14th Sunday after Pentecost 2009


“BREAKFAST WITH DENNIS”

Two weeks ago our Lutheran Church met in Assembly in Minneapolis and as many have heard, they took some significant actions.  I want to mention a few of those actions, because I think they may have been lost in the shuffle.  We approved full communion with the United Methodist Church.  By an almost unanimous vote we committed ourselves to work with partners on a Lutheran Malaria initiative.  We adopted a $10 million AIDs campaign to fight this horror that has devastated our churches in Africa…and here in New Jersey.  (And just a footnote here, this coming year our Sunday School hunger project will address “Children orphaned by AIDS in Tanzania”).  We called for a new Social Statement on “Justice for Women.” You’ll be hearing more about all these programs as we move ahead.

That said, this morning I want to address the issues of sexuality and rostered clergy, who can and can’t be a Pastor in our church.  As many of you know, this is a ministry that I have been a part of for 35 years, responsible for the Seminarians of our New Jersey Synod since Bishop Riley’s election almost 20 years ago.  And I’m fully aware that this whole area raises a lot of questions for a lot of folks and so I’m hoping that as you have issues and questions, we can continue our conversations.  I say continue because members of our parish have had the opportunity to take part in two extended studies that actually helped form the ELCA’s sexuality statement.  Those programs, Journey Together Faithfully and Free in Christ to Serve Our Neighbor, provided us time to talk, to study, to debate and often to disagree.  And along the way these last few years we have had multiple Bible Studies that have addressed how we as Lutherans interpret Scripture.  Because that’s a key part of this whole discussion.  So if you would like to gather with folks for more conversation, please stop in the Information Center and sign the sheet there or give me a call or send an email.  And as we have interest, we will gather our group.

And so to begin.  I want to read a brief lesson from a book that I’m not sure we ever get to read in our lectionary.  Let me set the scene.  587-86 bc, Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon (Iraq) destroys Jerusalem and the Temple and carries most of the Jews off to Babylon into captivity.  47 years later, in 539, Cyrus of Persia (Iran)  [everything old is new again] defeats the Babylonians and tells the Jews they can go home.  Most do, others stay in Babylon.  When the returning Jews get back to Jerusalem, they are charged to rebuild the destroyed Temple and at the same time to rebuild their life together as the people of God.  This was definitely God’s work.  And here the book of Ezra shares an interesting story at the beginning of its 4th chapter.  4:1-3.

“When the adversaries of Judah and Benjamin heard that the returned exiles were building a temple to the Lord, the God of Israel, 2they approached Zerubbabel and the heads of families and said to them, ‘Let us build with you, for we worship your God as you do, and we have been sacrificing to him ever since the days of King Esar-haddon of Assyria who brought us here.’ 3But Zerubbabel, Jeshua, and the rest of the heads of families in Israel said to them, ‘You shall have no part with us in building a house to our God; but we alone will build to the Lord, the God of Israel, as King Cyrus of Persia has commanded us”’

Shortly before our church Assembly this summer, Pastor Kriesat passed along an email that shared what I found to be a profound witness by David Weiss, a theologian of our church, committed to doing public theology in the areas of justice, diversity and sexuality.  The theme of our ELCA Assembly he reminded us, was “God’s Work, Our Hands.”  It is what we are about.  The people of God, doing the work of God.  And that’s where he shared the story from Ezra.  In his words, “It was, however, less clear whose hands were welcome to share in that work. As these returning refugees began their planning, certain kinfolk of theirs who'd been left behind during the Exile came down from the hill country to the north, the region called Samaria. Eager to help rebuild the city, they were rebuffed. Deemed of a defective lineage. Rejected. In doing God's work, the returning exiles decided that "our hands" did not include "their hands." Thus began centuries of animosity betweens Jews ... and Samaritans. 

Recognizing this animosity throws immense light on the scandal of the Gospel Jesus proclaimed. Of the ten lepers healed, only the Samaritan returns to give thanks. The Samaritan woman at the well might rightly be counted as the first apostle, the first to share the good news about Jesus with others. And the parable of the Good Samaritan, far from teaching the simple truism of kindness to those in need, declares the scandal of discovering that in God's kingdom holy compassion might be modeled by those we least expect--and least desire--to receive it from.

When Jesus imagines "God's work, our hands," there can be no doubt that despite generations of consistent animosity, despite an unbroken tradition of exclusion, the Good News is that "our hands" includes Samaritan hands. And far from a precursor to political correctness, this stance of full inclusion is a theological claim. It says that God is a God whose work can be done by hands long held unwelcome. (The same claim was made earlier by the authors of Ruth and Jonah, and Third Isaiah).
This week, as we gather around the theme "God's work, our hands," the decisions we make about whose hands are welcome to do God's work will often be portrayed as being about faithfulness to Scripture or tradition or confessional polity. But in truth the decisions we make about whose hands can be "our hands" in the ELCA --united in love and ordained for Word and Sacrament--are decisions about whether we can imagine and confess a God as surprisingly, scandalously, and graciously welcoming as Jesus' God.” 


Powerful, prophetic words.  After 17 years of study, dialogue and reflection, on August 19, our church with 1014 votes being cast, by the exact, required two-thirds majority adopted the social statement, Human Sexuality:  Gift and Trust.  It addresses marriage, same-gender relationships, loving families, protecting children and youth, sexual identity, sexual exploitation and many more topics.  And the bottom line:  It declares the inclusivity of our church.  All hands on deck.  In related actions, the church recognized that among us, there is still wide spread disagreement and we need to respect the consciences of all.  They also opened the door for congregations to recognize, support and hold publicly accountable same gender relationships.  Significantly, they acted to allow the way for people in these relationships to serve the church as Pastors, as rostered leaders.  And last, they called on members to respect the consciences of those with whom they disagree and to find a “structured flexibility” that will that will allow for the service of so many previously excluded in our church.


In the aftermath of the Assembly, both Presiding Bishop Hanson and our own Bishop Riley have shared powerful words about the need for the church to keep its focus.  As both have said, we may disagree on this issue as we do on many others, but we have important work to do together, to be the church, to proclaim an Easter hope of new life and to witness TO the servant ministry of Jesus Christ.


Which brings me to our sermon title, “Breakfast with Dennis.”  And because of what I am going to share, I want to be very clear with you, I share this story, as I have in the past, with Dennis’ explicit permission before he died.


A decade and a half ago, our congregation was addressing these issues of sexuality and pastoral care.  As Pastor Mike Gebhart and I were working with a couple who wanted to affirm their commitment to each other, Mike and I called a special meeting of the Church Council.  As we explained to them, we wanted them to know what we were doing, since we expected a good bit of fall out.  But we were very clear, we weren’t looking for their permission or their approval.  We simply wanted them as congregation leaders to know what we were doing.  As we gathered, we literally spent hours discussing what it means to be the body of Christ and what Christ would do.   And as we prepared to leave that meeting, one of the folks moved a motion of support for the Pastors.  After more discussion, that motion passed by a 25 to 1 vote.  My dear friend Dennis Gentry was our lone dissenter.  He told us then, “I don’t think I can remain a member of the congregation.”  After more discussion and a closing prayer, Dennis and I agreed to meet for breakfast the next morning.  (For those of you who didn’t know Dennis or his wife Amy, they were totally involved in the life of our Family until their move south and untimely deaths.  Dennis was an Assisting Minister, member of Council and leader in our Worship ministry.  Amy was a keen supporter of our African Ministry and a tremendous resource in our worship life.  Together they were unbelievable supporters of the ministry of this Family.  They were true stewards.  But more they were my dear, close friends).


Well, Dennis and I got together for breakfast that next day.  And there wasn’t enough time and so we agreed to meet the next day.  Those meetings went on daily for two weeks…later Dennis joked that I was trying to scam him as he brought the bagels and coffee each day.  I understood everything he told me.   We (the church) taught him his beliefs.  Scripture taught him this.  How could he be expected to change?  But he listened as I tried to share my understanding of Christ’s love and Christian community.  My clear understanding that Jesus talked far more about how we use our money than he did about our sexuality.  And we talked about what it means to be the church.  To make commitments and to keep them.  To be inclusive.  To be the body of Christ in a hurting world.


At our last meeting as we prepared to pray together, Dennis said, “By the way, I’m staying.  I will never agree with you on this, but we have far more important things to do. We’re the church.”  Dennis’ passion for our mutual ministry never wavered and until the day he moved, he was loving and caring with everyone in our congregation.  One of the saints who taught me anew about Christ’s Church.   And not a bad model for the ELCA, for the New Jersey Synod, or for our Family of Faith as we move ahead.

Our sermon hymn today, All Are Welcome, is a new one for us.  Listen carefully to its words, it is the very essence of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

