June 28, 2009
The Reconciling Work of God

2 Corinthians 5:6-19

First, let me say, it’s good to be home. I’ve been away for a couple of weeks, first on vacation, and then to a conference on Worship and Music in Montreat, with Philip and Joy. Both were wonderful – but it’s good to be home. 
Our text for this morning reads rather oddly, as readings from Paul’s letters often do when read in worship. His letters are tightly woven, and no matter where you start, you’re beginning in the middle of a thought. So our text this morning begins mid-stream, “So we are always confident…” Confident of what? And because, why? The context is Paul’s letter to Corinth, which was a pretty contentious community with many ‘evangelists’ vying for their attention. Paul is at once laying out his credentials for them (‘boasting’, or ‘commending himself’ to them) – and telling them why he’s right and the other ‘evangelists’ are wrong. It isn’t because he’s so great a guy, or so perfect, or even so holy – but because of what Christ has done in us and for us. ‘He died for all, so that those who live might live no longer for themselves, but for him who died and was raised for them.’ 
The most familiar part of this passage comes in the middle of it: ‘If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation; everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!’ We say those words often as an assurance of forgiveness. Everything has been washed away, made clean, made new. It’s like there’s a clean slate and we can start over again. But the reason this is so is that we are reconciled to God through Christ. All the ‘stuff’ – the ‘junk’ - between us has been cleared away. We have been separated from God by our sin. Because of Christ, we are reconciled. The reason everything is new is that we are connected to God again, the creator and giver of life.
Now, what’s interesting to me is where this passage goes from here. We are reconciled to God – so, go out and be happy? No. We are reconciled to God – so go home and be spiritually deep? No. We are reconciled to God – so that we can go out and be ministers of reconciliation. God has entrusted the message of reconciliation to us. Go out and do in the world what God has done for you. 

Sometimes I feel like God has more confidence in us than we deserve. How are we supposed to do that? 

We know the need for reconciliation is there. Rifts occur in relationships; people are hurt; a chasm opens that seems impossible to cross. I remember clearly when this happened in my own family when I was a child. There was a rift, and suddenly, people weren’t talking to each other. To this day, I’m not sure what it was about. All I know is that suddenly my grandmother no longer lived with my uncle and his wife, that she had an apartment near us, and Grandma and Uncle Jack and Aunt Nancy weren’t on speaking terms. 
Emotions ran high; so much so that when my father and grandmother would talk about the situation, they would switch into Armenian, their native language. It was easier to talk emphatically – and openly, without us understanding what they said. Every time my grandmother mentioned my uncle’s name, she practically spit. And tears would well up in her eyes.
We all know the pain of broken relationships – if not in our own lives, in those around us. It starts early in life. You’re a little girl at school, and you have a best friend, and you’re inseparable – but suddenly your best friend has a new best friend, and they’re off talking and giggling in another corner of the playground, and you’re left standing there with a broken heart, trying not to cry. Or maybe it happens at home, when you’re a teenager, and you’ve done something your parents can’t stand, or can’t handle, and you feel like they don’t understand and they don’t care and you can hardly wait until you are out of that house because the tension is so great you just want to explode. 
We are meant to love, and we are meant to live in community, and in family, and these fragile human relationships just seem to break so easily. 

We know the need for reconciliation. We see it all around us. Maybe we ourselves live in the place of broken hearts. 
Brokenness takes many forms, small and large. It’s not just personal. It affects whole peoples, tribes and nations. The consequences are lasting.
When we were on vacation we spent a week in Quebec. One day I took Luke and his friend to play paintball – it was Luke’s birthday, and that’s what he wanted to do. While they were playing I visited with the owner of the paintball place. I asked him whether everyone in Quebec was bilingual, because it sure seemed that way. Everything was in French, but as soon as I started speaking English people would politely switch over to my native tongue. The young man paused for a moment, before he answered my question. Yes, everyone speaks both French and English, but it didn’t used to be this way. His father was French-Canadian, but his mother was from Chicago. Their marriage was not welcomed by his family. They lived in Quebec, which was hard on his mother. At the time the schools were only in French; English was not to be spoken. His parents taught him English at home, but they had to be secretive – it was forbidden. 
The next week we went down to Montreat, NC. I don’t know if you’ve spent much time in the south, but I learned a lot about it when I went to Duke Divinity School for two years. The culture is so different; even the pace of life is different. Truth isn’t said directly, but through stories. It’s just so much more subtle. And there, hospitality is everything. That’s when I learned I was a Yankee. 

The conference we attended was for Presbyterians, but it was co-led by Lutherans. This was done by design. Our two denominations are in ‘full communion’ with each other – pastors can even serve each other’s churches. This happens to be the 500th anniversary of the birth of John Calvin, the Reformer who is our religious ancestor. If John Calvin were to see us now, he would be amazed. In his day, the world was a far different place. People were killing each other over the Reformation, and what the Church was supposed to do and believe. For us to nonchalantly share communion with each other would have been appalling. 

How do things change so much? How do we get past the divisions that break us apart – in families, in countries, even in the church? How does reconciliation happen? 
It begins, I think, by wanting it. By remembering how God intends for us to live. And then by knowing that reconciliation is possible. Not because of our own goodness, but because of what God has already accomplished. God has reconciled us through the bridge of Christ, overcoming every power that hurts and divides us.

The temptation is always there to live nursing those old grudges, remembering the wrongs, and clinging to our differences as if our lives depended on it. That’s how the ‘old creation’ does things. We make our case, defend our rights, sling accusations, and watch carefully to see which side you’re going to take. 

But it doesn’t have to be that way. It doesn’t. Because Christ has bridged the biggest gap of all. Christ has reconciled heaven and earth, human sinners and God’s perfect love. The old has passed away; the new has come. Christ has reconciled us to God. 

We are not always very good at this. It’s hard, hard work. But God has reconciled the world to himself, and will not let us off the hook.  If we are to be God’s new creation, then we must enter the reconciling work with God. God has given us this ministry. It is our call. 
Last week at Montreat, I saw this reconciliation first hand. There we were, in Montreat, North Carolina, where people had come from east and west and north and south – especially the south, but from everywhere. There were Lutherans from Minnesota who talked like this… and a Korean Presbyterian pastor who led a Bible study… and Yankees and people who eat grits and okra and fried green tomatoes. And we worshiped God together. Together. 
But the place I experienced reconciliation most clearly had not been planned. It was not part of the agenda. It just happened. By the grace of God, it happened. 

I ran into an old friend from seminary at the conference. Katie is a pastor now in Indiana, but I hadn’t seen her for 25 years. Ours was an uneasy friendship. Katie had grown up poor – very poor – but went to a wealthy boarding school on scholarship. She was, as she put it, comfortable with the poor and savvy with the rich, but the middle class she just could not get. I was, well, middle class. She was from the hollers of east Tennessee, and had been to school on the sophisticated East Coast; I was a Midwestern girl from the suburbs of Chicago. She was a firebrand who spoke her mind; I was a quiet, shy soul who just wanted everyone to get along. 

Sometimes we could hardly understand what the other was saying. And sometimes I would just feel hurt. 

You know the first thing Katie did when we met? After the ‘how good to see you’ and ‘where are you now?’ sorts of things, Katie made amends to me. She said something like this, ‘You know, I have thought so many times about things I said to you. And I’m sorry. I was rough on you a lot, and you were always patient and clear with me. I have always wanted the chance to say that to you, and here it is.’ 

It was amazing. It was the work of reconciliation. From that moment on, we were able to talk and tell our stories with nothing standing in the way. She had made all things new. 
How does reconciliation even happen in this world? Through a series of steps, small and large; reaching out across the divides; finding the willingness to open that difficult conversation, not knowing what you will receive in return. 
But it doesn’t begin there. It has begun already, a long time ago, and it will not stop. God started it, and will not let it go. This saving work of reconciliation – this is the work of God. This is the ministry of God’s people. 
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