The Seventh Sunday of Easter

May 24, 2009
Text:  John 17:6-19
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

Do you remember the day you took your little child to preschool, or kindergarten, for the very first time?  And then had to leave them there?  Out in the world, by themselves?

Or, for some of us, it’s easier to remember the day we dropped our “child” – almost a grown-up! – off at college…dropped him off at the dorm, got him situated, then drove back home.

Do you remember what that was like?  Your child out in the world for the very first time…by himself or herself…..ready or not.  
Our Gospel today is Jesus’ farewell speech to his disciples…..spoken there in that upper room on the night before he went to the cross.  And these words of Jesus are all about how the disciples are to fare out in the world by themselves.  The disciples were on the verge of being scattered like a frightened flock of sheep; Jesus is about to leave them in the world.

You see, Jesus, after his Resurrection and Ascension, will himself no longer be in the world the way he had been, in the flesh, in the body.  But his disciples will still be in the world.  So what does Jesus say to them?  Listen:

· I am no longer in the world, but they are in the world.
· The world has hated them because they do not belong to the world, just as I do not belong to the world.
· I am not asking you to take them out of the world, but I ask you to protect them from the evil one.
· As you have sent me into the world, so I have sent them into the world.
Would you now like the quick summary of all that?  This is the word not only to Jesus disciples 2000 yeas ago, but also to us, his disciples today.  You and I are in the world…..but not of the world…..yet for the world.  One more time:  You and I are in the world…..but not of the world…..yet for the world.

In and for the world, but not of the world.  
The young college student phoned the campus pastor:  “I need to see you right away.  I had a terrible night and I need to talk.”  The campus pastor arranged to meet him at the chapel in 30 minutes.

“It’s terrible.  I’ve had the worst night of my life.  Last night, after the fraternity meeting, as usual, we had a time when we just sit around and talk about what we did over the weekend.  This weekend, during a party we had on Saturday, I went upstairs to get something from a brother’s room and walked in on a couple who were, well, ‘in the act.’”

“I immediately closed the door and went back downstairs, saying nothing.  Well, when we came to the time for sharing at the end of the meeting, after a couple of brother shared what they did over the weekend, one of the group said, ‘I understand that Mr. Christian got a real eye-full last night.’

With that, they all began to laugh.  Not a good, friendly laugh; it was cold, cruel, mean laughter.  They were all laughing, all saying things like, ‘You won’t see nothin’ like that in church!’  and ‘Better go confess it to the priest,’ and stuff like that.

“I tried to recover, tried to say something light, but I couldn’t.  They hate me!  They were serious.  I walked out of the meeting and stood outside and wept.  I’ve never been treated like that in my life.”

In the world, but not of the world.

H. Richard Niebuhr was a famous American theologian from the middle of the past century.  He taught at my seminary, but he had died about 7 years before I was a student there.  But we read his book, Christ and Culture…still a classic text today.

Niebuhr outlined several different stances that Christians have taken in regard to the world.  Like, Christ against culture.  A good example of that would be the Amish, who have basically taken a position against modern culture and have stayed frozen in a 17th-century culture:  no electricity, no machines.

I suppose you could say that the monastic movement in the Christian church could also be called “Christ against culture.”  Thomas Merton was a monk, belonging to the Trappist monastery, Our Lady of Gethsemani, in Kentucky.  He became famous when he wrote the story of how he became a monk, The Seven Storey Mountain.  

But Brother Thomas Merton loved to point out how the world’s culture of greed and commercialism even infected his monastery.  His Trappist monastery made their income by producing cheese.  And several times the abbot tried to encourage Merton to write advertising copy for the monastery’s cheese.  Instead, Merton wrote this anti-advertisement; it’s a parody based on Joyce Kilmer’s poem, Trees:

I think that we should never freeze

Such lively assets as our cheese.

The sucker’s hungry mouth is pressed

Against the cheese’s caraway breast.

A cheese, whose scent like sweet perfume

Pervades the house through every room.

A cheese that may at Christmas wear

A suit of cellophane underwear.

Poems are nought but warmed-up breeze,

Dollars are made by Trappist cheese.
Another one of Niebuhr’s possible stances is “the Christ of culture.”  A good example of that might be the German Christians of the Nazi era, where a good portion of the Christian church in Germany simply swallowed, hook, line and sinker, the ideology of the Nazis.  They baptized it and made it their own.
The biblical stance, the one we get in our passage from John’s Gospel today, is:  in and for the world, but not of the world.

Of course, we Christians live in the world, but we are not to be sucked into the world.  We are to be salt in the world.  That is, we are to flavor the world, while not letting the world flavor us.

A famous Lutheran radio preacher, pastor of Holy Trinity Church in Manhattan, Paul Scherer, once paraphrased that old Gospel hymn, Blessed Assurance, Jesus Is Mine.  No, Paul said, Blessed Disturbance, Jesus Has Me.  That is, we Christians are in the world in order to disturb it, to flavor it with Jesus Christ!
The problem, of course, is that oftentimes we Christians lean so far over to speak to our world that we fall in!  We get sucked into the world’s culture instead of flavoring it with the Christian’s culture.

Dean Inge once said:  When the church marries the spirit of the age, it will be left a widow in the next generation.

How do we protect ourselves from that?  How do we make sure that we Christians can be the ones to flavor our world rather than vice versa?  Well, first of all, we don’t protect ourselves from that.  But God does!

Did you hear that in our Gospel for today?  Jesus’ prayer to God:  Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth.  Now you know where you’ve heard that before.  You hear it every Sunday:  it is my prayer before I begin my sermon:  Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.  Amen.

Sanctify us in your truth.  Do you know what it means to sanctify?  To consecrate.  To set apart.  To make holy.  To make different.  
That makes this a heavy word, doesn’t it?  God wants you set apart.  To be a Christian is to be different.  Where other people might hate, God wants you to love.  Where other people might be selfish, God wants you to share.  When our own culture is a culture of death, you and I should represent a culture of life.  Where other people might be silent in the face of injustices, God wants you to proclaim his justice from the rooftops.  
Where other people might believe that all religions are the same, that they all lead to the same place, God wants you to stand up and proclaim – as we heard just a few weeks ago in this reading from the Book of Acts – that there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.  Amen.  I first heard that prayer uttered by my pastor.  He prayed it, like I do, every time when he preached.  He was Pastor Roy Wingate, pastor of Gloria Dei Lutheran Church in Iowa City, Iowa.  I worshiped there when I was a student at the University of Iowa in the late 1960’s….a time when the truth was up for grabs.  

Do we all realize how our culture was so radically changed by the 1960’s?  That’s when our culture gave up on truth; it was all relativized:  “You have your truth; I have mine.”  “There is no such thing as Truth with a capital T,” the culture began telling us.  

During that time in Iowa City, my own advisor in the School of Religion, another Lutheran, a fellow worshiper at Gloria Dei Lutheran Church, in fact, the head of the School of Religion at the University of Iowa, Dr. George Forell, had the courage to debate another college professor, and Dr. Forell argued for Truth with a capital T.

I received a note from Dr. Forell this past Christmas; he will be 90 years old this September, and he is still going strong.  Let me read an excerpt from his Christmas note to me; but let me warn you ahead of time:  he will be speaking some hard words about our ELCA, that perhaps we have leaned so far over to speak to our world that we have fallen in:  My theology has not changed much in the last 60 years.  I wish I could say the same about the ELCA.  It will probably disappear in the general Protestant mush.  Why bother with the church if it only proclaims the conventional wisdom?

We Christians are in and for the world, but not of the world.

But back again to that seemingly heavy word:  Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth.  It does at first seem to be a heavy word:  to be set apart, to be made different – except for the fact that that word sanctify also includes the sense that God has gifts for you to help you in your set-apart-ness!  God has gifts – out of his own grace – to equip you for your task.  Gifts, that if you just reach out and accept them, will help you to be in and for the world but not of the world.
And you do know, don’t you, when you were sanctified, when you were set apart, when you were graced for your ministry in the world?  At your baptism!  That was your ordination service into ministry in and for the world but not of the world.  
Jesus prays for you.  Jesus prays that you will have the strength you need to be in but not of the world.  Jesus prays that the world will not overcome the light of the gospel in your life, that your light will shine brightly, shine in the darkness.
