DANCING WITH CREATION

Sermon for the Fourth Sunday after Easter, April 25, 2010

Readings: Acts 9:36-43; Psalm 23; Revelation 7:9-17; John 10:22-30

Sermon text: “for the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to springs of the water of life, and God will wipe every tear from their eyes.”  Rev. 7:17

This is the third of a series of Easter season sermons about the meaning of new creation.

I used to have this picture of the way the world worked: there was a kind of order; call it the logos, tao, the pattern of creation. The material part is accessible to scientific investigation. Our minds are wonderfully made to measure the way things work with mathematical equations, to probe with experiments, and manipulate with technology. We are ever increasing our knowledge on these fronts. My training in school introduced me into this way of understanding. The spiritual and emotional part has always been a bit trickier. Our longing for meaning, fulfillment and happiness—that is the realm of art and philosophy. Well, that may not so available to scientific understanding and technological manipulation. But still, I used to think that there was a tao of humanity as well. Not my idea; Confucius, whose writings I studied for several years while living in Taiwan after college, writes of a tao of humanity (ren)-  characterized by compassion, justice, a sense of ritual and piety—that corresponds to a tao of nature, such as written about by the Taoist school of Laotse and Chuangtse. This made sense to me. And so I felt that happiness would be finding one’s place in the harmonious dance of creation. Being human was being connected, happiness was finding one’s place and role in the play.

That worked for me as a young adult. I met my wife, we made plans for our future and starting building a house together. As it was being completed we were expecting our first child. The dance was working out beautifully. But then our daughter was born prematurely and died shortly after birth. My father died a few weeks later. This wasn’t in the plan. What was I going to do with my feelings? If happiness is finding one’s place in the harmonious dance, what place is there for sorrow and loss? I suppose we are all part of the circle of life sort of thing, but death ought not come to the very young and the only sixty-one. What should I do with grief and anger? Just get over it? If there is only an ordered universe—and no personal God such as taught in Christianity or Judaism—who am I to get mad at? If there is a God, how can this happen, the suffering of innocents?

The week my daughter died a wall caved in during a storm at an elementary school across the river. Twenty-six children were killed eating lunch in the cafeteria. What kind of God could allow such a thing? If there is an old man in the sky sending thunderbolts on some and gentle showers of gold on others—then I certainly don’t want to worship such an arbitrary and unjust tyrant. If there is no God, then what? I began a period of spiritual struggle.

Life now seemed much more random and disordered. More like a pinball machine than a harmonious dance. Sometime we are ringing up points, sometimes we are falling down a hole. Some random player is banging away on the flippers and we are getting thrown this way and that. Sometimes life feels completely out of control. Has life ever felt like that to you?

When our second child, Eli, was born a couple of years later, new feelings and questions arose.  Whom should I thank and to whom can I pray for the health and well-being of this baby? Should we baptize the boy—we were both raised Christians and our parents expected it—and we were newcomers in a semi-rural community. We attended a church nearby--and I began another series of questions and conversations. 

Could I accept Jesus—as we do in the baptismal vows—as my Lord and Savior?  Can I trust him? It had been a while since I was a kid getting confirmed—roughly the age when I stopped going to church much. Could I accept the baptismal vow on behalf of Eli (and so for myself)?

I found that I could—that indeed it was the figure of Jesus—God among us—who helped resolve my struggle over the kind of God who create, or allow, a world of suffering and injustice. If Jesus had to go through this world, suffer and die—unjustly—then at least God was not above and beyond it all. And if he came out of the tomb reborn—then there is more to life than this life, there is hope for all children and all lives lost and not fully found. I began to look at the world as full of meaning—and new responsibilities.

Maybe there is a dance. Not just with creation—but with a creator. 

Since this is the last Sunday in April, National Poetry Month, I was thinking about poets who write of dance—and remembered a scene in Dante’s Paradise. The whole Divine Comedy ends with a beautiful image of the ingathered rose of humanity and angelic host around the throne of God—similar of course to the vision of John of Patmos we have in today’s second lesson. But I am thinking of an earlier scene (Canto X), as Dante and Beatrice ascend past the moon and Venus and come to the sun. There they encounter a circle of twelve lights gracefully dancing around the sun, turning as they go. After three revolutions the procession stops and one speaks. It is Thomas Aquinas, the great theologian. They have come upon the circle of the wise and learned. Thomas speaks and explains who else is there—Solomon the wise king and other medieval theologians and early scientists—but Thomas, a Dominican, also praises St Francis, and the wisdom of poverty. In turn Bonaventura, a Franciscan, praises St Dominic. Thus the two rival orders of monks are graciously together in heaven--whatever disputes among the learned happened on earth, the differences are as nothing in light of their shared love of God.

If only our leaders were so wise and gracious. If only earth were like heaven. Oh, that’s right. We pray for that every time we say the Lord’s prayer, thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Next week I’ll speak more about this coming of heaven to earth and new creation.

But let me conclude this week’s sermon on the theme of the Good Shepherd as the Lord of the Dance ( a song we have just sung as we joined the cross and choir in our gospel procession around the church and gathered around the small wood cross which we will adorn with flowers before Communion). Those who hear his voice—who hear his song—follow his lead. He is the Way and the Truth and the Life. He can be trusted. And though this world is sometimes a vale of tears, he will lead us through the valley of the shadow of death into the green pastures beyond. We will rest beside still waters. He will always be with us, his rod and staff will comfort and protect us. This is what I now believe. This is how I now try to find my way and my joy—and this is the one to whom, with the Father and the Holy Spirit, I pray and give thanks—and wrestle with sometimes and question why such suffering in the world must be. But I feel as if there is someone who knows the answer—though it is not me. And there is a dance with creation—a circle of life—surrounded by a larger and even more beautiful dance with the creator.

As a last note let me add a coda from the poet W.H. Auden—which you may find as the lyrics to hymn 463 in the 1982 Hymnal. Let me read it to you.

He is the Way. 

Follow him through the Land of Unlikeness;

you will see rare beasts and have unique adventures.

He is the Truth. 

Seek him in the Kingdom of Anxiety;

you will come to a great city that has expected your return for years.

He is the Life.

Love him in the World of the Flesh;

and at your marriage all its occasions shall dance for joy.

Amen to that. 
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