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Lent 4B

Last week, the House of Bishops of the Episcopal Church released a pastoral letter which was to be read in every Episcopal Congregation as soon as possible.  I would like to begin my sermon this morning by reading this letter to you.  The title of the letter is The Sin of Racism: A Call to Covenant:  A Pastoral Letter from the House of Bishops of the Episcopal Church, dated March 2006.

We, the bishops of the Episcopal Church, acknowledged the painful reality of the consequences of racism in the 1994 pastoral letter "the Sin of Racism." In that letter, we stated "the essence of racism is prejudice coupled with power. It is rooted in the sin of pride and exclusivity which assumes 'that I and my kind are superior to others and therefore deserve special privileges.'" We issue this new pastoral on the pervasive sin that continues to plague our common life in the church and in our culture. We acknowledge our participation in this sin and we lament its corrosive effects on our lives. We repent of this sin, and ask God's grace and forgiveness.

When Jesus entered the synagogue in his first public act of ministry (Luke 4), he read from the prophet Isaiah. The vision proclaimed is known as the desire of God, the peaceable kingdom, a society of justice and shalom, or the city set on a hill. It is an icon of what God intends for all creation ˆ that human beings live in justice and peace with one another, that the poor are fed and housed and clothed, the ill are healed, prisoners set free, and that the whole created order is restored to right relationship. That vision is our goal and vocation as Christians.

The fundamental truth undergirding this vision is that all are made in the image of God. It is in our diversity that we discover the fullness of that image. If we judge one class or race or gender better than another, we violate that desire and intent of God. And when our social and cultural systems exacerbate or codify such judgments, we do violence to that which God has made. Racism is a radical affront to the good gift of God, both in the creation described in Genesis, and in the reality of the Incarnation. Jesus came among us to bring an end to that which divides us, as Paul so clearly identifies in Galatians 3:28, "in Christ there is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female."

Whenever individual or community behaviors work against God's vision, we have promised to respond in ways that will serve to heal: "Will you strive for justice and peace among all people, and respect the dignity of every human being? I will with God's help (BCP p 305)." God has created us with skins of many colors, God has created us in thousands of tribes and languages, and none is adjudged more godly than another. It is our behavior that gives evidence of godliness, not the color of our skin.

The world has witnessed the evil of institutionalized racism and classism in the United States in the aftermath of the hurricanes of 2005. The poor and persons of color were often served last -- or not at all -- while wealthy and privileged residents had greater resources to escape the immediate danger of the hurricanes and begin the process of rebuilding. We are all shamed by the sin of racism in the reality of inequity in housing, employment, educational and healthcare opportunities, and the disaster response.

This House of Bishops, meeting in Hendersonville, North Carolina on 21 March 2006, which is the International Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, commit ourselves as bishops to discern and confess our own prejudice and complicity in the pervasive sin of racism, to confront it, and make amends for it in intentional ways every time we gather as a House. We ask the Holy Spirit to empower the House to fully live into this covenant, and we invite the members of this Church to covenant with us.

The letter goes on to detail specific ways in which the House of Bishops calls us to take action to weed out racism in our midst.  The full letter is printed out for you to read and is available on the information table in the back of the church.

I chose to read this letter this morning not just because our House of Bishops asked that it be read in church.  I chose to read it because of its relevance to our readings for this Sunday in Lent.

Our Gospel reading is the story of the feeding of the 5,000.  This story is found in all four of the canonical Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke and John).  Unfortunately, our reading today is from John.  I say unfortunately, because it is only in John that a particular sentence is left out that I believe is key to the understanding of this miracle and which is especially relevant to why I chose to read the House of Bishops’ letter today.

In all four Gospels, the disciples come to Jesus complaining that a large crowd has gathered and that Jesus should send them away because it is late and they are getting hungry.  In John’s version, Jesus asks Philip, “Where are we to buy bread for these people to eat.” But unlike in John, in Matthew, Mark and Luke Jesus, instead of asking the disciples a question, responds to the complaining by the disciples by saying simply,  “You give them something to eat.”  YOU give them something to eat.  In the face of such a challenge, Jesus tells his disciples, YOU do something about it.

You see, I believe the miracle in the feeding of the 5,000 was not that Jesus took some loaves of bread and a few fish and somehow multiplied the quantity to feed a multitude of people.  The miracle on that day was how the disciples realized that with God’s help, they could be empowered to do something themselves about both their needs and the needs of their fellow brothers and sisters.

God calls us not to just pray for “something” to “somehow” change our world.  God calls us to get up and DO something about changing our world.  That is why Christians have always been known for what we DO, not just what we say we believe.  And that is a profoundly theological positions to take.  Because it is integral to the theology of incarnation.  The statement of faith that says that God is part of, is incarnated in everything and most especially in each of us is the belief that we are ALL connected.  We are all part of the Kingdom of God and we all have a responsibility to care for each other and for the creation in the same way we would care for a part of our own body.  

When a part of the body is hurting, we are called to do something ourselves to help in the process of healing it and caring for it.  And the House of Bishops’ letter this morning speaks to the heart of a harmful, festering wound in the body of Christ—the sin of racism.

Racism is not just about the difference between African and Northern European.  Or between Native American and Asian or Latin American.  Racism is about the reality of looking on another person and instead of seeing our oneness with them, instead of saying, as they say in the Hindu traditions, “namaste” or “I recognize and honor God in you,” it is about instead of seeing each other in this way choosing to see (or allowing ourselves to see) that which separates us . . . it is about allowing that which is different betweeen us to be an excuse for not accepting and honoring the other as God accepts and honor us.  That is what the sin of racism is about.

And the really wonderful, powerful thing about this is also one of the great wonders and mysteries of the Christian faith.  As the people of Israel learned during the Babylonian exile, we are reminded each year during Lent the lesson that we must learn over and over again on our journey of faith.  That even when our sins cause us great pain and suffering, God never abandons us.  We learn that when we recognize and acknowledge our sins, God is always nearby, waiting patiently to show us the way back to unity.  We learn that whether it be through Jesus’ words that we hear on Sunday, or through the mystery of the bread and wine we share each Sunday, or through our personal or communal prayer life, 
God patiently waits for the time when we will be open to hearing and realizing once again that no matter what differences we may see in each other, those differences pale in the face of that which binds us together.  That we are children of God and each deserving of the dignity and respect that our baptismal covenant calls us to show each person.

As we continue on our Lenten journey together and begin to see the Easter sunrise in the distance, I pray that we will all, as the House of Bishops has done, continue to pray for God’s guidance and strength as we strive to see and acknowledge and live out the reality and mystery of God’s presence in each and every person.  I pray that we will continue to strive to accept our shortcomings—in the face of racism or any of our other human failings—and acknowledge our reliance on God to help us overcome them.  But most of all I pray that we will always remember the love of God that has been shown to us in the person of Jesus Christ, and be reminded through him that God is in all of us and in all situations and that because of that reality, we need never fear that redemption, renewal and hope are right there by our side.

Amen.
