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A liminal Gospel in the multi-storied world of the Bible

Grace and peace to you from God the Father of our Lord and Saviour Jesus the Christ. In a moment of silent prayer this morning let us give God thanks for each other. We have an immeasurable treasure in this congregation. What we are building is a gift from God and a strength given that we must share with others.  Let us pray…. From the deep places of our hearts we give you thanks LORD for your grace and mercy to us.  AMEN

This is the final full sermon that I will share with you as co-pastor in this congregation.  It is something to celebrate – any way you look at it!  This morning I want to do my best to explain in broad strokes what I have hoped to offer in my capacity as pastor in your midst. I have been a member here for over 40 years and you have given me the unique opportunity for two decades to serve, to preach and to encourage.  It has been a demanding, fulfilling, satisfying and disarming experience all at the same time. You have helped me over these years to expand my understanding of God and to claim the radical message of Jesus.  I hope that you feel we have done this together, that we have learned from each other so that we may be bold in living out our faith as we are best able.
The sermon title for this morning attempts to capture two things that are foundational for me; two truths that have opened up limitless possibilities in imagining the Divine activity in our lives – in knowing God.  One, that the Bible is a collection of many and very different kinds of stories and two, that Jesus Christ and his message locate us at the liminal, boundary places in this world and set us outside establishment niceties and predictable outcomes. That is what liminal means; on the margins, in new territory, responsive to the ever-changing situation before us. So, we learn the foundational Old Testament stories of a people’s relationship to God upon which then, the life of Jesus is superimposed as the New Testament unfolds. With these two basic understandings we have the tools we need. Tools for what? I will get to that.
Strip away the violence and ugliness in many of the Old Testament stories and what remains is a God who loves humanity and desires to be loved in turn. It is my belief that the stories we find so offensive usually reflect the perversity and callousness of the people who interpreted the events at the time and recount these stories over generations.  Ascribing to God that willingness to smite and to kill merely exposes the evil potential of the human race.  It need not say anything about who God really is and what God really wants for us. There have always been people in every age who believe that God is a God of rage and revenge, of violence and retribution. So I will go all the way to suggest that the violence ascribed to God in the Bible is a reflection of the violence of God’s people who assume that God responds as they do.
The frequency of these kinds of stories told in the most ancient accounts of the Bible make it ever clearer as to why the world needs Jesus.  God’s faithful people keep messing up with great regularity, they do horrible things, and they just don’t pay attention after a while.  You can’t be a lazy God-lover.  God’s world does not turn on thoughtless, passionless religious posturing or practice.  The only way that the world works rightly is the Jesus Way which in the end is always God’s way too.  It should be easy, we think, “Just do and say the right things at the right times. Look religious.” That is a big mistake.  Living the way of Jesus, the way that God intends, is often not easy at all.  This is what I am trying to articulate when I say that the gospel of Jesus Christ is “liminal.”  It puts us on the periphery of “comfortable” and calls for action. The Gospel, the good news of God, calls for responsiveness, reconciliation, compassion.
These are the tools that we need to fill the world with the message of peace and hope and the Bible tells us so. Listen to the words from scripture: “Hear O Israel: the LORD is our God, the LORD alone. You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might. Keep these words that I am commanding you in your heart.”  We hear these words, in the Bible, for the first of several times, beginning with these from Deuteronomy.  Moses instructs Israel in the ways of God.  And these words become the key to Jesus’ way also: to the liminal expression of faith.  Love is the tool. Love is all there is.
That is my testimony, plain and simple, and it is what I have tried to describe to you, my companions on the journey, over these last 20 years. I chose Luke 10:27 some time ago as the verse of scripture that is the cornerstone of my faith.  It is a reworking of the Deuteronomy text, The Shema, that I just quoted. But Luke adapts the old teaching adding something really important with mind-blowing consequences: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself.”  Luke re-interprets scripture for the needs of his day adding “the neighbor” as an object of love and the “self” as a reflection of that love. 
Well doesn’t that change things! Loving God is not enough in itself.  If one’s love of the Creator does not translate into love of neighbor it is not love.  Discipleship, living with each other according to God’s way, is what it means to love God.  One without the other does not work in the New Testament world of the politics of Jesus. And just so that we don’t forget this little piece of wisdom; if we do not have love for ourselves, if we do not know ourselves to be loveable we will not know how to love God or anyone else. All of life is preciously interconnected and treasured including animals, plants and environment.
Look then for a moment at the significance of these few words over the centuries connecting Old Testament to New and then to us today. The instruction first given by Moses on God’s behalf orients a small struggling community to the ways of the One God. Centuries later it is given a little twist and a whole new meaning. And yet even then the teaching about loving God and neighbor is reinterpreted. In Luke’s Gospel the teaching comes from the lips of a lawyer who tries to trick Jesus into saying something blasphemous. Jesus merely asks him: “And how should one live? What does the Scripture say?  The lawyer quotes the Shema with the addition of the love of self and neighbour. That is Luke’s story. In the Gospel of Mark the teaching comes from Jesus’ mouth directly and he separates it into two commandments of equal importance. 
All of this is to say that what I have felt most compelling is that the love of God to us is what makes us want to love God in return and our neighbors as ourselves. That is the Gospel of God; the Gospel of Jesus Christ. This is the good news of our faith.  All of scripture is tied together through a rich array of stories and teachings and drama and cultural expressions in a way that always points back to God’s desire for us to be a mirror of Divine love, grace and forgiveness.
So, as most of you will know, I am saying absolutely nothing new this morning. In fact it is the same message that I have given over and over again.  It is the same story whether we talk about it in a faith conversations group of teenagers or in a visit with a senior senior. Love is all there is. When we begin by loving ourselves as God desires, the rest falls into place and there is no room for hatred, malice, envy and scorn. And with that as our baseline there are a couple of corollaries that follow.

“Fear not!”  Fear is a huge impediment to loving rightly and to following Jesus.  Fear turns us inward and blocks our vision for the future and our imagination for present action.  Fear diminishes, judges, isolates and controls.  How many times do we hear the words “Fear not!” when God is at work doing something new? An angel appears to Mary when delivering the news that she is to bear God’s son, “Fear not.” I will bet she was afraid. At the news of resurrection the angel of the empty tomb says to the women, “Fear not.”  In the Old Testament there are stories of God’s angels who proclaim the same message, “Fear not!”  So, “fear not” my friends! Precisely when we look to the future and can’t imagine what is coming next let us remind ourselves and each other that God is doing something new. We need not be afraid.  We can work on this!

Peace! Shalom: the other corollary. Wholeness of life with God is peace and peace is the product of love. Peace is a way of life. It is what we work toward. It is a defining characteristic of our relationship with God.  Peace is active loving and can be really hard work.  Again, I stress that this instinct of life with God is what sets us on the margins and makes our work and witness liminal. Working for peace in situations where fear is the order of the day goes against the grain for most people and often for us too.  That is why daily faithfulness is not about rote recitation of prayers or religious practice alone. Rather faithfulness relies greatly on trusting God’s messengers: “Fear Not.” 

When we are freed from fear we are freed to serve. When we are free to serve, the kingdom comes, on earth, as it is in heaven. Then the work of God is being done as God intends. Palmer Becker has given us a wonderful description of how our faith works - from an Anabaptist point of view: “Jesus is the center of our faith. Community is the center of our lives. Reconciliation is the center of our work.” 
And so it is that we come together on Sunday mornings to worship; on other days to raise money or to eat together, study together, pray together and celebrate together. Life is rich and full.  Every Sunday as I greet you following the service, one by one at the back door, I greet you with the words of Jesus, “Peace be with you.”  These are not merely words to dismiss us but words that I use intentionally as a prayer for each one.  When we know the peace of God we are strengthened and encouraged to meet the challenges that lie ahead.  We go from here without fear knowing that we are loved by God, sent by Jesus and nurtured by the Holy Spirit. We have each other as gift and blessing.  Thank you for your ministries of love, peace and reconciliation. Go with God and peace be with you.  AMEN
