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Have you ever thought of a key as a sign of the spirit?  Just a simple house or apartment key?  Almost everyone in this sanctuary has one, though maybe not everyone.  So here’s a good question, “What difference does a key make?”  Let me introduce you to Alicia who shares her story in a video produced by the Wilder Research Foundation and Twin Cities Public Television called “Homeless Youth: Finding Home.”  The first thing we find out about Alicia is that at age 17 she was dropped off alone on a street corner in downtown Minneapolis with $50 in her pocket.  She had never been in the Twin Cities before and she knew no one.  Her father had begun to physically and sexually abuse her at age two, and she remembers being slammed into walls and locked in the basement of her home for hours and days at a time.  When she was six, she reported her father to the authorities.  He was arrested and eventually went to jail for child abuse.  All of the children in the family were taken into foster care.  Alicia lived in small towns in northern Minnesota where there are few agencies or services for children and youth.  When she was 17, her social worker got tired of fighting with her and said, “Where do you want to go?  We’ll take you there.”  Alicia says, “They had a county driver drive me to the cities and just dropped me off on a corner.”  She spent the first night in Loring Park in a Porta-Potty.  It was smelly, but it was warm she said.  She was solicited to trade sex, or exotic dancing or other equally objectionable “services” for housing, but fortunately she got connected to a caring program before she had to say “yes” to any of these other options.  She got a key for her own room, with safety and comfort.  That’s the difference a key makes. It is the ability to close and lock a door to one’s own place to live, a place of safety, a secure dwelling, a quiet resting place.  

Rev. Jim Gertmanian from Plymouth Congregational Church was speaking at a recent rally in the Capitol Rotunda addressing youth homelessness. He told us that just before Christmas, one of the security staff was walking the grounds around the Church and saw at the back of a very large mound of snow a small hollowed-out cave.  Someone had made a place to sleep in the snow within a few feet of the door into the church.  This is someone with no secure dwelling, no key.

Ask one of the 115 men and women who have moved from living at one of the overcrowded shelters on Currie Avenue in downtown Minneapolis into permanent supportive housing in their own apartment what difference a key makes.  

Ask any of the 28 young people who have moved into Nicollet Square what difference a key makes.  They are thrilled almost beyond words with their new quiet resting places.

At a recent fundraiser for the Plymouth Church Neighborhood Foundation, the developer for Nicollet Square, there were hundreds of people sitting around tables and at every place there was a key ring.  At one end of the ring was a bus token.  One of the speakers at the event was Tottiana Adams who is an award-winning spoken ward artist who had experienced homelessness as a high school student as a result of sexual violence.  While she was on the streets, she was befriended by a bus driver who let her ride the 16A bus all night so she could be safe and warm. She would do her homework and sleep.  In the morning, she would leave the bus to go to Central High in St. Paul.  So the bus token symbolized the lack of a safety net for young people.  Forty-two of the key rings had a key as well as a bus tokens, representing the 42 new units of supportive housing at Nicollet Square.  Lee Blons, the Executive Director of PCNF asked everyone who had a key to hold up their key rings, and 42 hands went up.  But then she asked everyone who did not have a key to hold up their hands, and hundreds of hands went up.  It was a good visual reminder of how far we have to go to end homelessness.  During her talk, Tottiana said something about her time of homelessness that really struck me.  She reflected that, “If home is where the heart is, I must be heartless.”  Homelessness and heartlessness are the polar opposite of the mark of the spirit that is each person “abiding in a peaceful habitation, in secure dwellings, and in quiet resting places.” (v.18) That’s the difference a key makes.

On the other side of the world, in Palestine, keys are also important.  There are thousands of Palestinians who keep the keys to the homes they lost in 1948 during the Nakba [The Catastrophe] the war that led to the establishment of the state of Israel.  Over 750,000 Palestinians were displaced from their ancestral homeland. In this situation, the promise of return to their rightful secure dwellings has not yet been fulfilled.  A key there does not yet make a difference.

This morning’s passage from Isaiah clearly links the mark of the spirit which is peaceful security with the establishment of justice. The passage begins with the promise of a king who will establish justice which is God’s will for God’s people, and it ends with a vision of what God’s spirit will bring those who live faithfully. The prophet is looking into the future, because there is little justice in his present.  The leaders of Israel and Judah have been corrupt and have turned away from God.  In Isaiah’s future realm of justice, the people will live in security and fools will no longer be treated as noble, but will be seen for what they are.  Just rulers establish security for their people and provide care for those with the greatest needs.  

It is interesting to note what the poetic language names as the marks of foolish villains.  Their ungodly folly fails to satisfy the hunger and thirst of those who do not have enough to eat and drink.  The evil of the villains harms the poor with lies that hide their rightful claims.  A mark of injustice is the ruler’s attack on those who are poor and powerless.

We are judged by how we treat each other, and especially on how we treat those who have the least among us.  This passage makes the strategy of balancing budgets in ways that destroy the safety net that protects those who are poor a dangerous one from a moral point of view. This passage reminds us of one from Proverbs (41:31),“If you oppress poor people, you insult the God who made them; but kindness shown to the poor is an act of worship.”  (Proverbs 14:31)

Isaiah makes it clear that we are able to do what is right, to provide justice and care for all only with the help of God’s spirit.  Without this spirit, the people do not care for one another and they are punished by God.  Isaiah makes it clear that the punishment is real and will encompass all of life, from the cities to the countryside. But when the spirit of God blows among God’s people, justice will reign in our institutions and public structures and right relationships will rule among the peoples themselves.  

Right relationships and care for those who are poor are also themes in our passage from 1 Corinthians.  What we are about to do together, the celebration of the Lord’s Supper, is clearly a mark of the spirit among us.  It is a shared meal that invites God’s spirit to be among us, feeding us.  At least it can be.  How can we tell?  Paul makes it clear that the celebration of the Lord’s Supper is very important in the life of a Christian community.  He tells us, however, that it can also fail to be a mark of God’s spirit among us.  He warns us that, “Whoever…eats this bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty of profaning the body and blood of the Lord.” (v. 27) That’s a pretty powerful statement.  Do we usually think about what we are doing here with this kind of seriousness?

So the good question here is what shows that our celebration of communion is truly a mark of the spirit and not a profane ritual?  It’s not a snappy question, but it is a good question, because we do not want to be judged by our way of being together around this table.

To sort this out, we have to expand the number of verses we read from chapter 11.  We usually start at the beginning of the words on institution from Paul.  We think of this passage as an isolated ritual, pulled out for our continuing use from the Pauline Book of Common Worship.  Even though this language had probably already been standardized for use in worship, everything Paul writes is also theology for a particular situation in a particular congregation.  

So let’s look a few verses earlier to set this familiar liturgical passage in the context of the communal life of the church in Corinth.  Verses 20 and 21 show that the problem which Paul is addressing is not “bad liturgy,” the profaning of a holy ritual, but rather, the fragmentation of a holy society.  The people were not coming together to eat the Lord’s Supper, but only to eat their own suppers.  People were bringing their separate meals to a common place and eating what they brought without sharing.  Some go hungry Paul says.  Rather than waiting for everyone to arrive and dividing the food so all will have enough, each family simply ate what they had brought without regard to whether everyone was present or had enough to eat.  In cities of Paul’s time, it would be the lower class workers and slaves who would be most likely to be late or to not have adequate meals.

Paul’s attention here is to the selfish indifference of each person or family to the needs and situations of those who are deprived and poor.  The complaint is that the ritual has been cut off from human caring and community.

To eat by oneself means to decline to join with the others in this greatest of all expressions on common social life, and it, therefore, expresses contempt for the whole assembly of God.  It is to despise the church by making the common meal impossible.  This is what eating in an unworthy manner means and what would profane the body and blood of the Lord.  The very nature of the Lord’s Supper is to constitute the Body of Christ, and the sharing of bread and fruit of the vine are a key part of what it means to be that Body.  All the members of the church are members of His Body, and must be treated with respect.  At the very heart of our shared meal is the recognition that we are judged by how we treat each other.

These two passages give us a powerful image of what the Realm of God will be like and what the spirit of God is leading us to create in the present.  It will include prosperity, justice, security, quietness and peace for all of God’s people.  Cornel West attributes to Martin Luther King the thought that “justice is what love looks like in public.”  The nourishment for our spirits as we participate in the Lord’s Supper will give us strength to fight for the kind of justice that provides loving kindness, secure dwellings and quiet resting places for all.  So let us gather around this table, be fed by God’s spirit and go from this place to live out the love we share in public with all God’s people. 
“What are Signs of the Spirit?”   
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