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These are chaotic and uncertain times. That’s true whatever lens we peer through.  

In the realm of politics, America careens from one dysfunction to another, at both the federal and state levels. We can’t seem to make progress on anything. At last Thursday’s Westminster Town Hall Forum, political scientist Norm Ornstein from the American Enterprise Institute did something that’s never happened at a Forum before. He opened with a string of about 15 jokes, as if he were a stand-up comic. “I wanted to get you laughing,” he said, “because it’s downhill from here.”

And it was – as he described our broken government.

In the economic world we’re still struggling to put the recession behind us. We worry about Europe’s financial crisis. Unemployment remains high. This past week we learned that the poverty rate in the nation is the worst it’s been in decades – one in six Americans now lives in poverty.

Famine and war continue to have a stranglehold on some parts of the world. Weather and seismic patterns unleash ever-stronger and stranger deviations from what once was the norm. 

Even the Minnesota Twins are wandering in the wilderness and are without hope!

In things ecclesiastical, we can’t seem to stem the decline of the historic churches in this country. Our denomination has a net loss of over 60,000 members each year. The Presbyterian Church (USA) started only 20 new congregations in 2010 and lost five times that many the same year. We’re a divided house theologically; there’s serious talk of major schism in the church.     

Life is unsettled and troubling these days, no matter where we look. 

Of course we’re not the first to experience such turmoil, in the church or in the world around us; nor is our time necessarily worse than any other – although we like to think so. The Irish poet William Butler Yeats wrote these words in 1919, as Europe stumbled out of the awful violence of the First World War. They fit well with our circumstances:

“Turning and turning in the widening gyre
    
The falcon cannot hear the falconer;
   
Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;
    
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
   
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
   
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
   
The best lack all conviction, while the worst
 
Are full of passionate intensity.”


(William Butler Yeats, The Second Coming)

A poetic description of our time, as well: things fall apart; the center cannot hold.


This past year I’ve been in conversation with a group of pastors of large, influential churches, churches they describe as more conservative and evangelical than this one. They are pastors thinking about the possibility that the churches they serve may not stay in the PCUSA, because of our theological openness and the fairly wide tent we allow in our churches and among our ministers. They say they’d prefer to be in a “like-minded fellowship” of believers that adheres to the essentials, as they define them. Others of us feel that the church is better served by being, instead, an “open-minded” fellowship that seeks the mind of Christ with those with whom we disagree. 

The group held a conference in Bloomington last month and nearly 2000 dissatisfied Presbyterians showed up. They were not an especially happy bunch, but to their credit they were not angry. They came eager to renew the church, either from within or – if needed in their estimation – by breaking away to form a new denomination. I attended the event, wanting to be a little leaven in the loaf, to provide some yeast in the dough. I wanted to represent a different perspective. I believe we need to keep listening to each other.

One of the workshops was on the essentials of the faith. About 1500 people showed up for it. No matter where people are on the theological spectrum we all want to get to the heart of faith. The irony was not lost on some of us when the leader of the workshop on essentials proceeded to use as the source for his remarks the constitution of the very denomination about which they had been so critical for losing its theological way!

The gathering was a new illustration of an old point: the church will always find something to argue about. From the first century to the 21st, Christians have always found it difficult to agree on matters of faith. That’s what the Apostle Paul is dealing with in his letter to the church in Corinth. Factions are springing up around differing versions of the same truth. Some are going off in one direction, following Apollos, while others are heading in another direction, disciples of Paul himself. It sounds so familiar. 

Things fall apart; the center cannot hold.

The factions in Corinth do not agree on what’s at the core of their faith and the church suffers for it. So does ours. Can’t all of us – on all sides of our church squabbles – be just a little more modest about our theological claims?

Paul tells the Corinthians they’re spiritually immature – still like babies in the faith – and urges them to grow up and get over the need to put someone or some ideology or some extraneous commitment, or some particular issue – something other than God – at the center of their lives. “What then is Apollos?” Paul writes in exasperation.

“What is Paul? Servants through whom you came to believe.... I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth. So neither the one who plants nor the one who waters is anything, but only God who gives the growth.” 
(I Corinthians 3:5-7)

Here Paul raises the foundational religious question for each of the Corinthians, and for each of us: who – or what – is at the center of my life? Around whom, around what, does my life revolve? Paul makes clear that in his view, a person of faith makes room at the center only for God. “So neither the one who plants nor the one who waters is anything,” he says, “but only God who gives the growth.”

It’s a lesson in the core teaching of the faith.

Some seventy years ago, in another unsettled and troubled time, at the start of World War II, Clive Staples Lewis, an Oxford professor and new convert to Christianity was asked by the BBC to present a series of live radio broadcasts to the people of Great Britain. The talks were later compiled into a little volume called Mere Christianity, which became one of the most popular 20th century books on our faith. (Mere Christianity, [San Francisco: Harper; 1980], p. xix) 
C. S. Lewis accepted the invitation from the BBC because he perceived that England had lost its moorings and was spiritually adrift. Sounds a lot like us. There was no longer any clear center to their life. He sensed that his fellow Christians did not understand the basics of their faith, so he decided to offer a simple argument for Christianity. He tried hard not be complicated about it.

Sounding a lot like Paul, Lewis said, 

“In God you come up against something which is in every respect immeasurably superior to yourself. Unless you know God as that – and, therefore, know yourself as nothing in comparison – you do not know God at all.” (A Year with C. S. Lewis [New York: Harper, 2003], p. 90)
Lewis was searching for language that helped define and recover the heart of our faith. We need such language today. We are in another of those seasons in the cycle of human history where things fall apart. The world is changing dramatically around us and the core of our faith gets lost in the whirlwind. The center cannot hold. 

In our worship and sermons this year we’ll explore what I’m calling a bare-bones Christian faith, our own take on mere Christianity. We’ll look at the heart of our faith in a straightforward and uncluttered way. We’ll make the case for Christian faith, hoping we might find our way through the spiritual – and political, social, economic, but especially spiritual – desert in which we find ourselves. 

The core conviction we Presbyterians hold in our particular expression of faith – the first building-block of our bare-bones Christianity – is the sovereignty of God. That’s our way of saying what Paul told the church in Corinth and what Lewis told his listeners: God is at the center – not us, not you, not I, not some issue that matters to us, but only God. Everything else builds on the foundation of our worship of a God who is Lord of all.

We agree with the psalmist when he says, “From the rising of the sun to the going down of the same, the name of the Lord is to be praised.”  (Psalm 113:3)
Long ago I heard a young African boy sing that line from the psalm. His voice and that line were so clear and unfettered with all the stuff we tend to add to our expressions of faith. Ever since, I have used it in my morning prayer each day to remind me of the sovereignty of God: From the rising of the sun to the going down of the same, the name of the Lord is to be praised.

Our faith begins when we say, “No” to the question, “Am I at the center?” and, Yes to the sovereignty of God. That’s a hard lesson for us, because our culture makes the claim that life is all about each one of us, about how much we earn, about where we go to school, about where we live, about what we have, about who we know, about what we believe. It’s easy to become centered on ourselves and forget about God.

One of the high school youth who went on the mission trip to Cuba this summer spoke at a mid-week summer worship service after we got home, about his experience there. He began by introducing himself, saying what neighborhood he lives in and what private school he attends. “You might make some assumptions about me,” he said, “and may have some thoughts about me based on these outward things, and you might, in fact, be right. But when we get to Cuba,” he said, “none of that matters. We’re all in this world together, at the same level.”

That took a lot of courage and insight for him to say in that worship service. It was a three or four sentence summary of a thick volume of theology, testimony to the power of an encounter with the other – in this case, another culture, another church, another language – the power of an encounter with the other to open our eyes. The young man got a glimpse of the world as God orders it. He saw what life looks like when we’re not at the center.   

“The real test of being in the presence of God,” C. S. Lewis said, “is that you… forget about yourself altogether.” (A Year with C. S. Lewis, p. 91)
That happened for the young man on the mission trip to Cuba. He learned that the world does not revolve around us – and, as a result, he encountered the presence of God. With God as sovereign everything else gets realigned, reevaluated, re-prioritized – and the center holds.

In a few minutes we will celebrate baptism, the “centering” sacrament. When we baptize we say to ourselves and to the little ones being welcomed that God is at the center of our lives, and at the center of theirs, as well, even before they can know it. 

It does not have to be complicated. We heard it in Bernstein’s A Simple Song at the Introit:

Sing God a simple song.
Make it up as you go along.
Sing like you like to sing
God loves all simple things.
For God is the simplest of all. 

In these uncertain and troubling times, it is imperative for us to be clear about who is sovereign over our lives, clear about who is the One at the center, around whom our lives – and all life​ – turns.

“From the rising of the sun to the going down of the same, the name of the Lord is to be praised.”   

Thanks be to God. 

Amen.

Pastoral Prayer, Meghan-Gage Finn

Holy God, you give us mercy in our lives, and offer us justice in our hearts. We bring to you the prayers we have carried with us this week for ourselves and our families, our community and nation, and for the world.

O God, our world is often marred by self-interest and narrow vision.  We look only to the needs of those who are like us, those who agree with us, those who make us feel comfortable. Across your world your children hunger and thirst for food and drink, clean water and safe shelter, justice and peace, opportunity and love. Challenge us, through prayer and example, to lead a life that brings fairness to all. May we be changed through prayer and the work of your Holy Spirit to be instruments of honesty and equality as we walk humbly with you.

Compassionate God, your healing presence be felt in African nations facing drought and famine, in regions of the Middle East struggling in the midst of conflict and uprising. Hear our prayers for Shane Bauer and Joshua Fattal and their families as they await word of their release from Iranian prison. We ask your steadfast hope would be made known to Shane and Joshua and that their safe return home will come quickly. We pray for those who work for resolution in their case and we pray for all who govern and shape our laws and policies. May they be women and men of integrity and vision, compassion and generosity, so that the needs and aspirations of all the people might be addressed, and communities of kindness and inclusion might be formed and nurtured across the land. 

Gentle God, we remember those who on this day come before you feeling broken, anxious,   abandoned,   lonely,   resentful,   grief-stricken. We pray for those who live with pain or anger or depression; who are lost in the wilderness of addiction; who are in hospital, especially ________, and those recovering at home. We ask your compassionate grace be with those who mourn the loss of loved ones, especially____. May we, so far as we are able, be agents of your tenderness and peace, modeling in our lives your patience, mercy and steadfast love. We lift up to you and his parents _ as we celebrate his baptism this morning. We ask that you will continue to guide and nurture him and his family, strengthening them in faith and that they would be deeply rooted in you, watered by your Holy Word, nurtured as your faithful servants. And we rejoice in new life brought to our church family in the birth of and ask that you surround her and her parents with blessings and the sure presence of your love.

Help us be mindful this week always to place you at the center of our lives, our actions, our thoughts, and our words. May you be the center of our way of seeing others in the world and our place in it. In this place and through your followers may your Word be seen, heard, and celebrated, and may we move out into your world to be light in the darkness and a comfort to those in need.

As your precious children who have received grace upon grace, hear us as we are bold to pray the prayer your Son Christ taught us saying, Our Father
Am I at the Center?  


Psalm 113; I Corinthians 3:1-9�Timothy Hart-Andersen
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