July 19, 2009
The Walls of Hostility
Our New Testament reading comes from Ephesians 2:11-22. But before I read the scripture this morning, let me give a bit of background. The Book of Ephesians is a letter that was written to the early church in the city of Ephesus. The church in Ephesus was made up almost completely of ‘Gentile’ Christians – that is, people who weren’t Jewish before they became Christians. Christianity didn’t start out as a separate religion; it began as an offshoot of Judaism, but Christianity was embraced far more by non-Jewish people. That was a surprise to everyone. 
The passage we’re about to read starts out talking about ‘circumcision,’ which is a bit awkward if you don’t know the context. Circumcision was the mark of the covenant for Jewish people, the sign God gave Abraham way back at the beginning. Because of that, non-Jewish people were sometimes called “the uncircumcision.” That’s all it means – Jewish and non-Jewish.
One of the biggest challenges in the early church was how these Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians would live and worship together. Sometimes the differences seemed insurmountable. The idea of having a common identity in Christ seemed impossible. But, amazingly, it happened.
With that background, let us listen for the Word of God to us…

Ephesians 2:11-22

I think it’s hard for us to even comprehend the divisions that overwhelmed the early Christians. The idea of unity between such different people was a truly radical thing. For centuries, the defining mark of Judaism was its ‘differentness.’ God called them to be God’s people, to form a covenant, to be a light to the nations. Their leaders worked tirelessly to encourage the people to hold onto their distinctive way of life, a way of life that was always at risk of being overwhelmed. The tug of assimilation was always tempting; the pressure of conformity always present. The Jews were God’s people; it was their calling, it was their burden, it was their privilege. Nothing mattered more than their identity.
Gentiles and Jews were used to the ‘dividing wall’ between them. Even the Temple in Jerusalem enforced the boundaries. Scholars note that on the outside wall of the Jewish temple, “an inscription warned Gentiles not to go beyond the outer court… ([that is, the] Court of the Gentiles) lest they be immediately put to death for profaning the holy place.”
 You can’t get much clearer than that.
But in Christ, everything changed. Those who were far off were now brought in, those who were divided became united; aliens and citizens became one and the same, with no distinctions between them.  Christ destroyed the wall and made them one. 
Christian Jews and Gentiles worshiped and ate and served side-by-side. Rich and poor, male and female, slave and free. To non-Christians, it was scandalous. To those on the inside, it felt like a miracle. God had accomplished what no one had even conceived of. 
But miracles are sometimes fragile, and the church has always struggled to keep unity alive. We are a reflection of our culture, and the temptation is always there to divide ourselves again, along whatever lines feel most comfortable and familiar. 

If you ever go to Boston, go to Old North Church, and look at the plaques at the ends of the pews. The first pew was left empty for people of honor who might come unexpectedly. The next pews were all rented, with the highest bidder getting the seat of greatest honor. The last pew was reserved for those of little means. Rich and poor were united in worship – as long as their differences were still kept clear. No “Court of the Gentiles,” but a different way of knowing your place. 
The dividing walls keep going up. It isn’t that Christians do that on purpose, it’s that we’re a reflection of our culture. We carry with us all the issues and prejudices that plague the rest of society, and sometimes they show up right here in church. Brick by brick, the dividing walls go back up. 
One commentator puts it this way, 

Encampments form, and the dividing wall of hostility is reconstructed in spite of our best intentions. Instead of “Jew” and “Gentile,” it is now right and left, orthodox and progressive, mainline and evangelical. We fall into habitual battles, dreaming of the day when ‘our side’ is finally triumphant.

More and more, it seems, people are shutting out any voice but ‘our side.’ It’s easy to do: we watch the TV channel that supports our point of view; we listen to talk radio that enforces our prejudices; we read blogs that confirm what we already believe. Sometimes it seems like there are two Americas, and we rarely even hear the other’s voice. 

I subscribe to a magazine called “The Week,” which is like a Cliff-notes version of the news. It includes reporting and columns from all over the spectrum: The New York Times, The Washington Post, Slate.com, and National Review Online. They quote Huffingtonpost.com and Foxnews.com, sometimes side-by-side. It’s eye-opening, to say the least, how completely differently the same event or speech or person is portrayed, how the same thing can be interpreted so differently. 

And there’s nothing wrong with that. We have been given minds to think and hearts to feel and spirits to discern the truth, and there will be vast differences in how we see the world around us. A vigorous, healthy debate clarifies our thinking and forces us to defend what we believe. The heart of the Presbyterian system of government is the belief that no one person should make decisions, because we need to hear God’s voice through each other. 
The problem isn’t our differences. It’s the hostility, the vitriol, the mutual loathing that gets reinforced over and over again. Brick by brick, “the dividing wall of hostility” goes back up. 
The temptation is to demonize people who think differently than we do. “They” are the problem. In snarky emails, Internet rants, insults masquerading as entertainment – the “other” is ridiculed, mocked, and made into the source of our greatest fears. If “they” win “we” are doomed. 

But “they” are sitting right here in this room. 

Look around you in this church. Look around at the pew before and behind you. 
Those scary people being demonized? They’re sitting in a pew near you. 

In the church in Ephesus, their unity was fragile. Soon, invectives were being hurled about, name-calling and insults. The worst was to call someone atheos, “godless.” And that just had to stop. Christ shed his blood to tear the walls down; and here they were putting it back up. And for what?

We are the body of Christ, the household of God, and whether we are in here or out there shouldn’t matter in how we treat each other. Are we reconciled to God in Christ, or are we not? Christ shed his blood to unite us; are we willing to throw it away so we can get the satisfaction of feeling “right”? And what does it say about us if, in here, we are all kindness and respect, but outside these doors we’re joining in the fray, helping the walls go up?
If we’re building any walls, Ephesians tells us, let them be built on Christ as the cornerstone. “In him the whole structure is joined together and grows into a holy temple in the Lord, in whom you also are built together spiritually into a dwelling place for God.” 
That’s the goal, no? To dwell in the house of the Lord forever. To let God dwell in us. 

Sometimes God has a way of doing things that we cannot accomplish. Pushing us out of our comfort zones and making us see our differences. Helping us recognize each other as part of the household of God. Making “the Other” just another Christian. 
A friend of mine, K.C. Ptomey, served as the pastor of Westminster Presbyterian Church in Nashville, Tennessee. Rob Ross, who used to be our Bell Choir Director, directed bells at Westminster when he was at Vanderbilt Seminary. Westminster happens to be the church where Senator Bill Frist and his family worship, along with many other well-known leaders of the city. 

Westminster has a strong outreach program, including a ministry with the homeless. Every Wednesday night in the winter, Westminster houses people who came to them for shelter. They call it “Room in the Inn.”
One year Christmas Eve fell on a Wednesday. At the last minute, someone thought of inviting the homeless men and women and families to join in worship. He says it says a lot that no one even thought of inviting them until the last minute. 

Now, Christmas Eve worship is always packed – you know how it is - and eighteen or twenty guests was a lot. By that time the only open pews were in the very front of the church. 

K.C. describes it this way,

It was quite a spectacle. A church full of folk dressed to the nines in all their Christmas get-ups. And the street people in used jackets and moth-eaten wool caps, sitting down front. 
Then, just as the pre-service music was drawing to a close, the side doors to the sanctuary were opened by a couple of men in dark suits – their radio earpieces just visible in the subdued light – and then Senator Bill Frist and his wife and three sons were shoe-horned into the pew directly behind the street people. 

The Apostle Paul wrote to the Galatians: in Christ there is Jew nor Greek, no male nor female, no slave nor free… no rich or poor, right or left, us or them. 
There is no “Other” if you are in Christ. No “us” and “them.” No “their side” and “our side.” There is only Christ. 
There is only Christ, and his invitation, to dwell in his house, side-by-side, forever. To be a dwelling place for him.

May it be so. 
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