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A Scandalous Dream

I want to share with you a dream today. It’s not my dream, but I stand in line with those who have put language to the dream over centuries and millennia. It’s the dream that started with God in Creation, and it’s the dream he kept sending to the prophets: Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Amos, Hosea and Micah. It was the dream of Jesus the Christ and the Apostle Paul who witnessed to the Christ among the Gentiles. And it is the dream of two great prophets whose lives we remember this month—one a Christian pastor and preacher, the other a Jewish rabbi: Martin Luther King Jr. and Abraham Joshua Heschel. 

I have a distinct memory in my mind, not a personal one from experience but I think a sort of collective memory somehow passed down from the generation before me, of a tall lanky, bearded, older, orthodox Jew from New York walking side by side with a young Black Christian pastor in the Civil Rights march in Selma, Alabama. The Jew, a rabbi and distinguished professor of Jewish ethics and mysticism named Rabbi Heschel, described the march in these words: "For many of us the march from Selma to Montgomery was both protest and prayer. Legs are not lips, and walking is not kneeling. And yet our legs uttered songs. Even without words, our march was worship. I felt my legs were praying."

More than these words, it is the image of these two men, different in every way—different race, different religion, different culture, different upbringing--walking side by side in solidarity, each believing down to his core that the other was created in God’s image—contained the very print of God—that shows me God’s dream of unity for the church and for the world. 

There it is. I want to talk with you today about unity. I want to talk with you about unity because it is my observation that so many of us are adrift in a sea of division. Division surrounds us and threatens to cut us off from any life source at all. Our world is divided between this nation and that; our country is divided between this party or that; our culture is divided between this race and that; our religion is divided between this denomination and that; our denomination is divided between this group and that; for many of us our families are divided into this faction or that; and for all of us our very selves are divided between what is good and what is not. “Purity of heart is to will one thing,” Soren Kierkegaard wrote. “It is to will only the good.” He wrote this knowing his own divided heart, and the divided heart of every human being. Part of us wants the good, but part of us wants something else. 

Hollywood, for all its faults, grasped onto the heavy feeling of division and isolation in our culture when it came out with the film “Crash”. The opening scene is a horrific car crash in which a bigoted white police man has just pulled a black woman out of a burning car; and over the scene you hear the voice of the actor Don Cheadle saying something like this: “We have become so fragmented, so divided and isolated that we crash into each other just to feel the touch of another human being.” The movie’s point was a surprisingly deep one: in our division we become isolated and terribly lonely, and we long for meaningful connection, but we don’t trust ourselves, and we don’t trust anybody else—so tragically but sometimes redemptively, we crash into each other enough to break through the barriers that divide us.

I want to talk with you about unity because it’s a Biblical concept, a Gospel concept, but it’s not glamorous. You can kill for truth’s sake and you can punish for justice’s sake. But for unity’s sake you have to treat the other—whoever and wherever he or she is--as part of yourself. “No man is an island, entire of itself,” wrote the Anglican poet John Donne. “Every man is a piece of the Continent, a part of the maine; if a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe is the less. And therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.” Because we are connected, because in fact we are one continent, the death of another human being is the partial death of us. 

Another way to put it is that Christ’s blood poured out on the Cross has made all blood precious: the blood running through the veins of black children and white children, of Shia children and Sunni children, of American children and Israeli children and Palestinian children—To God they are all precious. Can you feel, sense, taste, hear, see the dream yet? The writer of the ancient song, Psalm 72, wrote: “He shall redeem their lives from oppression and violence, and dear shall their blood be in his sight.” (72:14) It wasn’t about Jews that the writer was referring, it wasn’t about Christians because there weren’t any yet; there was no particular sect or race or religion or ideology to which the writer was referring. Instead the song referred to the blood of the poor who cry out in distress, and the oppressed who has no helper—whoever and wherever they are; the ones who society has forgotten, has pushed to the side—the blood of these individuals is dear to God.

When we get right down to it, Gospel unity is a scandal and always has been because it makes the relationship more important than who’s right or wrong. It makes peace more important than winning. It places the greatest value on every human life, not merely the human lives that are easy or convenient to be valuable. This has always made me uncomfortable because once you start going down this road it’s a lot harder to call a human being an enemy; it’s a lot harder to hate; it’s a lot harder to take all my wonderful health benefits that I need and know another person doesn’t have any benefits; it’s a lot harder to live a happy, isolated, comfortable life where I’m not bothered by the needs of everyone else—where I don’t have to look at them or learn their language to talk to them. 

Unity bothers me because I have to claim someone else as part of myself. Like most of us, I was taught that it’s one thing to be nice, but it’s another to give up your self-sustaining individuality to include someone else. Someone else may be dirty, have problems, need attention. They might contaminate me, or just pull me down. For us in America, that is the greatest sacrifice—putting the “me” down in order to lift up the “other”. Paradoxically, it is only when we acknowledge the other as a part of ourselves that we can find the greatest meaning in our lives without having to crash into it fatally. For King and for Heschel, the greatest sin has nothing to do with sex. It is the sin of indifference in the face of monstrous inequality.

The spirituality of this comes directly from Jesus. Not only did he connect himself with an “other,” he connected himself with the contaminated in every time and place by dying on a contaminated Cross. He did not help the broken and unclean because his Father taught him about the concept of noblesse oblige; he became the broken and unclean, the lonely and the tired—because God wanted to reach every last ounce of human existence, and make it part of Himself. 

Unity, however, does not mean sameness. The Apostle Paul makes this clear in his letter to the church in Corinth: you are different people with different gifts for the good of the whole, but the one God makes you one. He repeats himself to the extreme so that his hearers get the point: varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; variety of services, but the same Lord; variety of activities, but the same God who activates them in everyone. Variety and same go together, they are not mutually exclusive.

Now in the spirit of Martin Luther King I want to leave you with an evaluation of where we are as 21st century American Christians. The greatest challenge to Christianity in our day and in our culture is the radical presence of otherness: Racially, religiously, ethnically, culturally, we must face the other who is different from ourselves. Demography is shifting more rapidly than in any other time in recent history, and our area is at the forefront of the change. Wishing for the good old days to return where everyone looked or acted a single way—your way—is flawed because there never was such a time and makes our voice just empty air playing a passive wishing game. 

To restate this is to say that the great challenge of our generation is not science but pluralism. To hunker down and isolate ourselves is certain death. To meet the challenge we must stay in the dialogue, stay at the table with all the different others around us, even when every muscle of our body strains to retreat. It is this generation’s test: will we stay at the global table, remain in the conversation with all of God’s various children, or will we pull out and be defeated. Christianity has never been tucked away on a dusty back shelf to pull out once a year to remember some old half-forgotten family tradition. Christianity at its best must be engaged with the world because we believe that every human being has the print of God upon him or her; and because we believe that all blood is dear in God’s sight. Because God the holy One created human beings, and our Lord Jesus Christ was himself a human being in our divided flesh, our divided psyches, our divided world, we believe every human being deserves dignity. We are a people who because of our religion are forced by duty and faithfulness to engage with other creations of God, other human beings regardless of religion, race, or ideology. We are people bidden to stay in conversations with the other because we must if we are to call ourselves Christian. (Jesus’ deepest desire, the one he expressed when facing his death, was “That they may be one.” The question for us, then is, how can we go about working to make Jesus’ deepest desire more real. How can we all become one?)

In order to enter the conversation and stay true to ourselves as Christian we must say that the one we call God became a human being so that he could destroy all barriers keeping human beings from each other and from God—in the resurrection he even destroyed the barrier of death. Our song, our joy, our dream is of a world reconciled to itself and to God, where enemies lie down with each other in friendship. Listen again to the dream through the prophet Isaiah: “The wolf shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the kid, and the calf and the lion and the fatling together, and a little child shall lead them. The cow and the bear shall feed; their young shall lie down together; and the lion shall eat straw like the ox. The nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp, and the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder’s den. They will not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain; for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea.”

Jesus lived this dream, and we are called to follow him.
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