The Seventh Sunday after Pentecost
July 19, 2009
Text:  Ephesians 2:11-22
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

Oftentimes, when I read a passage from Scripture, there are those phrases that just jump out and grab me.  In our Second Reading today – the letter to the Ephesians – it was the beautifully worded sentence:  Now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near.

And, you know, I think the writer of that letter, Paul, liked that phrase himself – and that he intended it to grab folks – because he repeats it a little later on:  So [Jesus Christ] came and proclaimed peace to you who were far off and peace to those who were near.

Now Paul, of course, is referring to Jews and Gentiles.  Those who are far off are the Gentiles, the non-Jews.  Paul says that at one time Gentiles had been  aliens from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise.  But Paul says that now both Jews and Gentiles have been brought near by the blood of Christ.

How is it that you were brought near to Jesus Christ?  Maybe for most of us it was through our parents…maybe a grandparent.  Maybe some of us have some special stories to tell about how it came about that we were brought near.
My family, specifically my mother’s family, has always had a special story to tell about that.  It’s the story of my great-grandfather, Gardus Bertram, who was born and raised in Braunschweig, Germany, a century and a half ago.  His family was nominally Christian; that is, my great-grandfather was baptized into the Lutheran Church as a baby, but then he never again darkened the door of a church.

Until….until in 1861, when he was 12 years old, the children of the public schools of Braunschweig were excused from school for an hour on Tuesday mornings in order to attend confirmation classes.  Let me read to you from my great-grandfather’s diary (it’s quoted here in a book that my grandfather wrote about his family):

At first we boys seldom attended these classes, but spent the hour on the playground.  Being severely reprimanded for this neglect, we made the rounds of the many churches of our city on each Tuesday morning, attending here one week and there the next.  When a classmate informed me that the sacristy of the Dome Church was heated, I went there.

And then comes this great line from his diary:  I sought warmth for my cold hands and feet, but the Lord sought my soul and filled it with His grace.  That’s how my great-grandfather – who once was far off – was brought near to Jesus Christ.  The pastor of that church – a Pastor Thiele – preached the old Gospel in its truth and purity and thus my great-grandfather was brought to faith.
Now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near.
Now, you notice in that story, my great-grandfather doesn’t take any credit for himself in coming to faith.  Heck, he was only looking for a place where he could be warm!  But the Lord sought his soul and filled it with His grace!  
Paul says the same thing to the Ephesians.  You were once strangers and aliens, he says, separated from God.  Furthermore, Paul says, you didn’t earn your way in here.  You are here because Christ reached out to you, Christ paid the price for you, Christ won you back to God, Christ kicked down the door separating you from God.
All the verbs that Paul uses here are passive ones; he doesn’t say, “You decided to join the church,” but rather:

· “You were built upon the foundation of the prophets and the apostles.”

· “You were joined together.”

· “You were built together spiritually.”

Paul speaks about us in the passive voice, and Paul speaks about God in the active voice.  It is God who has called us here.  God made a decision for us.  God has built us as a part of this new household.  God has broken down the dividing walls between women and men, between the races and the ages and social classes.  If you are here in church today, following Jesus, it is because you have been put here by God in Christ.

Now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near.
Paul is talking about the church here…and he is using architectural language – all this talk about a building, a dwelling place for God – but the language is metaphorical:  You are built together spiritually into a dwelling place for God.  This building that you and I are in right now is not the church – we the people are the church!
Now there can be all sorts of barriers keeping people away from the church.  For my great-grandfather, the big barrier was really his family, his father especially.  As I said before, this story about my great-grandfather was written down by his son, my own grandfather.  Here’s how he describes those barriers:
At the feet of this faithful witness – he’s referring to Pastor Thiele, the teacher of the confirmation class – father learned to know and love his Savior.  He now attended the confirmation class regularly and also went to church as often as his parents would permit.  When these, fearing the pastor’s pietistic influence on their son, put obstacles in his way, he obtained their consent to join the boys’ vested chorus of the Dome Church and was thus able to attend every Sunday.  [Not a dumb kid, my great-grandfather, right!?!]  No sooner had he embraced the Savior by faith than the desire arose in his heart to speak of Him to others by becoming a missionary among the heathen.  [When he told his father that], great was his father’s wrath.
You see, his father had intended for his son to become a merchant.  Only eight years later did that barrier finally come down.  He finally relented and my great-grandfather attended seminary and became a missionary to Australia.
Now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near.
Paul, too, speaks of the barriers that in the past kept people away from God.  Paul says that Jesus Christ has broken down the dividing wall.  Since Paul has been talking about Jews and Gentiles, many assume that Paul is referring here to the different sections in the Jerusalem Temple.  In that Temple there was a Court of the Gentiles, and non-Jews were allowed in that Court….but no farther!  

There was a screen of marble separating that Court of the Gentiles from the rest of the Jerusalem Temple.  Archaeologists have discovered the sign that kept Gentiles from proceeding any farther into the Temple.  It read:  Let no one of any other nation come within the fence and barrier around the Holy Place.  And whoever is caught will only have himself to blame for his ensuing death.  How about that for a barrier!

During World War II, some French soldiers brought the body of their dead comrade to a French cemetery to have him buried.  The priest told them gently that he had to ask if their comrade had been a baptized adherent of the Roman Catholic Church.  They said that they did not know.  The priest said that he was very sorry, but in that case he could not permit burial in his churchyard.  So the soldiers took their comrade sadly and buried him just outside the cemetery fence.

The next day they came back to make sure that the grave was all right, but, to their astonishment, they couldn’t find it!  They were about to leave in bewilderment when the priest came up.  He told them that his heart had been troubled because of his refusal to allow their dead comrade to be buried in the churchyard; so, early in the morning, he had risen from his bed and with his own hands had moved the fence to include the new grave!
Now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near.

We all know about the barriers that divide us human beings from one another.  Fred Craddock tells the story about returning to his small west Tennessee hometown each Christmas, back in the 1960’s.  Every year he would visit an old friend named Buck.  Buck owned a café on the main street of the town, and he always gave Craddock a cup of coffee and a piece of pie.  
One Christmas when Craddock went in to get his coffee and pie, Buck said, “Come on, let’s go get a cup of coffee.”  “What’s the matter?” asked Craddock, “isn’t this a restaurant?”  “I don’t know; sometimes I wonder,” Buck fired back.

Later, sitting across from Craddock, Buck asked, “Did you see the curtain?”  “Yes, Buck, I saw the curtain; I always see the curtain.”  The curtain was in Buck’s café, separating the front half of the café from the back half.  White folks came in the front of the café from the main street, but black folks came in from an alley behind the café.  The curtain was there to separate, to separate white people from black people.

Buck looked up and said, “Fred, the curtain has got to come down.”  “Good,” Craddock responded, “Pull her down.”  “That’s easy enough for you to say,” said Buck.  “You come in once a year and tell me how to run my business.”  “Then leave it up,” Craddock countered.  In personal agony, Buck said, “Fred, I take that curtain down, and I lose my customers; I leave that curtain up, and I lose my soul.”

Here’s today’s point:  you and I have been the recipients of a great gift – reconciliation with God!  We who once were far off have been brought near.  With that gift from God comes a privilege and a responsibility.  In the German language that connection between gift and responsibility is made very clear:  “Every gift – Gabe (in the German) – entails an assignment – Ausgabe.
Here’s our assignment, our responsibility:  you and I in the Church are to reflect our reconciliation with God in the way we get along with each other.  We are to witness to God’s reconciliation with us, by showing that we are reconciled to each other.  

That’s one of the reasons why we share the peace during our worship services.  Before we celebrate the Eucharist – which is really the sign of God’s reconciliation with us – we share the peace with each other.  

The good news is that the gift – the Gabe – empowers the task, the responsibility – the Ausgabe.  It is only because Christ has brought us near to him, that we are enabled to come near to one another.

Now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near.
