IN SACRED SOLIDARITY

I Peter 4: 12-19

12Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you. 13But rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed. 14If you are insulted because of the name of Christ, you are blessed, for the Spirit of glory and of God rests on you. 15If you suffer, it should not be as a murderer or thief or any other kind of criminal, or even as a meddler. 16However, if you suffer as a Christian, do not be ashamed, but praise God that you bear that name. 17For it is time for judgment to begin with the family of God; and if it begins with us, what will the outcome be for those who do not obey the gospel of God? 18And, 
   "If it is hard for the righteous to be saved, 
      what will become of the ungodly and the sinner?"[a] 19So then, those who suffer according to God's will should commit themselves to their faithful Creator and continue to do good.


Now that we're past Thanksgiving, we're coming onto one of the hardest, most bedeviling times of the calendar year, at least as far as our witness to the world is concerned: the Christmas season. On the one hand, its a relatively safer time and space to share our faith. Many of your Christmas cards, going to friends and neighbors, may have very explicit blessings and messages about the meaning of the season. And your agnostic neighbor is most likely to think, “Oh well, he means well.” And you gave him a blessing. 


And your other friend, who might not accept an invitation to come to church, might still be open to an invitation to a Christmas banquet or to a Christmas pageant with children in bathrobes and Burger King crowns.


On the other hand, the world gets so many Christmas-related messages in the most compromised and contrary ways, that the witnessing effect seems all but canceled out. The muzak over the department store sound system blares out, “Peace on earth and mercy mild,” while people are fighting tooth and nail in the aisles over the last copies of the most bloody, violent, video game left. Go figure. You have to wonder if the whole effect of the season is not to desensitize and innoculate people against God and the gospel with a little bit of religion buried under tons of frenzied commercial activities. C. S. Lewis noted this effect when he was on a bus in London somewhere, and as it passed a Nativity scene outside a church, he overheard someone say, “Now they're even trying to inject religion into Christmas!”


If its of any help, consider the fact that we the church, as representatives of the kingdom of God in our midst, have always had a knotty, thorny time of working through our relationship with the world, and our witness to it. We can glibly say that we are in the world but not of it, but that doesn't make the dilemmas we face any less tangled. We can say, with John the Beloved, that the world is under the temporary dominion of  the evil one, but we still pay taxes and depend upon it for certain services.  And yet the one time that Mennonites got to run their own civil government, in their German-speaking colonies of Ukraine some one hundred plus years ago, our spiritual ancestors did not really do all that much better than the secular civil authorities they replaced. They meant well; they often did well, but some of them also fell prey to the temptations of corruption and power plays at times. Just like anyone else would. It left a lot of hard, hurt feelings.


But when we stay true to our values and renounce the sinful uses of force, the world is not all that much more impressed with us. But that says more about the world than it does about the church. So we have to turn our attention toward someone whose judgment is fair, we have to take our cues from someone whose counsels will stand, long after the conflicting councils of the world have gone silent.



It would be so easy to take the first half of what St. Peter says to mean, Just say No to the world. Turn your back on it, because the world has evidently turned its back on you, as we can tell from Peter's  words about persecution, shaming and suffering.


 And what Christian has not felt such estrangement from the world at times? If you were here on Mennonite Heritage Sunday, you may remember that  we performed a reader's theater based on the actual transcripts of the trial of Michael Sattler. Sattler was an Anabaptist leader who was tried and executed by state church authorities in the early 16th Century. After the drama was done, Selamawit Adeda got up  to share that the charges leveled against Sattler, and the treatment he received in court, were exactly like what she and so many here remembered from living under the Communist regime in Ethiopia. It was an experience in an effective and well-organized public shaming.


Shame, and the fear of shame, are the primary weapons with which the world seeks to pressure us into conformity and obedience to itself. Shame is very likely at the heart of the suffering and persecution which Peter's audience is enduring. After years and lifetimes of being taught by their world and by their culture, that “You're only worth what others think of you,” I imagine its very hard for Peter's disciples to resist the messages of shame coming from their neighbors, their family members and their masters, because of their Christian faith.


There's even a theory bumping around among Bible scholars about Peter's letter, which might explain just why Peter's disciples were dealing with so much shame, suffering and estrangement from the world. This theory says that Peter's disciples may have been exiles from the city of Rome, rejected and reported by both their neighbors and family members for their faith, and rounded up and expelled by Roman authorities to live in exile, scattered among the provinces of northern Turkey.


Here's why some people think this may be the case: 1) We read in the beginning of this letter that the readers of Peter's letter were what he calls “resident aliens, scattered,”  among the provinces of Northern Turkey; 2) We have no evidence or tradition that Peter himself was ever in northern Turkey to evangelize and start churches; 3) but we do have lots of evidence and tradition that Peter was in Rome; that's where he is said to have died, crucified upside-down at the orders of the Emperor Nero; 4) we know that the previous emperor, Claudius Caesar, ordered the Jewish community expelled from Rome several times, and 5) we have evidence and reason to believe that at least once they were expelled because they were rioting over the Christians among them;  6) that Gentile Christian converts were at first considered Jews or converts to Judaism by the Roman authorities and would probably have been rounded up with Jews and deported along with them; and, that, 7) Northern Turkey was one place that deportees from Rome were often sent—or ”scattered” to use Peter's word- against their will, so that they could help Romanize these outlying provinces; and lastly, 8) that deportees and exiles may have had the legal status that Peter ascribes to them in the first verses of his letter: “resident aliens.” If so, then Peter may have first come to know these Christians when he was their pastor and bishop and friend and brother in Rome, before they got swept up in the anti-Jewish/anti-Christian dragnets and expelled to Northern Turkey. It also means that, once they were forcibly re-settled in Northern Turkey, these Jews and Christians would likely have been in disfavor and shame in the eyes of both local residents and in the eyes of Roman administrators and colonists who had gone there willingly, under more favorable circumstances. They would have had a double whammy of shame, truly what Peter calls a “fiery ordeal,” of shame and estrangement as deportees, “scattered,” because of their faith in Christ. Coming under those circumstances, they might even have been suspected of being terrorists and  troublemakers, the very kinds of criminals and trouble-makers whom Peter tells us not to be in verse 15.


In his recent novel, Terrorist, John Updike tells the story of a young Muslim high school student in New Jersey who is also experiencing shame, rejection and estrangement from his community. His high school peers make fun of him for his faith, and for the fact that he doesn't engage in their parties and pre-marital sex. Because he isn't part of any gang or clique,  he is vulnerable to a lot of bullying and physical/verbal abuse. They're incredibly brutal and demeaning to him. Some even take the second syllable of his name, Ahmad, and reverse it, calling him “mad man.” I would bet that some of the students here among us can identify with what Ahmad went through.


Under this constant shaming and estrangement, Ahmad takes refuge in a sense of superiority over, and contempt for, his non-religious peers. He dreams of a day when Islamic law will be established over everyone, the tables will be turned, and then he can look down from the heights of religious and political power upon his tormentors, as they now look down on him. This also sets Ahmad up as easy prey for some militant jihadis who are planning to set off a truck bomb inside a tunnel.  They convince him to drive the truck, supposedly for the honor of God. I won't tell you how it ends. I only mention him as an example of what not to do in the face of persecution and shaming: becoming bitter, hostile, condemning, vengeful, violent, and superior in one's own eyes. 


Ahmad's mistake was that he was still oriented toward the world, though negatively, in reaction, but still toward the world, primarily. His was a faith defined less by his relationship to God, and more by his opposition to the world, yet still in the terms of the world: who's up, who's down, who's on top, who's the hammer and who's the nail. This is what the world is all about, and oddly enough, its what Ahmad's faith was about.


But its not what Peter is about. Its not what Jesus is about. Peter says, in verse 19, “Commit yourself to your faithful Creator—to God—and continue to do good.” In other words, orient yourself to God and rejoice if the world sees enough of God in you to worry and react. Let God set your compass and direction, let God be your honor and your value, so that, even if the world should hate you or hurt you, there is no way it can make you hate it or hurt it. Let God call the shots, and not the world, so that, no matter how much the world may try to shame you or blame you for Christ and his values, it cannot make you do anything but love and serve, because we take our cues from God, and that is how God relates to the world. Just as God makes his rain to fall and his sun to shine indiscriminately on the just and the unjust, so the servant of God shows his love to the saint and the sinner, indiscriminately, not because of the way the world treats him or her, but because of how God treats him or  her.


For the servant of God, as Peter envisions her, knows that every saint has a past and every sinner has a future. The saint knows--and must never forget-- that there is and will always be a sinner within him or her, while the sinner does not yet know or believe the exciting potential of a saint within himself or herself. But we can always tell him or her. Indeed, the saint must never forget that any moral or spiritual difference between himself and the sinner can barely be measured in millimeters, when they are both compared with the infinite light years of God's holiness, and of God's compassion. The very questions, “Who's Up? Who's Down? Who's Better? Who's Worse? Who's Good? Who's Bad?” are pointless questions when the Most High God is our reference point. Before God's compassion both the saint and the sinner stand together, side by side, in the radical solidarity of hope, offered to both of them. The only difference is that the saint believes this and the sinner may not. Not yet, at least. Thus the true saint relates to the sinner in the way that Bishop Leslie Newbigin famously defined Christian witness: “as one beggar telling another beggar where he found bread.” 


 And before the holiness of God, the saint and the sinner both stand together in the radical solidarity and unity of judgment, which, again, the saint knows, but the sinner may not. For, as Peter says, “judgment begins with the house of God.” So, just when we thought Peter was telling us to turn our backs upon a world that may turn its back on the church, Peter turns us back toward the world with this statement of radical solidarity with the world: judgment is coming to the world; its happening, and you'll find it happening first in the church.


 By judgment is not meant condemnation or damnation or angry, wrathful destruction as punishment for this or that particular sin. By judgment is meant “revealing” and the divine zeal for holiness, for a spiritual and moral house cleaning, which Peter says, “begins with household of God,” before it touches the world. 


As a possible example of this holy house cleaning, I welcome the current Senate investigations into the financial books of some big ticket mass media ministries. I wonder, if the Senate has to subpoena those records, does that mean that their financial records aren't already easily available, as ours are? If not, why not? What should any church have to fear from a public airing of their finances? If it does, then God is proving true to his word: judgment begins with the house of God. Holy house cleaning.


Think of this process of divine house cleaning as preparation for eternal life with a holy God. Think of it as an invitation to freedom. Its not that the saint necessarily has less house cleaning to do. Its that the saint is already undergoing this process in this life and is finding eternal life and growing freedom through it. Indeed, the saint may be experiencing some of this spiritual housecleaning through the very hardships and sufferings that Peter mentions. As painful as they may be, God can  also make them liberating, as we learn to re-orient ourselves from the costly and conditional friendship of the world to the free and unconditional friendship of Jesus. 


One inescapable conclusion then, for me, from Peter's words, “that judgment begins with the house of God,” is that saints must never look down upon others, even if they are put down by others. Our witness starts out on a better foot whenever we begin by affirming the good or the truth that someone else has, than when we start by condemning their sins or their error. We're all struggling to be faithful to the light we've been given. 


Nor must the saint be quick to take up power over the sinner, as our spiritual ancestors did for that short period in Ukraine. Other than that odd moment, the best Anabaptist witness to the world has always been one of “power under, rather than power over,” to borrow a phrase from Greg Boyd, of Woodland Hills Church. If you read his book in Sunday School, The Myth of a Christian Nation, you will have read that phrase many times as a beautiful picture of the way in which both Jesus and his disciples are to relate to the world: “power under [through solidarity, service and sacrifice], rather than power over.” It means we offer the world a love that need not be returned, and service that need not be appreciated or rewarded or even noticed, because we we are oriented toward God and his judgments, not to the world and its judgments. 


This stance toward the world, of a servant's power under rather than a lord's power over, was captured recently in a painting by Lars Justinen, of Seattle, entitled, “Follow the Leader.” The painting was put onto posters advertising an upcoming Christian conference in Seattle about the character of God, to be put on by a ministry called, “Heavenly Sanctuary.” This ministry, Heavenly Sanctuary, had a contract with several Seattle area malls to put up their posters, which they did, with the painting by Lars Justinen prominently featured. Within hours of putting up the posters, the phones started ringing at the business offices of these malls, from callers demanding that this offensive, unpatriotic, treasonous, blasphemous painting be taken down, or, some said, it would be torn down. 


This objectionable painting portrayed Jesus, barefoot, kneeling on the floor, wrapped in a towel, with a wash basin, an image right out of John chapter 13, engaged in washing the feet of a line of people seated on chairs, as he did for his disciples. In this line of people one could see German Prime Minister Angela Merkel, former British Prime Minister Tony Blair, U.S. President George Bush, former U.N. Chief Secretary Kofi Annan, and..... Osama Bin Laden, head of Al Qaeda. Guess which person everyone focused on, and got so angry about. Many of the most irate callers identified themselves as Christians. So the mall withdrew its contract and took down the posters. And the Christian college which was going to host the conference canceled its rental agreement with the ministry.


I'll risk telling you what I think about this controversial painting. It makes me cry. In a way its stark raving crazy! But it tells me that if I and we and all those who would rather serve fellow sinners than slay them are crazy, if we see more divine power in kneeling at our enemy's feet with a washbasin than in standing over him with a sword or a gun, if we understand our solidarity with even the worst elements of the world at least as well as we know our differences, and if all that is sheer craziness, then at least we're not alone in our craziness.   Its what St. Paul called “the foolishness of the gospel.” So I start to cry whenever I see that painting online because: 1) it depicts the tender mercies at the heart of the universe—the very nature of God; and 2) I suddenly feel less alone in our craziness.


I wonder how Christmas cards with that picture would go over.


But what about all this us versus them, and you're either the hammer or the nail in this life, and God has told me to jihad you like you would jihad me? Isn't that even crazier? Whatever the world might do to us, in honor or in shame, Peter tells us to rejoice in that we bear the name of Jesus. And under the influence of this most precious, holy name, in the solidarity of hope and of judgment, the line between us and them—whoever them is-- keeps melting and receding. 


Because, just as judgment begins in the house of God, so does grace begin in the house of God. That means that we are called to a totally new understanding of “we”: “we” is anyone with whom Jesus stood and suffered and died in solidarity,  anyone before whom Jesus would kneel in service, to wash their feet. That included the man who would betray him that very night: Judas, the sinners' sinner. 


And Paul wrote Timothy and said, “Here is a faithful statement: Jesus Christ came into this world to save sinners, of whom I am the chief.” Paul? Saint Paul, the great evangelist and theologian? Paul, the chief of sinners and not Judas, the betrayer? Well, whose sin did Paul know better than his own? Since he knew that judgment begins in the house of God, with himself, he could stand in solidarity with everyone else in this world full of knotty, thorny dilemmas, under the same judgment, and under the same hope, as “one beggar telling another beggar where he found bread.” 


And so can we. 
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