us to do far more than we can ever imagine.  I am not sure where all the words came from that day.  I am not sure how I got through it because it was a profoundly emotional experience.  Looking back, one of the most special days of my life.  Mainly because of what happened next.  As I finished, with an unbelievable response from the audience, one after another of the survivors came up and embraced me, shook my hand, simply held me, many with tears running down their cheeks.  And again and again I heard a simple Hebrew phrase from them, Tikkun Olam. These words occur in the aleinu, the Jewish prayer that is recited three times a day.  And they literally mean to heal, to restore God’s world.  In the words of Isaiah this morning, to “repair the breach.”
And that is the message of our lessons today.   We live in a world filled with breaches.  We live our lives filled with divides.  And it is into this world of brokenness, that Christ comes to bring healing, to bring wholeness (shalom), to restore our relationships with God and with each other.  That’s good news for us.   That’s why we have a confessional every Sunday…to be made right with God.  That’s why we claim the promise of resurrection hope-the ultimate healing that gets us through the worst days.  That’s why we name the gift of Christian community for what it is…a daily reminder of God’s loving care.  And with it all, its not a huge leap to understand why this servant community has the ministry it does.  At the Soup Kitchen in Newark and down the hall as we house the homeless tonight; in the hills of Tennessee and the on slopes of Kilimanjaro; in countless ways every day in your baptismal ministry we are repairing the breaches of a sinful world so that Christ’s love might show through.  
