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“A Journey”

Good morning!

[ Good morning! ]
Father Matt has graciously provided time this morning for me to tell you of a journey…

The Gospel appointed for this morning is taken from John, Chapter 17, verses 1-17.

John is a personal “favorite” of mine among the gospels. It is incredibly rich in dialogue which makes it like a “pop-up” book of the life and teachings of Jesus. In it, and via the dialogues it contains, we are able to get a “behind the scenes” insight into the featured personalities and their interactions in a way that is difficult or impossible in the other gospels.

This morning’s reading is an excellent example of this, being part of a larger dialogue in which Jesus is giving instructions to the disciples in anticipation of the crucifixion. The crucifixion was foreseen by Jesus and related to the disciples several times but, according to most of the gospels, they were unable to comprehend the import of his words.
To put this portion of John in perspective, we need to know a bit about the events of which it speaks and when John’s Gospel was written. The Gospel according to John is attributed, of course, to the Apostle John but others hold that it was penned by a disciple of his owing to the dating of the work. The events of this morning’s reading occurred around 30 AD. At that time, the eschatological (“end-time”) expectation of the disciples was that the Judgment Day and the coming of the Kingdom of God would happen fairly quickly. Why? 

Previously, Jesus had told them:
Luke 9:27   "But I say to you truthfully, there are some of those standing here who will not taste death until they see the kingdom of God."

Matthew 16:28   "Truly I say to you, there are some of those who are standing here who will not taste death until they see the Son of Man coming in His kingdom."

Mark 9:1 And Jesus was saying to them, "Truly I say to you, there are some of those who are standing here who will not taste death until they see the kingdom of God after it has come with power."

So the “end day” was expected, like the loan approval, “Any day now…” Okay. Now, when was the Gospel of John written? Between 90 and 100 AD- some 60 to 70 years after the events of which it speaks. So although the dialogue is cast in the form of instructions to the disciples, the purpose of the Gospel is, perhaps, to act as instructions to the early church. There were then, as there certainly are now, issues which put incredible stress on the fabric of these small enclaves scattered from Judea to Rome. The membership was subject to regular and occasionally brutal persecution, they were infiltrated with “false prophets” teaching in the name of Jesus precepts of their own invention, and historically, even at the apostolic level, Peter was evangelizing the Jewish Christians, while Paul was vigorously teaching and converting the Gentiles. The major substance of Paul’s Letter to the Galatians, of course, deals primarily with the issue of whether one must be made Jewish in order to become Christian.
If we look to this morning’s reading, for example:
John 14:8 Philip said to him, "Lord, show us the Father, and we will be satisfied.”
PROOF?  Jesus is standing not 10 feet away, and Philip wants proof? It’s easy to understand, actually. I’m an engineer and engineers want proof, also…

So, some 60-70 years after the expected return of Jesus and the revelation of the Kingdom of Heaven, there began with those early Christians a journey of faith that has lasted 2000 years and continues, very much alive, in this sanctuary today.

And now, I would like to share with you another “journey”…

[ Holding up a single tea bag ]
I was born, as I believe we all were, as a small package of potential kind of like this one. As Charles Schulz noted, “There’s no burden like a great potential.”

And in a very small Episcopal church many miles from here, I was baptized in the name of the Father…

[ Spritzing the tea bag with a bottle sprayer ]
And of the Son…

[ Spritz! ]
And of the Holy Spirit!

[ Spritz! ]
Being a good, strong Episcopalian family, my mother dragged us all to church on Sunday where I was enrolled in Sunday school…

[ Spritz! ]
Choir…
[ Spritz! ]
Acolytes…

[ Spritz! ]
And YPF, the Young People’s Fellowship at St. Paul’s Fairfield.
[ Spritz! Spritz! ]
By this time, I was getting pretty soggy…

Then, as eventually happened to most of us in the YPF, I went away to college…

[ Holding up a stick with three dried and discolored tea bags hanging from it ]
And hung out with my friends.

[ Hanging the sodden tea bag in the midst of the dried ones ]
The year was 1964 which, for the edification of the younger ones here was still before the invention of the video game.

Forty years!  For forty years, I hung out to dry. That’s a lifetime for some. Most of a lifetime for many…

Fast forward. The year is now 2002. Elen and I were married the previous autumn in this very church. Father Matt asked me if I would like to be on the vestry. I thought that “vestry” was just “something” that happened to you automatically if you stayed in one place long enough…
[ Retrieving the damp tea bag from the midst of the dried and discolored ones on the stick ]
SO! As a new member, I attended a Vestry Retreat, a very moving experience…

[ Spritz! ]
…and served the first year on Vestry…

[ Spritz! ]
…the second year on Vestry…

[ Spritz! ]
And the third year on Vestry.

[ Spritz! ]
As a result of my experiences as part of the Vestry during a very dynamic time, I asked Father Matt if there was a way that I could learn more about the Church, its traditions, and its teachings. He suggested MEEP.

“MEEP” is an acronym. It stands for Ministry Education and Exploration Program and is administered by the Connecticut Diocese. A few statistics may serve to give you a better idea of its importance:

The program was started in 1991 and runs for 2 years, beginning in odd-numbered years. As of the Class of 2005, the most recently commissioned class, there have been a total of 110 graduates of which 47 are ordained deacons, 7 are currently in deacon training (another 18 months additional study) including Diane Peterson our former Parish Administrator. Eleven are ordained priests, 3 are currently in seminary, and 11 are Lay Ministers working in Diocesan and National Church Ministries. One, whose identity must be concealed to protect his life, is working as an educator in China while ministering to a secret church inside that communist country. Admission to MEEP is made on the basis of four essays and an interview, with from 17-20 applicants being accepted to the program.

[ Holding up a stick with 3 dampened tea bags hanging from it ]
On the appointed day, I took my place with 15 other very individual and very private “packets of potential” to start the MEEP program.

[ Hanging the sodden tea bag among the others on the stick and suspending them in a glass bowl ]
There was, at first, a great deal of self-consciousness. We were each aware of why we were there individually, but the prospect of undertaking a journey of this sort in what Simon and Garfunkel describe as “the company of strangers” had ME “running scared.”
[ Pouring water into the bowl to immerse the four suspended tea bags ]
But the program has been in existence for over 15 years and those who had designed it knew much more about US than we did about them. After Morning Prayer, we have a prepared lecture from an expert on the day’s topic- volunteer presenters from seminaries, universities, and churches throughout the region. Afterward, we break into small assigned groups of four or five to discuss the morning’s lecture, compare notes on papers we have previously prepared and exchanged by email, and interact fundamentally on a very spiritual level, guided by a facilitator assigned to head each group.

[ Gently moving the stick with the tea bags back and forth in the glass bowl of water ]
“Facilitator,” of course, is a euphemism for “agitator”…

And a funny thing happened. We each started to “let go” of that “potential” that had, for so long, lain dormant within each of us. Not only did our faith grow, but we found that we could share that faith freely with each other. As our comfort level expanded, we began reacting symbiotically, rather than as so many individual “bags.” And just as you see in this bowl, the potential for spirituality and the growth of our faith became as one, permeating the atmosphere every time we were together.

Amazing….absolutely amazing…

It has become, for each of us, an event that we anticipate eagerly and savor long afterward.
Is it necessary to participate in such a structured program in order to experience this burgeoning growth of faith? Certainly not! As you see on the windowsill…
[ Indicating a glass bowl in a church window sitting in the sunshine with four tea bags suspended in a stratified liquid, from light yellow to deep amber sun tea ]
…it is only necessary to have the light of God and the perfusion of the Holy Spirit to achieve the same result without resort to the efforts (or the hands) of Man.

So what is the difference…

[ Holding the 3 dried and discolored tea bags next to the “MEEP bowl” ]
…between these sad things and those in the bowl?

We live in a compartmentalized society which seeks to preserve and protect privacy and anonymity in every facet of daily life. From the single-occupant cars we drive, our neighborhoods with few cul-de-sacs and no front porches, and even (if we get caught out on the sidewalk) the hundred-dollar sunglasses we wear, society seeks to keep us “packaged” and free of the embarrassment of having to relate to one another.
What is needed, perhaps, is a “new” freedom- the freedom from fear, the freedom to render ourselves permeable, like those bags in the bowl, to both our faith and the faith of others… the freedom to share our belief in God with others of our Christian community like the freedom exercised by our brothers and sisters 2000 years ago, for which they paid such a cruel price. For us, the “price” is merely the courage to do so.
To embark upon the “journey”…
On this subject, also, the gospels are far from silent:
Luke 17:33   "Whoever seeks to keep his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life will preserve it.
Matthew 16:25   "For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it; but whoever loses his life for My sake will find it.

What does this mean?  What could this mean?
I wonder…

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit…

[ Amen ]
