SPIRIT AND SOUL

Sermon for the 17th Sunday after Pentecost, September 27, 2009

Readings: Esther; Psalm 124; James 5:13-20; Mark 9:38-50

Sermon text: “Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with one another.” Mark 9:50

What a glorious morning of music. Praise the Lord indeed. The African American tradition of spirituals and gospel music is a great gift to humanity. As Chris taught us yesterday, it also has some deep truths to tell about the unity of body and mind—a immanent grace we can call soul, and the collective spirit of a community as it joins together to make an improvising, organically adapting communal music.

This is ancient wisdom, and part of our religious tradition. The Bible teaches us that we are a unity of body and mind, breathed into life by the holy breath of God—a unity called nephesh, in Hebrew, psyche in Greek and soul in English. And the Bible also teaches that we descend from one set of parents, are all created equally in the image of God, that the gifts of the Spirit are poured out on all peoples—and all peoples are needed, each in their own way and with their unique gift, to contribute to the building up of the body of Christ, the reign of love.

Nevertheless we are only too familiar with the consequences of dividing mind and body—self-alienation and environmental destruction, and of creating a world of autonomous individuals bound only by self interest or narrow ties of clan, tribe and race. The most destructive and evil form of this is the enslaving or destruction of one part of the whole by another, as in slavery or genocide.

In a letter to the diocese dated June 26 Bishop Smith asked the various congregations of our state to comply with a 2006 General Convention resolution to engage in historical investigations of our Church's complicity in, and benefit from, the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade and its aftermath. He particularly cited last Sunday and November 7 as occasions to remember and repent of this complicity. At a standing committee meeting I heard of congregations which had researched their town history and unearthed the list of families and their slaves from 1780, and the fact that the farms were used to grow food for export to the Caribbean as part of arum and slave exchange. My own family history, which goes back on my father’s side to founding members of New London and Norwich—both active members of this circle of trade--and on my mother’s to merchants in pre-civil war Mississippi, a terrible hotbed of brutal plantation slavery—lends special poignancy to this request to remember and repent. As Chris and the Good News Gospel Choir was slated for this Sunday it seemed a better time on our calendar to look at this—and in the larger context of the gospel that frees us from all chains and guilt and calls us to new lives in Christ. It seems especially appropriate on the weekend of Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement in the Jewish calendar.

Now I am not aware of the details of Fairfield’s and Trinity Episcopal Church’s participation in this trade—although I’m sure our wonderful historical society could help on this.  I do know that Fairfield was founded as a result of an Indian war; our history is yet another installment in the story of the brothers Cain and Abel.  The fatal fight of two brothers is the seed story of whole peoples killing each other in later times. We read in the Old Testament lesson of the brave and beautiful Queen Esther and the story of how she and her uncle Haman managed to thwart a genocide against Jews in the days if Xerxes—Ahasuerus—king of Persia. Genocides and slavery have by no means been relegated to the dust heap of history—tragically, but are alive today in various parts of the world. 

We are called this morning to remember and be aware of this historical fact, this present reality, and our systemic and personal complicity. We do still benefit from the labors of those without freedom and choice. From children forced into labor, from people forced to leave home and become refugees and aliens in camps and underground economies. 

Jesus said, everyone will be salted with fire. Can you feel it? Isn’t your conscience touched as well as mine when you watch the evening news? 

I remember the words of Bono speaking to the president and congressmen and heads of state at a national prayer breakfast some years ago: 

“Look, whatever thoughts you have about God, who He is or if He exists, most will agree that if there is a God, He has a special place for the poor. In fact, the poor are where God lives… I mean, God may well be with us in our mansions on the hill… I hope so. He may well be with us as in all manner of controversial stuff… maybe, maybe not… But the one thing we can all agree, all faiths and ideologies, is that God is with the vulnerable and poor.

God is in the slums, in the cardboard boxes where the poor play house… God is in the silence of a mother who has infected her child with a virus that will end both their lives… God is in the cries heard under the rubble of war… God is in the debris of wasted opportunity and lives, and God is with us if we are with them.”

God is with the poor and the needy. And if you don’t have some feeling for helping them, well, you had better start cutting off limbs—cause the fire is burning. And it is up to us, who have much, to give. It for us who have power and resources to  reach out. And if your pride stops you, cut it out; if your fear holds you back, take courage; if your comfort holds you still, think of the words of Jesus and the image of the little ones, the least, who are dying, literally, for want of food, water, medicine, books.

And this is good news. Yes God is with poor—and calls us to repent of slavery and help the poor. But God is also with us if we are with God. That’s the Christmas message, Emmanuel, God with us. Repent and we receive forgiveness; turn to God, and God will embrace you as a prodigal child. In worship, in song—even the song of the brokenhearted who yearn for the peace and joy of a land in the future. We have the kingdom within us, Jesus said, bring it out. Share it.
Have salt in yourselves and be at peace with one another. I think that’s good advice. Be yourself in other words—and be at peace with others. But being yourself is not the western individualistic ethic we have learned in our bones—but I am because you are. We are in this together, The African term is ubuntu. Increasingly psychology and sociology witness to the reality is that we are shaped collectively, we influence each other socially by our actions—for good or for ill.

Let’s make it for good. Let us strive to enact the kingdom of God—the reign of love. To break down the barriers of class and race. To work together so that all may have some, rather than some all and others none. That is the gospel message. That is the music of the soul and spirit acting together. In a dance, in a song. In praise of God and lifting us all up as one.

It is a message not only of responsibility but of joy. For in acting together and for the least, the children and the oppressed, we realize a part of our selves that lies dormant and undeveloped if we act alone, as narrow individuals and self-interested citizens. Have salt in yourselves—a soulful unity of body and mind—you have flavor to offer this world, Give it, be part of the greater community acting for good, singing for joy, in the sweet sweet Spirit of Christ. Praise God.
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