TOUCH

Sermon for the 1st Sunday of Lent, February 21, 2010

Readings: Deuteronomy 26:1-11; Psalm 91; Romans 10:8-13; Luke 4:1-13

Sermon text: “The word is near you, on your lips and in your heart” (that is, the word of faith that we proclaim). Romans 10:8

Touch

Take the tips of your fingers and touch them together. Push them a bit, flex the fingers. Press the whole palms together—the classic prayer position. Rub them up and down lightly, feel the skin, the texture, the warmth. Take your right thumb and make a small sign of the cross on your forehead. Feel it carefully—is it the forehead or the finger that you sense the most? In addition to the sensation, what associations are forthcoming? Perhaps you think about the sign of the cross made with ashes last week. Maybe you think about the sign of the cross made at baptism, when we are sealed with the oil of chrism, signifying the seal of the Holy Spirit, marking us as Christ’s own forever. Every subsequent sign of the cross is a reminder of that one. We will have an opportunity later this morning to receive another light touch of oil and the sign of Christ after communion—a prayer perhaps for healing or for strength. 

Make another small cross on your forehead and then across your lips on over your heart. The word is very near you. It is in your mind, on your lips and in your heart—that is, Paul explains, the word of faith. It is this word we affirm when we begin the reading of the gospel, and you may observe some of us make the threefold crossing. What it is, is a prayer—that indeed the gospel may touch us, in the head, yes, that we may confess it on our lips, but most of all that we may believe in our hearts that Jesus is Lord, that he was raised from the dead, and that we are saved.

Touch. The foundational sense. We know where we are by touch. In a pitch black room, we stand disoriented until we touch a wall (imagine being in a pitch black weightless chamber without walls). When we are born we need the touch of human hands—studies have shown that infants who are not touched and held, fail to thrive. Love touches. As God observed in Genesis 2: 18, “It is not good that the human creature, the ‘Adam,’ should be alone.” God made us for each other, as helpers, partners, lovers, parents, children, siblings, friends, rivals—enmeshed in community. 

Ayn Rand had it backward. It is not society that is parasitic on the achievements of great individuals, it is the individual that depends on the community to make his or her individual achievement possible. Man is a social animal—as a much greater philosopher Aristotle long ago observed. Language, handed down, shaped together, passed on, enables thought and transmits meaning. Imagine a world without communication—without community—without touch, the foundation. I am me because of you, as the African expression of ubuntu has it. It takes a village to make us human.

Of course village life can be constraining, small minded. Imagine if your world were confined to only what you yourself could touch  or see. But more and more each day we are embedded in a vast network of communities. Families, churches, schools, businesses, teams, friends, media—all give us access to a world beyond our own noses.

But still it is touch that provides the foundation, the standing point, the center of perception, the given orientation to the world for each of us. It was almost all Helen Keller had—born without sight  or hearing—but with the right teacher it was door enough to enter the world of knowledge and creation.

Hold

What we touch, we can also hold. What we hold we are tempted to hold on to. We want to hold on to what we get. It’s mine, I earned it, I deserve it. I want to keep it. This is not just heard on the playground from 4 year olds, is it? We hear it on April 15 from taxpayers, we hear it from on own hearts when we look at something we want. 

But this is often a temptation to be resisted. We are really only stewards, caretakers, not owners. We are here to receive from our parents and pass on to our children the bounty of God’s creation. What we must hold on to is our sense of being loved and called by God—each of us individually by name, each with unique gifts to share. Hold on to the truth of your condition, your touchstone. Follow the example of Jesus. He was tempted in the desert—by hunger, obviously, but also by the temptation to prove himself to the doubter. If you are the Son of God, the devil mocked, then change this stone into bread, jump from the roof of this tall building. Prove yourself. Tempting, but Jesus resisted. As he resisted the offer of power and glory, for it came at the price of worshipping someone or something else than God, the Father. As if we could choose our own maker—no more than choose our own parents. We cannot, of course, but we can turn our backs on our own maker, as on our parents—trade God in for a more congenial or lucrative model, something that offered us an easier path perhaps, or let us keep more goodies or live in a way we want, though not a way that is good for us. 

Pass on

But scripture clearly indicates the path we should take, and it is a way of abundance and joy, not scarcity and gritted teeth abstention. “Celebrate with all the bounty that the Lord your God has given to you and your house,” Moses tells the Israelites in our Old Testament reading. After, that is, taking some of the first of all the fruit of the land, and offering it to God. “You shall set it down before the Lord your God and bow down to the Lord your God.” Set it down—what you have been given is yours to use, but it is not yours to have and hold forever. But set it down, pass it along. Share with the Levites and the aliens—those members of the community without land, who provide services but do not have wealth—and celebrate together, for we are surely in this together. Set it down, pass it along—and bow down before God. You are not, after all, your own maker, you are not God. Make it your first priority to offer some of the fruit of your time and treasure to God’s work.

Fellowship

We have been invited to the observation of a holy Lent, a gift of time before Holy Week and Easter to reflect on our lives, to do what is called in the classic confessional tradition a self-examination. To go over our conscience with a thorough inspection for those sins of commission and omission that hold us back from God and each other. We have provided a very comprehensive list to help you in this effort. Perhaps our opening prayer already began the process. Perhaps you have a need for prayer—for healing, for strength, for forgiveness, for compassion (as we will sing in recession, we are all standing in the need of prayer). After communion, there will be an opportunity to receive a laying on of hands and anointing by oil for any or all of these things. It is the touch of another person, in this case Deacon Diane. But it is also the incarnate touch of God. For God touches us through each other. It is through our community, our fellowship that we care and share the joy and sorrows of life. It is through and within community that we learn and then travel together the way of life, the way of abundant life that Jesus shows us. It is then appropriate that this first Sunday of Lent is given to the twin themes of touch—as we begin a spiritual exploration during the sermon time of our five senses—and fellowship—as we begin a five week adult education series on the five “ships” of Christian practice: worship, fellowship, discipleship, leadership and stewardship. Each week I hope we can unpack these themes and practices a bit more until we grow into a fuller and deeper sense of what Christian is about, what it can be.

Therefore, though it is painful at times to go through self-examination, it is important. Just as a doctor must sometimes cut and cause pain in order to heal. The touch can be painful. But though it burns it bears the name of love. 

In Christ’s name, amen.
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