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            The two scripture passages to which the lectionary directs our attention today are a dangerous mix.  One of them, the text from 1 Corinthians, has been used to defend slavery, to condemn social action as a part of vibrant personal religion, and to endorse celibacy as a superior discipline in Christian spirituality.  The passage from the gospel has proven divisive, particularly when interpreted in a context of political upheaval or tyrannical government. 
            Personally, I had a strange reaction when I first read these two New Testament texts one after the other.  Across the years, I have read and studied each of the texts on its own.  But when I read them at the same time—the gospel first and then the epistle from Paul—something strange happened.  Immediately after reading the two texts together for the first time, I wrote a note to myself saying, “Paul was wrong!”  A bit startled by the bluntness and decisiveness with which I scribbled that reaction to the apostle’s words, I felt an obligation to reread the passages.   I did that as well as reconsidered my three words reaction—“Paul was wrong”—and then, somewhat surprising myself again, I wrote another note that said, “Paul was dead wrong.”
            Look, I never have had a problem dealing with these texts separately and interpreting them rather dispassionately.  But read in juxtaposition with each other, I suddenly found the texts contradictory—contradictory enough, in my opinion, to send a wrong message about the nature of Christianity and what it means to follow Jesus.  Let me explain.
            Paul was writing to Christians in Corinth bothered by what Krister Stendahl liked to call “an eschatological itch.”  The apostle from Tarsus was convinced that the end of the world was near.  In his theology, that meant the return to the world by Jesus and the advent of the rule of God in all of life were at hand.  When preoccupied with this eschatological angst, this focus on the end of the world and the return of Jesus, all that Paul could think about was “we have to be ready.”  So with mounting enthusiasm, Paul wrote to his brothers and sisters in Christ, “Be prepared; nothing is as important as getting ready for the second advent of Jesus and the end of the world as we know it.”
            As you may recall, Paul and Christians in Corinth had exchanged several letters with one another regarding a variety of controversial issues troubling that congregation.  The Corinthians had inquired specifically about how the imminent end of the world should impact their actions related to these sensitive issues.  Paul’s answer was short and to the point: “Stay as you are.”  “Don’t try to change anything,” the apostle advised.              
            Set in the context of the rest of the Christian scriptures, the details of Paul’s counsel are somewhat disturbing.  “In light of the crisis developing because of the imminence of the end of time,” Paul wrote, “Don’t try to change even religious practices that bother you.  If you’re a slave, serve God the best you can as a slave, but don’t try to become free.  Keep your current marital status—don’t get married, don’t divorce, don’t begin a relationship.” Clearly, at the heart of Paul’s counsel was the principle, dealing with a major crisis justifies a suspension of life as normal.
            One evening, this past week, I watched part of an installment of Larry King Live that caused me to talk back to the television set in my hotel room.  A fundamentalist minister, whom I know well, too well, was lecturing viewers on the subject of marriage.  Dripping with piety, he described how God made everybody just alike sexually, though, he conceded, not everybody knows this reality.  Oh, the heights of special illumination!  He warned that God can be pleased only when everybody is married to a person of the opposite gender and remains married regardless of the difficulties, cost or suffering involved.  Believe me, I tried my best to get this guy to hear me as I talked back to him through the television screen.  I inquired as to why, if he were right, God was so pleased with Abraham and most all of the other Hebrew patriarchs who practiced polygamy.  And, because the sermon for today was on my mind, I asked him, “What about the counsel of Paul in 1 Corinthians?  That does not sound like everybody has to be married for God to be tickled.  In fact, Paul advised the unmarried to stay that way.” With a rising level of intensity in my emotions, disgust in my reactions, and frustration that the fundamentalist minister could not hear me talking back to him through the television screen, I turned off the television set, smiling as the screen went dark and the sound of his pompous voice left my room.  Then, in the silence, I began to wonder how the same apostle who wrote the lofty hymn to love in 1 Corinthians 13 could possibly have described such a low non-loving view of marriage and life in 1 Corinthians 7.  Well, the answer was a crisis—Paul did not expect people to behave in a crisis like they behaved in normal times.
            As you hold on to that thought, turn your attention to the crisis moment in which Jesus launched his public ministry.  “Time is fulfilled,” Jesus proclaimed, “The realm of God’s rule is at hand.”  “Repent and believe,” Jesus urged, which was another way of saying, “Get ready.” But let me encourage you not to stop reading there.  Read on in the gospel narratives to discover what it means to live in the realm of God’s rule, what it means to get ready.  Look at the teaching of Jesus that makes up the Sermon on the Mount—an extended profile of a citizen of the Kingdom of God.  
Believing the gospel, becoming obedient to God, and following Jesus require practicing forgiveness, extending mercy, making peace, and ravenously seeking to do right in countless numbers of ways.  Far from encouragement to embrace the status quo, Jesus commissioned his followers to live as salt, light, and leaven—agents of transformation who seek to make the world a better place and improve the quality of life for all people.
            These two different biblical texts involve two different understandings of time.  Paul was looking at time in sequence—chronologically, we would say—observing that people were living in one moment of time moving toward another moment in time and what would be the end of time.  But, Jesus was looking at time differently, time pregnant with meaning.  Even a different word for time was required to capture Jesus’ view of time.  He spoke not of time as chronos—from which we get the word chronology—but time as kairos, a Greek word from which we get the word crisis.  Jesus was not talking about what to do in the next moment but about how to live in every moment.  A kairos moment is measured not by clocks and anticipation but by commitments made and deeds done that begin to change the quality of life in that moment.  Jesus described the way in which life is to be lived every day and that is “the way” to which Jesus called people to make a commitment.
            Please understand that I am not trying to be harsh with Paul.  Believe me; I fully understand the impact of a crisis.  Virtually every crisis seems to carry within it a powerful summons for us to respond to the crisis by abandoning the values, commitments, and practices with which we normally behave.  Faced by the crisis precipitated by World War 2, a nation conceived in liberty and dedicated to justice incarcerated its residents who came from Japan; the same nation which, after September 11, 2001, suspended civil rights and compromised basic liberties including due process under the law.  Similarly shocking changes often affect individuals caught up in crises.  A business man tells me that he broke laws purposefully because he had either to falsify the year-end numbers of his budget report in order to finish in the black or to risk losing his job.  A woman assures me that she knows revenge can be destructive but, argues that, under the circumstances of a friend’s destructive actions toward her, she feels that everyone will understand her venomous retaliation in this crisis.  A teenager tearfully confesses that he went against every moral principle that he ever had been taught during a crisis precipitated by a social club’s consideration of him for membership.  “I had to do whatever I thought would help get me recommendations from my acquaintances and get me in that club,” he said. I understand the impact of a crisis. Urgency is required, to be sure, but not an abandonment of our fundamental values.
            No doubt, you see the dilemma.  Jesus called us to a life in which beliefs find expression through moral deliberations and faithful actions on a daily basis.  No crisis mutes that call or justifies us setting aside our embrace of the imperative for moral behavior that pulsates in the gospel.  Whatever the time, slaves need to be freed, peace needs to be pursued, the sick need to receive our care, rights need to be protected, and compassion needs to be expressed. 
            Here is where religious education becomes so important for individuals and for churches—for individuals in terms of personal involvement in Christian education and for churches in terms of our responsibility for Christian education.  Let me speak from the perspective of the church.  None of us best ever take lightly the significance of a single hour in a Sunday School Class or the substance of a worship service.  As a church, ours is the charge of nurturing within people a dedication to following the teachings of Jesus that remains firm in good times and bad, amid normalcy and in the face of crises. If we have only an hour or two a week for that inestimably important work, we must use that time to the fullest. We must help make such matters as freeing slaves, living with sexual responsibility, feeding the hungry, demanding economic justice, and seeking to eradicate violence acts of instinctive behavior.  Our goal ought to be nothing less than making obedience to Jesus come as naturally for us as breathing, drinking, or eating.  
Crises will develop in every one of our lives.  We can count on it.  And, the decisions that we make in those crises will be affected by the learned behavior that stems, at least in part, from sustained religious education.  What is more, our reactions to those crises ultimately will alter our definition of normalcy and the substance of our behavior every day.
            Crises do not legitimize turning away from our basic values, commitments, and beliefs.  The call of Jesus is for all people in all times. “The realm of God’s rule is among us,” Jesus said.  Now is the time for loving obedience to that rule—whether the “now” consists of a normal moment or a crisis moment.  Life cannot be segmented in a manner that leaves any portion of life untouched by faith or any moment in life exempt from moral responsibility.
Let us be done with the idea that religion was better in the past and will find its best expression in the future.  The Kingdom of God is among us—now!—according to Jesus.  In another of his letters, the apostle Paul, reflecting much less eschatological angst and much more theological consistency, declared emphatically, “Now is the day of salvation.” This is our moment to live out our faith.
            A little over a decade ago, my friend Adelberto Cuellar stood before a meeting of Baptists in Cuba, preached on this gospel text, and affirmed its enduring truth, “The Kingdom of God is among you!”  Adelberto’s declaration, a repetition of the words of Jesus, sent shock waves throughout the convention of Baptists and created division, a division that ultimately resulted in a permanent split among Cuban Baptists.  Adelberto was roundly criticized for daring to suggest that the Kingdom of God could be present in Cuba as long as Cuba was run by a godless dictator.  Maybe in the future the statement would be true, critics said, but not now.  Motivated by political more than biblical convictions, critics of Adelberto wanted to hear a crisis gospel that differed from the gospel of Christ.  Such a situation should not surprise us; that was precisely the situation in which Jesus first made the announcement.
            Well, what is the point of all of this?  Christianity is about consistency, faithfulness, and uninterrupted integrity.  So, what are we to do in a crisis?  We are to do in a crisis precisely what we are to do in a moment of normalcy—as best we can, embody the values of Jesus by pursuing the way of Jesus.
            Likely, most of you sometime, somewhere have been made aware that the Chinese character that means “crisis” is also the Chinese character that means “opportunity.”  A crisis can go either way.  It need not mean diversion from the norm or a distortion of reality.  Rather, a crisis can be an opportunity for demonstrating the timeless value of a way of life nurtured by obedience to God.
            Legend has it that one evening a passerby encountered Francis of Assissi working in his garden and confronted him with the question.  “What would you do this evening if you knew this would be the last night of your life?”  Francis answered promptly, “I would finish hoeing my garden, have a little dinner, say my prayers, and go to sleep”—normalcy; normalcy in the face of a crisis.  Such are the substance and the spirit with which we are challenged to respond to every day as the realm of God’s rule continues to make its way into our lives.  So let it be, dear God, so let it be.  Amen.     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PASTORAL PRAYER
O God, sometimes we feel so alone, not just in moments of physical solitude but even when we are surrounded by other people.  The words that we need to speak, the places that we need to go, the journeys that we need to take, the work that we feel compelled to do require of us decisions—hard, difficult decisions—
that take us to the depths of our beings and a confrontation with our identity and priorities.  No one can speak, act, work, or decide for us.  We feel like poor, wayfaring strangers alone in the universe.
In these moments, God, when we are so alone with ourselves that we feel lonesome, please stir within us enough to make us aware of your presence and speak to us even if in the faintest whisper that we may sense your attention and be comforted.  God, we have paths to walk, rivers to cross, mountains to climb, in order to get home.  Enable us not to lose sight of the truth that you will journey with us, God, even as you will greet us with a loving embrace when we arrive at home and know full well that we are not, never have been, and never will be completely alone.  Amen.  
 
