FOURTH SUNDAY AFTER EPIPHANY ’07    
“CREATIVELY MALADJUSTED”

I count it a rich blessing and the work of the Holy Spirit, that once again this year we have such wonderful, wonderful lessons for this Sunday of our Annual Meeting.   They talk about the Word of God.  They talk about our call to share that Word.  And make no mistake, they talk about that Word in all its fullness.

This Family of Faith takes very seriously its commitment to servant ministry.  And we take the baptismal promises we make to God’s children at the font very seriously.  That is why when our little ones are three years old, they receive this Bible.  And parents tell us that they sit and read this Word with their children…fulfilling their promise to teach the faith.  And when the children are in second grade and begin to read, they receive this Bible from the Family that they can begin to handle on their own.  And again, parents tell us the kids can’t put it down.  And then, when our youth receive their First Communion and begin their confirmation studies, they move up to the Bible that we all know and work with.  Step by step, the stories of faith are shared.  But not all of them.  For you won’t find today’s Gospel lesson until you get to the “big folks Bible.”  But truth be told, even big folks have a hard time handling this story.   Ask a Christian to tell you the story of Jesus…and it will be replete with teachings and miracles…but I’ll bet most folks won’t mention this story of when they grabbed Jesus and tried to toss him off the cliff.  No sweet Jesus, no  Jesus meek and mild here.  No pleasing the crowds today.  No popularity contest this morning.  His proclamation to the homefolks is so offensive…he is the exact opposite of the TV preachers who’ll tell you what you want to hear, and who will affirm your innate selfishness.  And the sad thing is, too many churches want to jump in that parade and follow them…after all, it’ll get a bigger crowd.  Do not miss where this story occurs…it is the very beginning of the ministry of Jesus Christ in Luke’s Gospel.  The cliff and the cross stand as the bookends for everything else that happens in Luke’s Gospel.  And God willing…like good book ends, they bracket our ministry, and they hold us up.
And this seems like a good time for commercial.  Monday night, Pastor continues his January Bible study.  Thursday night is our year long course in the Lutheran confessions.  And we are now registering for our Lenten Bible Study, “The Good Book” by Dr. Peter Gomes.  For you see Bible Study isn’t just for kids, it is life long learning.  (You can register for any of these studies by using your Help Alert insert this morning).
I heard Dr. Gomes speak this week in New York.  He is unbelievable.  30 years at Harvard…Prophet and Pastor, he is a clarion voice to claim the fullness of the Gospel today.  This week he told of a friend who recently retired from the pastoral ministry and looked for a church to go to on Sunday morning.  The friend told Peter, “My Lord, the liturgies are lethargic, the preaching is vapid, the sacrificial ministry is non-existent.  Why do the people come?”  Why indeed.  It echoes back to the prophetic words of H. Richard Niebuhr half a century  ago, writing in Kingdom of God in America, he shared powerful insight.  Too many, he told us, want:  A God without wrath, who brings men without sin, into a Kingdom without judgment, through the ministrations of a Christ without a Cross.  That’s why we’re using Peter’s book this Lent.  He challenges us to hear the fullness of the Gospel.  It is what he preached 40 years ago to liberate African Americans, in America.  It is what he preached 30 years ago, to liberate women in the church.  It is what he preaches today, as he calls us to hear the fullness of the Gospel, “between Luke’s bookends” if you will.  

Let me say it as simply as possible.  The Church is not here to win a popularity contest.  Read today’s Gospel.  The Church is not here as but one more social item on our calendars.  Read today’s Gospel. The people are furious because Jesus is sharing hope with people they didn’t believe acceptable.  Sound like any churches you know today?   The Church is here to be the Body of Christ.  By definition, that means it has different values than the world.  That means different commitments than your neighbors.  That means different priorities than every selfish voice inside would call you to.

I was writing my Annual Report the week of Martin Luther King day.  It happened that as Dr. Girvin, Pastor and I gathered for our weekly staff meeting to plan worship, it was my turn for devotions.  Being the 16th of January, a reading from the good Doctor seemed appropriate.  I shared a passage from Voice of Deliverance:  The Language of Martin Luther King, Jr. and Its Sources.  Dr. King, remembering a teacher of old, wrote these words:

Some years ago, Professor Bixler reminded us of the danger of overstressing the well-adjusted life.  We must, of course, be well adjusted to avoid the neurotic and schizophrenic personalities, but there are some things in our world to which men of goodwill must be maladjusted.  I confess that I never intend to become adjusted to the evils of segregation and the crippling effects of discrimination, to the moral degeneracy of religious bigotry and corroding effects of narrow sectarianism, to economic conditions that deprive men of work and food, and to the insanities of militarism and the self defeating effects of physical violence.  Human salvation lies in the hands of the “creatively maladjusted.”  

I like that.  I liked it so much, it is the heart of my pastoral report this year.  And it is the focus of our proclamation this morning.  Because those words are descriptive of what this Family of Faith has come to be.  We are in the words of the old aphorism, a community that understands that the role of proclamation is “…to comfort the afflicted and to afflict the comfortable.”  We spend our energies not trying to fit in to a selfish, hell bent world…but rather, speaking the Word, living it if you will, so that the Body of Christ can be heard and seen and touched.  Make no mistake…our behavior is upsetting to people.  Whether it be our calls for economic justice; our embrace of our parents in the faith, the Jews; our opposition to all that is hateful and destructive in these illusionary communities in which we live; our insistence on the full inclusionary nature of God’s community without respect to age, sex, race, gender, sexual orientation; or our constant struggle for justice and peace-the Gospel is really quite simple.  We choose to stand with Jesus in the synagogue and say, “Thus says the Lord!”
And so we “creatively maladjusted” people stand ready to face a new year.  A year with a lot of challenges.  

More than 50 people who sat next to you each Sunday, moved away in an 8 month period last year.  I’ve been here almost a quarter of a century, that’s twice what we ever see in moves.  Folks who were vitally involved in the ministry of this Family, many for decades.  That loss hurts.  Most keep in touch and the largest single group of those folks have assured Pastor and I we can get a new call in North Carolina where they all live.  Little by little we rebuild.  Today we are blessed to have 11 folks joining our Family with a wonderful host of additional new visitors who have come in these last few weeks.  We face the challenge of the construction of our new Ministry Center.  And while we have learned in God’s way; in God’s time; your Pastors are praying mightily it’s soon.  We face the constant challenge of giving leadership to the communities here and around us in the overwhelming battle against prejudice, hatred, racism, anti-Semitism and homophobia.  This bigotry has no place in God’s world; and God’s church has no place on the sidelines midst this discussion.  We face the challenge of always presenting the Word with clarity and faithfulness; the Sacraments with grace; and Liturgies with Spirit.  We struggle to find new ways to be the servant body of Christ.  Soup Kitchen, Appalachia, Hospitality, Broadway House AIDS ministry…the list goes on and on…these are not programs on a calendar…they are the definition of who this Family is.  It was a joy last week in our Forum to hear one of our Council Members explain why our Ministry Plan starts out each year with a shortfall.  We do not begin a year doing what is comfortable…rather we accept God’s challenge to be more than we believe we can be.  And if we have an overriding challenge in this new year, it will continue to be the struggle to be the faithful church.  To understand that in a world of convenience, comfort and complacency, the church is not a hobby or a club…it is nothing less and nothing more than the Body of Christ.  And we thank God that that vision continues to draw God’s people.

We face this new year with faith and with hope.  For our eyes have seen the glory of God…we know the new life of Easter…we have seen the servant witness of Good Friday…and so, the “creatively maladjusted” claim a ministry, to make all God’s children free.
