8-30-09 Sermon

13th Sunday of Pentecost

1 Corinthians 13:8-13

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen

My preaching text for this morning is different than the appointed readings for today and before I read it again, I need to tell you that today’s sermon is a sermon I’ve been waiting to preach for 23 years. I haven’t been overly anxious to preach this sermon but in light of the decisions made last week by our church wide assembly concerning the ordination of our gay and lesbian sisters and brothers, I am feeling a need to share with you as one whose has been your pastor for 20 years.

The text comes from 1 Corinthians, chapter 13:8-13. This is the last part of the well known and oft used love chapter we hear at so many weddings.

Love never ends. But as for prophecies, they will come to an end; as for tongues, they will cease; as for knowledge, it will come to an end. 9For we know only in part, and we prophesy only in part; 10but when the complete comes, the partial will come to an end. 11When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child; when I became an adult, I put an end to childish ways. 12For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face.
Now I know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known. 13And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love.
· For now we see in a mirror dimly.

· Now I know only in part. 

How true these words are for us who seek to be faithful followers of Jesus. 

How true these words are for us who love our church.

I’d like to tell you about Brad. My senior year at Augsburg College, he was one of my housemates [there were about 10 of us] and he was a good friend. On November 5th, 1978 Brad took me to a Viking Game on my birthday. I’d never been to a Viking game before at old Met stadium so we went, we had a good time and as part of the conversation that day Brad asked me a question that changed my life. I don’t know why he asked me this question but as I look back on that day, I am struck by how God used Brad.

Brad invited me to be part of an international Lutheran Youth Encounter team that would travel to New Zealand and Papua New Guinea to share the good news of Jesus with the people and the churches in both of those countries.

This was something I had no experience with but when Brad asked me to be part of this team with some other Augsburg students, I thought to myself, sure, that sounds interesting, it would be fun to travel.

Little did I know what I was getting myself into. It was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done in my life and one of the best things I’ve ever done in my life.

My faith in Christ came alive, I experienced people and cultures far different than my own and I learned how vast the body of Christ is as well as how different it is. 

I also learned that my good friend, travel companion, sometimes roommate and fellow believer Brad was gay.

It was a great shock to my sheltered, homogenous upbringing and to be honest with you, my negative and uncomfortable views about homosexuality. When Brad told me this, I didn’t know what to do and I struggled. 

But what I finally decided was the relationship I already had with Brad was more important than anything else. He was a good friend. He was a believer. He was an important part of the team – that’s what mattered.

In June of 1986, after I graduated from Luther Seminary and was then ordained, I received a letter from Brad. He had moved out to the East Coast. 

We didn’t have much contact in the years after our team experience. But in typical Brad fashion he sent me a letter of congratulations. The letter was upbeat and positive. Brad was an encourager and wanted to celebrate with me and it felt good to hear from him.

About a month later, when Janis and I were on the West Coast, I called home to check in [ no cell phones back then folks] and discovered that my family had been trying to reach us to tell us Brad had died. 

I was shocked because in his letter a month earlier he made no reference at all to any illness. When we got home I found out that he had died of aids. He was already very sick when he sent me that letter. He was in that first wave of people who were isolated and ostracized because of fear. He died in a hospital in New York City and the nurses wouldn’t even bring his food into his room. 

A friend of ours from Augsburg went out and helped him in his final days. I missed his funeral. His family had tried to reach me to do the funeral but we were gone.

I think about Brad often. I didn’t agree with some of his choices about how he lived his life but he had made it clear to me that his being a gay man was not a conscious choice on his part – it just was. 

My call to ordained ministry came to me very clearly one night while I was in New Zealand. Being a parish pastor was never something I ever thought I would do and there isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t give thanks for Brad because I wouldn’t be standing in this pulpit today if God hadn’t use him to invite me onto an Lutheran Youth Encounter Team. 

And the irony is not lost on me. 

Brad forced me to re-think a lot of things about life and theology and the kinds of people Jesus not only loves but uses in His church.

He opened my eyes and I give thanks that he saw something in me that I didn’t see in myself.

Last week our national church body made some decisions about ordaining men or women who are in committed same sex relationships. These decisions were part of a larger social statement about human sexuality.

This conversation has been going on for years and now our church has decided, after much prayer and study and deliberation.

I don’t presume to fully understand this issue our church has made decisions about because I confess to see in a mirror dimly and I know only in part.

And there are people I know and love and care about who are troubled by this decision our church has made and there are people I know and love and care about who are thankful our church has made this decision and at times I feel like I am walking on the edge of a razor blade. But a life of faith is always lived in tension and I have learned to live in this tension about many matters, not just this one.

And I want to assure you, nothing is really going to change at Augustana and how this plays out in the church is yet to be seen. Congregations will still have the power to call as their pastors those whom they want and in reality the number of congregations in our synod alone who would consider calling an openly gay or lesbian pastor is a pretty short list.

I am also somewhat weary of the debate as I believe it has distracted us from the important work of the church.

And what is that work?

The prophet Micah says;

He has told you, O mortal, what is good;
and what does the LORD require of you
but to do justice, and to love kindness,
and to walk humbly with your God?
Jesus commands us; you are to love the Lord your God with all

your heart, soul and mind and we are to love our neighbors as

ourselves. This is the greatest commandment.

And even the Apostle Paul, writing at the end of 1 Corinthians, a letter to a congregation that struggled with matters of sexuality, doctrine, class distinction and conflict sums it up;

For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. Now I know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known. 13And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love.
This is my message to you this morning; at the end of the day my sisters and brothers, this is our most important witness to the world; faith, hope and love.

· Faith in a God who has promised to meet our deepest needs and fill us with goodness and mercy.

· Hope in a Savior who died for us and who promises to always bring us from death to life.

· And finally love – the one word used most often to tell us who God is and what God does.

· The one thing which we who confess Jesus Christ are always called to do in any and all circumstances.

Without it, nothing matters and nothing is, but with it, all things are possible and nothing is to be feared.

Let us always be a church, where faith, hope and love abide and to know and live out the greatest of these, which is love. Amen

