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In New York this week we saw the Broadway musical The Book of Mormon. The show won nine Tony awards, including Best Musical. 

The story line is simple: a couple 19-year old Mormon men, Elders Price and Cunningham, are sent to Africa to fulfill their two-year mission. Elder Price, the top student in his class, had hoped for Orlando. The action takes place, instead, in a poor village riddled with AIDS and terrorized by a violent warlord. 

The goal of the missionaries is to make more Mormons by converting Africans. 

You can see where this is heading: the mission ends in comical disaster – until Elder Cunningham, the missionary deemed least likely to succeed, departs dramatically from the Mormon script and delivers quite an imaginative version of the religion to the villagers. Everyone embraces that version. They all go down to the river and are baptized, and become Mormon. 

Church leaders from Salt Lake City hear about the success of the mission and travel to the village to reward the young men. When they arrive, the new converts – the villagers – take it upon themselves to re-tell for the authorities the Mormon story in the creative way they‘ve learned it. The result is bawdy and riotous – and worth the price of admission to the show.

To their credit, real Mormons have not become defensive or spent much energy branding The Book of Mormon as distasteful – even though it is, at a certain level. The show is an irreverent poke at Mormons – but it’s not only about them, it’s about the rest of us, as well, about any of us who think we have the inside story on God. For a preacher that strikes close to home.

The musical is a send-up of the kind of strict religiosity that revels in rules and comes encased in a cultural shell so thick it’s impervious to other ways of seeing things. It lampoons religious life that’s disconnected from the real world. It skewers the notion that it’s best for believers not to use their minds or follow their hearts. 

It presents caricatures. The language and humor are coarse. But in spite of all that, The Book of Mormon makes a good theological point: religion often says more about the human beings who practice it than it does about the God they seek to worship and serve. 

I doubt the writers expected their musical to serve as sermon fodder. Right after the show I figured none of it would preach, but it’s had time to percolate, and now I’ve got it. The show suggests a lot of important questions: How does context affect our view of God? What is God’s agenda, not ours? What does God have in mind for us? 
In short: what’s God up to in the world? That’s a good question, and it underlies the entire Bible, from its opening pages to its closing lines. Scripture is not merely a random collection of old writings that have gained authority over the years. These texts have meaning because they give us the best possible window onto what God is doing on this earth. 

From the story of Genesis we learn that God calls the creation good and longs for it to be cared for.  

The account of the Flood makes clear God’s promise never to abandon us or the creation.

The story of Abraham and Sarah gives shape to the covenant God makes with the people Israel. 

The Exodus shows that God keeps covenant; the people are led from slavery into the freedom of the Land of Promise.

The prophetic books teach that God expects justice for the poor and dispossessed.

The Bible has a clear trajectory. From start to finish, God loves us and expects us to love God back – and to do so by loving neighbor.

What’s God up to in the world? For Christians, it all culminates in the person of Jesus. 

The Apostle Paul says in his letter to the church in Corinth, “In Christ God was reconciling the world to himself.” 

In Christ God was reconciling the world to God’s own self.

Paul doesn’t say God was reconciling the church, but that God was reconciling the world. God doesn’t come in the person of Jesus only for the sake of the church or only for those who believe. Jesus is sovereign over all. Christ is king of all creation. 

Contrary to a lot of ecclesiastical posturing, this is not just about us. God’s “project” has to do with the whole inhabited earth. 
But when the Church takes Jesus from the pages of the gospel and tries to insert him into the world, we get into trouble. We take the savior of the world and make him over in our own little image. We want him to do our bidding – to help us prosper, to solve our problems, to share our priorities, to affirm our prejudices.

Sometimes it takes a voice from the outside to help us see things in fresh ways. In the musical, Elder Price sings about gaining the whole world as the result of his missionary service. He is so sure of himself, so utterly convinced of his righteousness, so focused on his mission that he cannot see the mission of God.  

We do the same thing. Our religion often begins not with wondering what God is up to in the world, but, rather, with what we want out of faith – as if we were in charge of God and of God’s mission.

In Christ God was reconciling the world to God’s self. 
What does it mean to be reconciled? 

Ask a family that’s been torn apart for years because of something someone said or did and then finally begins to heal and become a family again – that’s reconciliation. 

Ask a couple where communication has fallen apart and mistrust has crept into their life together and they can no longer be sure of one another – and then, through hard effort they find the tools to start to rebuild their relationship. That’s the work of reconciliation. 

Ask the leaders of a neighborhood that has felt cut off from the rest of the community what it would take to unite them with the rest of the city and you have started the work of reconciliation. 

To be reconciled is to find ourselves back in right relationship with someone from whom we were estranged.  Paul tells us that we all are estranged from God – because of injustice that abounds in our communities, because of the way we quickly resort to violence when we are afraid, because we cannot talk to one another respectfully, because some of us are comfortable and others are unemployed or trapped in poverty or unjustly imprisoned. 

Christ came to bridge those gaps. Christ came to heal division. Christ came so that God’s hope for the world might be realized. That’s what God is up to in the world – and that becomes the mission of the church if we let it, the mission we support financially and with our very lives.

A few weeks ago Westminster hosted a downtown Interfaith Forum. I was on the clergy panel, and someone in the audience asked, “Do you think the Arab Spring was the work of God?” 

It was a what’s-God-up-to-in-the-world moment. All of us hesitated. I thought the imam would answer. He looked over at the rabbi. She looked at the Unitarian. “Do you think the Arab Spring is the work of God?” 

Finally the Presbyterian took the mic and said, “Yes.” 

By that I didn’t mean that God was endorsing a particular political platform. Or that I had inside knowledge about God. I was merely acknowledging that in the world, God’s grand project is the work of reconciliation. That is the core missio dei, the mission of God. Jesus comes for that purpose. Every parable he tells, every healing he offers, every sermon he preaches aims at restoring relationships, at correcting injustice, at recovering balance and equity in the community and among the nations. 

In Christ God was reconciling the world.

So wherever there is an impulse in the direction of reconciliation – whether in an African nation dealing with the violence of its past through a truth-telling process, or in an Arab country where peaceful protesters resist violent governments, or in our own land where disparities have grown to unacceptable levels and people are speaking up – wherever the wind is blowing in the direction of freedom and equality, of justice and peace, there God is at work.

Our task is either to get out of the way of that work so it can happen, or to join it. Let’s hope it’s the latter.

“So we are ambassadors for Christ,” Paul says, “since God is making an appeal through us; we entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God.” 
(II Corinthians 5:20)
You and I have to be sure that the trappings of religion – doctrine, theology, buildings, institutional rules and structures – that all of that does not get in the way of our being faithful to God.

In the Broadway show when the missionaries stop taking themselves and their religion so seriously, they begin to see things differently. They laugh at themselves and manage to let go of their religiosity – and they become, in an unconventional and off-kilter way, better Mormons. 

If we want to join the work of reconciliation – which is what God is up to in the world – we’ll have to do something similar.  We’ll have to lighten up a bit.

We’ll have to let go of our expectation that God is here solely for us. We’ll have to set aside some of our long-held assumptions about how the church should work. 

And – this may be the hardest part for us – we may even have to give Jesus a chance to breathe new life into us, to make us, as Paul says, a new creation.
The baptisms we celebrate today are signs that that can happen, that all things can be made new in Christ.  The water of welcome is a sign of the reconciling grace God offers us – and all creation.
Thanks be to God.

Amen.

Charge: Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good; Render to no person evil for evil. Strengthen the faint-hearted; Support the weak; Heal the afflicted. Honor all people, Love and serve the Lord, Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction: And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.
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