Sermon Lent 5 Year A April 10 2011
I don’t especially like change.  If you’re like me, you structure your much of your life to predict what’s going to happen day to day, at least as much as one can with three small children.  We’re creatures of habit and spend much of our lives building structures and developing a routine.  And, that’s good, because there is a sense of faithfulness in a routine.  Others are able to depend on us because of our predictability.


But there is another side to life—the unexpected parts, when life can change on a dime—when we get the doctor’s report—or when we are compelled to see things differently—to open ourselves to a new possibility that will change us.  That’s what our readings invite us to consider today.


There are strong parallels in today’s readings.  All three have a similar pattern.  Each has  character who serves as a change agent…and, each involves a community that is struggling and experiencing a sense of hopelessness, loss and confusion.


In the first reading, Ezekiel is commanded by the Spirit to prophecy over dry bones in the desert.  As he does flesh appears on the bones and life is breathed into them.  Ezekiel is prophesying to the Jews at the time of the Babylonian exile.  Jerusalen has been sacked, the Temple destroyed and the Jewish cultural elite taken to Babylon.  In the midst of hopelessness Ezekiel prophesies a vision of restoration.  In a situation that seems utterly dire, he presents a vision of new life to a people that appear to be dead.


In the second reading Paul writes to a group of people he has not yet met.  The Christian community in Rome was already well established and Paul desires to have a connection with them.  Probably at this time the community in Rome was experiencing a period of relative calm from persecution.


However, what they were experiencing is what happens to a group of people who have an incredible vision, who come together for an exciting purpose—and then develop rules that compromise the original vision—some in the community start to assert ideas about what it takes to be ‘in’ and what puts you ‘outside’ the group.  In short, some of the members of the group were trying to enforce Jewish ritual law.  Paul reminds them that it isn’t the law that is at the heart of salvation—but life in Christ.  Salvation is through the person of Christ and not laws.  We are righteous—because God desires it, not because we earn it.  Paul urges them to remain open to God’s way and their call to be a new type fo community in Christ.


Lastly, the gospel story is Lazarus being raised from the dead.  We see a family in grief, a community feeling hopeless and mourning someone thye love…and a very shaken Jesus whose friend has died.  In the face of what appears to be total despair, new life comes in radical, shocking ways.


Three readings—three prophets/change agents—three communities in some sort of conflict, loss or despair.  And, in the midst of this despair something HAPPENS.  In places where nothing new seems possible, no hope exists, nothing good can happen, where they simply give into routine and don’t expect much—something outrageous, something extraordinary, something happens that changes everything.


The Spirit of God, this radical, transforming, life giving force, has an agenda—one that cannot be manipulated by our human structures, one that cannot be controlled by rules, destruction, or even death—God breaks in and brings new life to individuals and communities in spite of what appears lifeless and hopeless—NEW LIFE COMES FORTH. (T)


In 2005 Art and I were attending classes at the Department of Children and Families as part of the State’s adoption process.  Toward the end of our training as new foster parents, we had a session at which two kids came to talk about what it’s like to be in the foster care program.  Their stories were a litany of abuse, rejection, of being shuffled from house to house and never knowing a permanent home.  One of the kids talked about how his birth father tried to kill him.  If there was ever a dry bones story—these kids lived it.  There was little evidence of new life in what they told us.  We sat stunned by detail after gory detail of what they had gone through…losses, separation, betrayal, violence and rejection.


And yet, they came.  They came to give us a glimpse of what is happening to kids in Willimantic and Mansfield who are invisible to most of us.  But mostly, they came to give us hope.  Because what was so remarkable is that these kids HAD hope for a new life for themselves.  They believed that new flesh would come to their dry bones.  They believed that one day they would be released from the tombs of hurt and pain and be released to a family who would love them.  And, for both it happened.  They have permanent homes and a NEW LIFE.


God comes, bringing NEW LIFE WHERE LIFE IS NOT APPARENT.  God sees new life where we might not.


A colleague of mine at Episcopal Divinity School was from South India.  He is also a Dalit.  In the cast system of India, the Dalitss are the people considered the untouchables.  He shared stories of the plight of many Dalits devastated by the Tsunami in 2004.  It seems that some of the relief supplies were withheld from Dalits and kept for those in the upper casts.  Not only had many lost their homes and loved ones, but because of cast practice they had difficulty in obtaining relief supplies—they are untouchables.


In addition, Ben shared stories of those who opposed the cast system and examples of their protests against those systems.  One is that many church leaders and their people realized that denominationalism was actually divisive and feeding the cast system.  So their response was to create the Church of South India which merged several Protestant denominations into one church—abandoning denominationalism.  The Church of South India is one of the churches within the Anglican Communion as well as other communions in other churches.


Ben also shared a poiniant story of resistance through a special inter-communion liturgy that transcends denomination, cast, and religious boundaries.  What happends is that people from across the community gather at Church.  Each one brings a fistful of rice and drops it into a common pot.  It is then cooked, brought into the church and consecrated as communion.


In a highly stratified society, with clear religious delineations, they are breaking all the rules and creating something new.  Common rice from homes os all classes and casts, touchable and untouchable alike is placed in a bowl, cooked and becomes the Body of Christ.


Like Paul urging the community in Rome to let go of structures and let the SPirti create something new.  Hands filled with rice come to share a common meal that stands in opposition to the wisdom of the world and has the power to change everything.  GOD BREAKS IN—where new life seems impossible. (T)


The hope of kids in the CT foster care system and the witness of the Church of South India remind us that God’s desire to create new life will not be held hostage by human limitations.  It will not be confined by some creed or confession. It does not ultimately rest in structures or buildings, or cultural identity.  The power of the gospel is in God’s radical desire to create new life again, and again, and again.  The power of the gospel is in God’s choice to transform the world.  Those early Christian communities believed Christ called them to live in a new way.  Are we not called to do the same?  No longer male or female, Jew or Gentile, white or black, gay or straight, Dalit or Brahman, Catholic or Proestant, Christian, Muslim, or Hindu.


That is the power that Christ proclaims.  A power so immense that the deadest parts of our lives, of our churches, of our societies and cultures can be raised up and enw flesh put on bones of despair and brokenness.  The power of the gospel is that werhere there seems to be no hope for change, no hope for newness of life, no hope for release from the bonds of death, GOD BREAKS IN ANYWAY.



Dry bones given flesh and breath, Lazarus called forth from the tomb, the Church of Rome called to live by faith, children who believe there is still love for them, and a community through a simple bowl of rice dares to challenge cultural systems.  Prophetic voices—agents of change, speaking to those who cannot see the inherent new life before them.


Each of us have places in our lives where there are dry bones, places that seem long dead and beyond resuscitation.  What are they?  What is it that is dead in your life or mine?  Where is God calling us to rise from the tombs of despair and allow grace entry?  How are we being called to let go of anger and hurt us so new life can come in?  


And, where is God calling you and me to be a prophetic voice?  To whom are we being called to speak God’s word of love, forgiveness and new life?


This is the Christian message my friends.  This is our baptismal calling.  God calls us to be agents of change, of radical transformation in a world that cannot see the new life before it.  Will we hear it?  Will we dare become agents of change? And most importantly, will we risk to allow this transforming God to change us?  Amen.

