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CAUTION – GOD IS AT WORK


This week – our theme is that “Behave as if you believe it - God is at work.” 
It feels a bit wrong.  
How can God be at work when we struggle with folks being killed in a church?  Why are we even talking about churches being places of violence?

I’ve been meditating and wrestling on 2 Corinthians 6 – 
the part of Paul’s letter that he shares his own struggles with journey as a minister – with himself, with the folks he met, even with God.  
And if we truly behave as if we believe that 
we are indeed God’s redeemed, beloved, chosen – 
then how we live – in good times and bad – shares that hope.

For Paul – there were three things that helped him live out God’s Good News: willingness to live out God’s mission no matter what, 
living with integrity (walking the talk), 
and sharing abundant love and affection…
but here’s the thing…

Wednesday night, I was reading a book – The Invention of Wings by Susan Monk Kidd which I pulled from our free library. 
It was an historical fiction based on the Grimke sisters who lived in Charleston, SC – and who were some of the earliest women abolitionists.  
The writer added a story line about a young slave named Handful – 
and her interaction with Delaware Vesey & the early black church.  
I was caught and couldn’t put the book down.  
The courage of the sisters to push for gender and racial equality in the late 18th and early 19th century in South Carolina.  
The desire for freedom and worth of Handful, her mother, and half-sister. 
The role of religion and spirituality in the strengths and struggles of all involved.

And so after midnight – when I finished the book – 
I checked my Facebook account one more time – 
and there it was – shooting at historic church in Charleston.  
The one that I had just read about the beginnings and failed rebellion of slaves. The place where the first shots of the Civil War began. 
And then I read a friend’s note that she went to seminary with the senior pastor…and I remembered that a new friend grew up there.  
Sigh. I was dumfounded.

And the names of those who were killed trickled out – among them four pastors…

Cynthia Hurd,  Ethel Lance,  Rev. Clementa Pinckney,  Susie Jackson,  Depayne Middleton Doctor,  Sharonda Coleman-Singleton,  Myra Thompson,  Rev. Daniel Simmons, Sr, & Tywanza Sanders

And through the day, as information developed, as the perpetrator was arrested, we learned that he too is a fellow brother in Christ and member of an ELCA congregation.

Lord, have mercy.

I am at a loss – I know that God is at work. 
All of the readings appointed point to God’s involvement – 
God’s question to Job; Jesus calming the storm. 
I believe it.  
And after the year that continues to divide and split God’s creation into pieces because of what they look like – it is the thing that I cling to. 
We are so steeped in fear and anger – it is so oppressing to all of us. 
When words cannot express the intensity of pain…
even as I believe, profess, and pray that God is at work.

And I have to check my own prejudices.  
My own privilege.  
Even though I am bi-racial – 
I had precious few experiences growing up that marked me as different – 
because I don’t look all that Latina and 
Puerto Rican Spanish is not my first language. 
I grew up in the 2nd most racially segregated city in the country.  
Driving into certain neighborhoods growing up automatically meant locking the doors and sitting properly. 
I recall being told I didn’t ride the ‘black’ bus (home from high school) 
but yet – I did as I was one of those ‘minority’ kids attending a suburban school, despite the color of my skin.

[My Puerto Rican dad worked as a police officer in a still racially segregated city for 23 years – he was one of the first. He dealt with racism from his wife’s family (well – it’s still there…just muted) and conversely, my German American mom was accepted without hesitation into the Reyes family.]

And I still have to check the cultural crap that I grew up in and around. 
To stop the automatic judgment of a person because of what he looks like or how she talks.  

Because, O God, I desperately want the first thing that I see in another person to be this: Beloved Child of God.

I want to see abundance and hope instead of suspicion and despair 

But that’s nothing compared to what my brown and black brothers and sisters experience as from the moment they wake to the moment they sleep – 
and not sleep well.

So how do we do this?  How long, o God, do we wait? 

We don’t.  We start right now.  Paul said it – now is the acceptable time.  

Paul’s words to us this morning provide a road map – for being part of God’s work in this place in time. 

Perseverance: Paul lays out what he has endured to this point as a minister – and why would a sane person do this? Romans Chapter 5 – suffering, endurance, character, hope – and hope does not disappoint.   But he knows – he knows that lies ahead of him and that’s enough.

This past Friday - Juneteenth Day, June 19 – when the slaves still bound as property – were freed in Texas in 1865.  
Proclamation signed in Sept, 1862 to take effect Jan 1, 1863 – and yet – 
these folks were still chattel on a technicality – Texas wasn’t a rebellion state. And so once and for all – all slaves were set free.

Come to think of it - Every day, Every Sunday, we celebrate the resurrection and the hope of eternal freedom – when we too shall be with God in heaven – where all the distinctions and strife here will be no more. A day when our slavery to sin was wiped away so that we can live as new creations in Christ.

But during this in between time, 
we have work – work that requires perseverance and hope and love.  
It’s what we pray – thy/your kingdom come.  
Work that requires telling, living, sharing, being the Good News – even as the suffering and pain of the truth is revealed.  
Work that doesn’t accuse, but accompanies others in their strife as they too wait in hope for a day, a life, of freedom.
Work that breaks down power and privilege so that humanity can truly be uplifted.

And we pray for strength to persevere, 
to do God’s work no matter what the cost, 
to know that whatever suffering we endure is nothing to the hope of being in God’s company forever.

Integrity:
And with the work comes the desire to walk the talk of grace and mercy, 
of justice and humility, 
of truth and hope. 

Anything that pulls us from God and God’s creation is sin. 
And because of God’s love for us is greater than our desire for sin – 
God sent Jesus.  
Do you know this story?  
God sent Jesus to save the world.  
Not to condemn it.

And with the help of the Holy Spirit, 
we are called to do that work as best as we can.  
Those folks praying in Emmanuel Church were doing God’s work, 
were living out their discipleship in prayer.  Pastor Pinckney also served as a state senator – working with the law and with God’s grace to change South Carolina.   

And so, like Pinckney & the eight folks – 
they lived their lives in truth-telling, love, purity, knowledge, understanding, patience, and kindness…
virtues that were important then in antiquity and if we’re honest – 
are still important to us even as we struggle to live them out.  

But here’s the thing: 
knowledge & understanding come when we meet those we are afraid of on their own level.  
It’s really not about us and never has been.  
It’s about God’s desire for all of us.  
I remember working at a church in a rich suburb and the well-meaning folks wanted to transport the kids from the poorest school in Philadelphia there…
almost like a show and tell. 
But it was really about us going to them.  
To where they lived. 
Helping them with acute needs of food, clothing, and shelter are important – 
but once those needs are met – it’s time to walk with them.

Kindness and patience take on a new light 
as we walk with our brothers and sisters – 
not just in times of tragedy – but in all times.  
We lose the best parts of who we are when we approach others with suspicion and fear. 

Abundant Love & Affection:
Which is why I can’t watch TV news much.  
I struggle with pundits that shout and don’t listen. 
I feel that I need to know what is being said – 
but I can’t stay silent – reducing folks to symptoms and strata miss the BIG point.

And quite often – the talk and then the walk don’t match what I have been called to be – 

I was at a low end motel two weeks ago, 
meeting an acute need for a young girl 
and while I waited for the desk clerk to come back, 
I was talking with the part time cleaning person – a woman strong in faith. 
We were talking about her struggles- 
and I forget what exactly we were discussing – but out of my mouth came…
God’s a lover not fighter.  And she laughed…but it felt true.

God is love – all that God does is out of love and through love and with love and so then hates those things that keep us from love.

It’s something that Paul felt as well.  
No matter what the pushback – Paul loved.  
Paul didn’t write off those early communities as rubbish when they struggled.  
He wrote LONG letters in love to help them as they grew.  
When you spend time with the book of the Acts – 
you read the times when Paul gave up physical freedom to live in love for someone else.

Bishop Eaton wrote in her statement about Charleston: 
All of a sudden and for all of us, this is an intensely personal tragedy… I urge all of us to spend a day in repentance and mourning. And then we need to get to work. Each of us and all of us need to examine ourselves, our church and our communities. We need to be honest about the reality of racism within us and around us. We need to talk and we need to listen, but we also need to act. No stereotype or racial slur is justified. Speak out against inequity. Look with newly opened eyes at the many subtle and overt ways that we and our communities see people of color as being of less worth. Above all pray – for insight, for forgiveness, for courage.
	
And so that no more of these tragedies happen, 
we are emboldened to lead with love – no matter what the cost. 
To ask the homeless man what his name is.  
To offer a hand in respect instead of violence. 
To speak with words that honor God’s creation.
To sing a new song of the day when God reigns and we walk with each other – as sisters and brothers, united in love.

And it’s not going to be easy. 
But if God does everything because God loves us – 
than with the Holy Spirit – that’s what we are called to do as well.

God is at work – it’s why I asked you to bring your hard hats.  
The work is difficult and will no doubt break down walls and shatter ceilings.  
God is at work when we are baptized and every time we remember our baptism – you are my beloved – in whom I’m well pleased.  
God is at work in the Word – through stories and advice and song – teaching, guiding, pointing us to the work we do because God first loved us.
God is at work in the meal – 
reminding you that Jesus’ death and resurrection for you and me and all of God’s children, past, present, and future.


Do you believe it?  
That God is still at work?  
That with perseverance, integrity, and love our hand and feet, hearts and minds can courageously proclaim the Good News?

Let us pray…

We pray, O God, for the courage and love to be your hands and your feet -so that it is more than a slogan. 
So that we can walk the long walk and that when we falter, 
you are there to pick us up and keep us going. 
That your image is the only thing we see in our brothers and sisters.  
And we pray that you use us to bring the love and hope of the Good News through all that we say and that we do.  
We pray this in the sure and certain hope made flesh for us – 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.

