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I’ll be on vacation for the next couple of weeks. It’s going to be a busy time in our family as we get ready for our son Jeremy’s wedding. But I’m hoping to do a little reading, and I want to tell you about one of the books on my list. It’s by a theologian with the wonderful name of Phyllis Tickle. 


The book is called The Great Emergence. Its premise is that the Christian church is undergoing an earthquake, a seismic shift something like the Protestant Reformation of the 16th century. This kind of shift happens just about every 500 years, she says, and so it’s coming right on schedule. A lot of the book is history – she talks about everything from Darwin to Freud, Marx to Einstein, the feminist movement and the rise of modern Buddhism – but Tickle tries to make sense of where the church is going and what the birth pangs of today will lead Christianity to look like in the next 500 years. 

I know, maybe I should stick with Tom Clancy. It’s vacation. But these ideas about the future of the church are important to me, and I hope they’re important to all of us. Because truth be told, now is not an easy time to be a Christian in our culture.


That’s partly because a lot of Christians in the public sphere are saying and doing outrageous things in the name of Christ.


The worst offender, whose name I simply refuse to speak in this holy place, leads a church out of Oklahoma and takes a group of pickets to protest at the funerals of soldiers who have died in Iraq and Afghanistan, saying that God hates America for our sinful ways. 

Then sometimes Christians are No. 1 with a bullet. At women’s health clinics, doctors have been shot in the name of Christ. In some denominations, the debate over the full inclusion of lesbian and gay persons in the life of the church – a debate that, I’m proud to say, we in the United Church of Christ resolved more than 30 years ago – has been rancorous to the point of vileness. When Gene Robinson, the first openly gay man to become a bishop in the Episcopal Church, was ordained to that post in 2003, he had to wear a bulletproof vest to the church service. 


Less violent but just as strange are those who take the Bible so literally that they tie themselves into knots trying to explain things like how God made the Earth and all its creatures in six 24-hour days, along the way denying every bit of fossil and DNA evidence that science has come up with, and missing the poetic beauty of the scriptures to boot. No wonder in some circles, people think Christians are idiots. 


And of course there has been all manner of political posturing in Christ’s name. On the Web there’s a blog called Tea Party Jesus, which is a little unfair in its name. But what it does is take the words of preachers and pundits and politicians – those who claim to be speaking from a base of Christian values – and put them in the mouth of Jesus. They use little word balloons and insert them into Sunday school-looking paintings of the Savior. And so, for example, there’s a painting of a gentle, smiling, bearded Jesus, and his word balloon says, “I think the government should be spying on all Arabs, engaging in torture as a televised spectator sport, dropping daisy cutters wantonly throughout the Middle East, and sending liberals to Guantanamo.” And one of Jesus holding court with the disciples and telling them, “The next time your liberal friends ask you about the separation of church and state, ask them why they are Nazis.” Making kind of an acerbic point there.

As I said, not easy to be a Christian these days, to be in that company. And so we have to ask ourselves, how are we to relate to people whose Christian beliefs are different from our own Christian beliefs? Are they still our Christian sisters and brothers? Or are they a pernicious force in a Christianity whose moral center is the radically inclusive love of Jesus?


Let’s ask the Apostle Paul. Here he is in the letter to the Philippians, probably close to the end of his life, and he’s writing from his prison cell in Rome. And right at the outset of his letter, he says something about this situation, the different motivations that people have for proclaiming Christ.


Listen again to verses 15-18 of Chapter 1. Paul says this: “Some proclaim Christ from envy and rivalry, but others from goodwill. These proclaim Christ out of love; the others proclaim Christ out of selfish ambition. What does it matter? Just this, that Christ is proclaimed in every way, whether out of false motives or true; and in that I rejoice.”

 
Reading back into that passage, it’s clear that something was going on in the Philippian church that Paul didn’t like. Paul was in prison, and his church saw this as an opportunity to preach the gospel. These people fell into two different camps. The first group was inspired by Paul’s commitment to the Gospel, even at the cost of his freedom, and they were sharing Christ with others out of goodwill and love. But the second group was doing it out of envy, strife, selfish ambition, impure motives. These people were in it for what they could get: fame and notoriety, respect and honor, authority and control, money and favors. They envied Paul’s popularity, and they wanted to stick it to him. Preaching well is the best revenge. 


You would think Paul would condemn that second group. But instead he says the first-century equivalent of that word you hear so often nowadays: Whatever. Doesn’t matter, he says. The only thing that’s important is that the news of the gospel gets spread. He rejoices that that is happening.
Paul brings out the wide-angle lens here. He sees the big picture. He recognizes that, just as throughout human history God has used flawed and foolish people to advance God’s ways in the world, so it is with spreading the gospel of Jesus Christ. What’s important is not the motivation of the preachers, but the fact that the gospel gets preached and those who need to hear it, hear it and have the chance to respond.


This is good news, because of course at the end of the Gospel of Matthew Jesus calls all of us, every one of us, to tell others about the gospel. To make disciples. Sometimes the good news may bubble up out of us, when we have an experience of the holy and are able to share that with people close to us. But that’s not all the time, and we need to be able to be witnesses for Jesus even when we’re not particularly feeling it.

Commenting on this difficult passage, Fred Craddock says, “For all the dangers of opening the doors of ministry to charlatans, it must be affirmed that the gospel has its own life and efficacy whether or not there is visceral authentication in the preacher. … Too many genuine Christian witnesses and workers have been made to feel guilty because on a given day they labored from commitment rather than a warm heart.”


He’s saying that we are called to do Christ’s work sometimes out of commitment instead of religious fervor. And I can’t help thinking by comparison about family life. There are plenty of times Mom schleps off to work even though she doesn’t feel like it, or Dad whips up dinner on autopilot, or Junior walks the dog because it’s on his chore list. If you do the right thing only when you feel like it, you won’t do the right thing very consistently. If you do it out of commitment to the people who are important to you, that’s something else. It’s love. It’s the acting-out of a loving heart.


So to that question of whether we are Christian brothers and sisters to those whose Christian beliefs don’t square with our own, Paul’s answer is: Of course. Duh. Doesn’t matter what’s driving these people to proclaim Christ, he says. The only thing that matters is that Christ is proclaimed.


Which makes sense, actually. Think of all those people over the years who heard God speak to them through Jimmy Swaggart or Ted Haggard or Jim and Tammy Bakker, all of those high-profile TV-type preachers who got caught stealing or fooling around and ended up disgraced or in prison. Isn’t it possible that even bad apple trees bear good fruit in spite of themselves? Isn’t it possible that the gospel message changes lives even when the messenger is deeply flawed? 


The Letter to the Hebrews, Chapter 4, says this: “The Word of God is living and active and sharper than any two-edged sword, and piercing as far as the division of soul and spirit, of both joints and marrow, and able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart.” That is, God’s Word – the Word of the scriptures, and the Word incarnate in the person of Christ – that Word is alive. When that genie gets out of the bottle, it sets the Spirit free to do God’s work in the world, free to inspire faith and to bring people who are lost and wandering and hurting to the blessed way of Christ. 

And so my plea today is, don’t despair when foolishness and ambition show up in the great community of Christians around the world. We’re all in this together. Together – through our work, our witness and our very lives – we can bring the Good News to those who need to hear it. And we can trust that God will reveal Godself in God’s good time, no matter who’s talking and no matter why.


Thanks be to God! Amen.

