HOB opening – 13 March 2015

Our theme is curiosity, compassion, and courage in Christ, and we will consider that theme as we engage:  race and color; culture; economics/class; other faith traditions; TREC and the marriage conversation that we will take up at General Convention.  We will also have a very particular encounter this afternoon, with the history of slavery in the western hemisphere in Traces of the Trade.  

We’re here to talk about difference, diversity, and the giftedness of the varied parts of the body of Christ.  Ideally, those who are growing up into the full stature of Christ learn to encounter difference as an opportunity to meet a creature who can show us something new about God.  Yet the world around us – the world in Paul’s sense of “the flesh” – encourages us to meet difference as something to be guarded against.  In the world’s eyes, those who differ from our self-understanding are ultimately dangerous.  The world uses that difference as an invitation to demonize the different, remove them from our presence, extinguish or kill them to sanitize the environment, or exploit them as a resource for our use.  That understanding of difference ultimately stems from the kind of self-centered idolatry that is the basis of all sin – “I am the center of the universe, not God.”

Our focus this week is on seeking the blessing of difference.  The subversive, overturning power of the gospel is brought to bear on the world’s fear through the Christ-like ability to meet each person and each part of creation as a reflection of the One who has created us all.  Spiritual maturity seeks to discover what God is doing in this person, and to recognize the blessing therein.  


The diversity of God’s creation is called good and blessed in the first creation story.  Yet from the beginning, human beings have sought to control and exploit the parts of creation they judged different – whether you read the second creation story in Genesis or the third, cosmic-evolutionary one.  Adam and Eve used the fruit that was supposed to be left alone (recognized and honored in its difference).  Cain and Abel fought over their different gifts.  One clan sets itself up against a different one, and murders, rapes, and enslaves its members.  The racial strife in every context where this church is present is rooted in that reality.  The strident opposition to immigration or resettling refugees is rooted in fear of difference.  The exploitation of the poor comes from viewing them as creatures of lesser worth.  The persecution of sexual minorities and members of other religious traditions has the same evil root.  

We may not consider this more explicitly at this meeting, but the very garden in which we were planted has been blessed with a riotous abundance of diversity.  Human behavior is rapidly decreasing the diversity around us and extinguishing unique forms of life.  That lessening of difference does not bode well for the health of the whole garden.  Yet, even in spite of human self-centered exploitation of the different parts of creation, even if we manage to extinguish many or even most forms of life on this planet, God’s creative work will not end.  Eventually, perhaps long after the last creature like today’s human beings is long gone, we can expect that the creative diversity of this garden will emerge once more, though it is certain to be different from what we know today.  It may be hard for human beings to realize, but God’s purpose may indeed be larger than the survival of the human part of it.  Difference is key to the otherness of God.

We are being invited into an examination of difference, particularly around our sinful attitudes and responses toward that original gift and grace of God.  We are invited to clothe ourselves in different garb than what the world usually puts on.  We are invited to go into the world with passionate curiosity to discover how God has created what God loves; to receive what we discover with vulnerability and compassion, and cultivate a way of life that meets difference with a radically open heart.  That’s how Jesus lived – without fear, but instead with an intense interest in those he met, with radical courage in the face of their rejection, and tender compassion for the fearful and wounded.  That’s what he meant by traveling light – to go unburdened by fear and fences, but to wander the world expecting to find the Holy One in every occasion of difference.  We can only meet God in the other, and the different, for God is ultimately beyond what we already know.  Go with courage, curiosity, and compassion for yourself and all your neighbors, and discover God at work in the difference.
