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Christianity is an Adventure

I want to talk with you today about the concept of Christianity as a great adventure.
There is something true and eternal about human beings that when we come upon a good thing, we naturally want more of it, and we want to hold onto it, to keep it. It’s a good instinct, really, one that often keeps friendships ands family relationships lively. But even more basic, it’s just good survival sensibility. Better to have two fish than one, better to have a home with brick or stone, than to have a tent; better for a good feeling to last a long time than to go away quickly. If we can just make the good in our lives permanent, we’ll be okay. 

This is Peter’s instinct when he, James and John encounter the vision of Moses and Elijah with Jesus, who seems to have God’s spotlight on him. It’s a marvelous and momentous encounter, and Peter knows it: Moses, who represents all of God’s law, and Elijah, who represents all of God’s prophets, and then Jesus—the person who embodies and fulfills these laws and prophecies. The law and prophets were their holy scripture, or inspired, authoritative writings, and people listened to them for direction in their lives. But when a cloud overshadows them just as it had over Mt. Sinai before Moses went up to get the law, and when a voice speaks saying: “This is my Son, the beloved; listen to HIM!” the emphasis now shifts onto the person of Jesus as the authority from whom we get direction in our lives. The disciples would have to hold onto the image of Jesus’ brightness as they encountered some dark and difficult days ahead. 

But Peter’s no fool, and does what any of us would do: In this moment of complete clarity and vision of God’s purpose for Israel, creation and the cosmos; in this moment of God’s closeness to our human lives—basking in that warmth of that bright light shining on Jesus, Peter wants to make the moment last—so he suggests building some homes for everyone. Something permanent so they can stay there in that place and that time together. Peter has the same longing that’s in us: to be safe with God, to be permanent for once and not on the move all the time, not to be frenetic about the small stuff but to be focused on what’s important to us. It’s that place of peace and sureness and warmth and connection that we want to stay for good. I love how the Psalmist expresses that longing: “One thing have I asked of the Lord, one thing I seek, that I may dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life; To behold the fair beauty of the Lord, and to seek him in his temple.” 

In the years before attending divinity school, I taught at a residential school for emotionally troubled adolescent girls—referred by the local psychiatric hospital and the Department of Social Services. They were great kids but had suffered more trauma in forms of abuse and neglect than I could imagine at the time. Needless to say, as many jobs can be, it was a battlefield to stay positive, build trust, not to mention be effective as a teacher. The obstacles to these goals often seemed insurmountable, and finding success was an elusive task.

The “place” for me was a monastery chapel on Memorial Drive, one of the busiest roads in Boston. I would pass it each morning, usually in the dark, and longingly watch it pass out of sight as I drove by. It was a place of complete quiet, or rest, of peace, and of prayer: a double set of thick oak doors kept out all noises of the world. Not to be too dramatic, but it was an escape—a necessary escape at the time, I would add, but an escape nonetheless. I would go there for that safety, that peace, that connection. Then, put the armor back on to reengage with the chaotic world around me. When I went to church, the words I dreaded  were those words in that post-Communion prayer: “Send us now into the world in peace…” and I would think, “No, don’t send me back out there, God! It’s exhausting, murky, unfriendly, even dangerous…Out there it’s harder to hear your voice, harder to feel you near, harder to see your face...” It was a chore to leave that mountaintop of that chapel, and each week to leave the mountaintop of the church I attended.  

When Elijah was complaining to God that he was the only faithful person left on the face of the earth, it’s interesting that God is not very sympathetic. “What are you doing here in this cave, Elijah?” God asks. “I have been very zealous for the Lord, Elijah asays, the God of hosts; for the Israelites have forsaken your covenant, thrown down your altars, and killed your prophets with the sword. I alone am left, and they are seeking my life, to take it away.” In other words, “the whole world’s going to hell in a handbasket God, and I’m scared to be out there.” Then the Lord said to him: “Go, return to that world out there; you can’t stay hidden in this cave by yourself. Out there, in the midst of the complex world is where your work will be.” And to this day, all these thousands of years later, the church remembers God’s most important words to Elijah, to Jesus, to Paul, and to every faithful person in every generation when it says at the end of every service: Go!, Go! Your worship has ended, and now let your service to God begin!” Which is why we ask God in that same prayer to grant us strength and courage to love and serve God not here in this building but out there, in the chaotic world where people are unfriendly. Out there is where God calls us to live the faith of our gospel hope. Out there is where the rubber hits the road, faith world in here hits the practice world out there, out there is where the Christian adventure happens. The deep symbol is the physical and spiritual nourishment of bread and wine made holy, filling us not to stay here but to be Christ’s very flesh and blood in a world growing sick on cheetos and coca-cola. Ministry happens in the intersecting of your worship with the rest of your life: the people you like and dislike, the struggles to prioritize your time among competing needs and obligations. 

We fool ourselves if we think the Christian life is merely a set of beliefs that we go into a cave like Elijah to learn perfectly all by ourselves. God is calling you/us out of your/our caves and sending us—sending us. We are a people commissioned, on the move, it’s why Christians are often called pilgrims and Christianity is often called the way. We’re on the way to the Promised Land; we’re on the journey of faith traveling together, working laughing grieving hoping serving together on this way. The one leading us is Jesus himself, and he leads us through the everyday struggles of our lives.  Christian spirituality, if we’re honest, is an adventure with one tenth mountaintop and 9/10 work as salt and light in the world. The image to hold onto this morning is of those three friends of Jesus walking back down the mountain in the dark—back to who does the dishes that night, back to what their next job will be, who their next encounter will be with, where they’ll stay that night, back to the unknown nature of their future. The everyday is their missionfield, their ministry.

We all know the reality of “work-work-work” (endless and often empty), but not all know the reality of work that gives joy, meaning, purpose for our lives. On paper it looks like more work, and costly work, but to those who know it, it is the work that gives hope and life. This is what God sends us out for—a cause we can be passionate about, one that gives us energy. Seeking out the lost, offering dignity to every human being, speaking truthfully about injustice and violence in ourselves and in the world, and then striving for justice; visiting the orphan and widow, feeding the hungry and clothing the naked, fixing the systemic causes of those forces that strip people of dignity: lack of affordable housing, lack of education, lingering racism and classism. 

Jesus does not promise that following him will be easy; he does promise, however, that the way is an adventure worth dying for.
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