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As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received. Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love.  Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to one hope when you were called; one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all. But to each one of us grace has been given as Christ apportioned it.   So Christ himself gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the pastors and teachers, to equip his people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.  Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of people in their deceitful scheming.  Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will grow to become in every respect the mature body of him who is the head, that is, Christ.  From him the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work.


          Good morning, friends! It is always a wee challenge preaching on the day after one of our Rummage Sales. As so many of us know, rummaging is hard work! But it helps us keep our own houses trim, and benefits so many community folks, that we continue to agree that the fatigue is worth it. And today, our text could not be more perfect for a post-rummage-sale Sunday; hear Paul’s final words again: The whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work. Gosh, that sound like us. So good morning, ligaments!

           We are wrapping up today our five-week sermon series on grace, which we have looked at from a variety of angles, as if it were on the dissection table in biology class. Yet today is the day to reclaim the central point of all of this dissection, which is the intended oneness of all creation. As the title says, today we want to ponder “Life The Way It Was Designed to Be,” and that design, my ligamental friends, is a unified design. It mirrors and sometimes even replicates the nature of God, whole, complete, perfected, one.

            And yet even a cursory glance around Life’s classroom will reveal that the human component of creation is not exactly hitting that metric. Discord and division are probably at an all-time historic high. All over the world people live in poverty and fear and degradation, not just here. And of course the saddest thing about it is how far we have strayed from the original design. With the colossal arrogance of which apparently only humans are capable, we have redesigned a world that is not sustainable, not honorable, and certainly not unified in purpose or desire. How did we get so far off the path?

          It is so easy to point fingers, to blame other villains, and we have an entire industry or two dedicated to helping us do exactly that. But we here in this tired body are mature believers; we are both able and willing to take a look in the mirror. And so I invite each of us to self-evaluate as we hear Paul’s opening words again: I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received. Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love.  Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. 

          My own honest grading on that scale would show me to be a C student at best. Do I live a life worthy of being called a child of God? Do I honor my heavenly parent in all my ways? Am I completely humble and gentle? Am I patient? And do I make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace? I am not failing this class, friends, but I am not exactly acing it, either, and I suspect it is the same for you. The good news of grace, though, is that the grading is on a curve. We really do get an A for effort, even when we fall short. And days like today are days to remind ourselves not only of our failings, with which we are painfully acquainted, but to re-establish the gold standard, to hold high the vision one more time, and remind ourselves of the original design for all of this, God’s self-reflective pattern of unity and concord and oneness. We participate in that, or don’t, with every comment, every judgement, every action that reveals our cultural selves more than our spiritual selves. So, part of the answer about why our world is so far off the path is that we haven’t put in the effort, we haven’t followed the teaching, we haven’t modeled unity for the world. And they are skittish out there, unwilling to follow anything that might lead them to failure. Our witness is mediocre, friends, and so our outreach suffers.

          Meanwhile, over in Nevada, we are nearing the conclusion of Burning Man, the much-beleaguered annual gathering of free-spirited people from all over the world. Those of us who do not attend lean towards being pretty opinionated about what goes on over there. And yet, honestly, friends, the ideals and the guiding principals of that event are rather more wholesome than what passes for principles in North Korea or Hungary or Brazil or even here at home. One Bible scholar did a word study in both Hebrew and Greek and concluded that the only word to describe the Burning Man community would be ‘dissolute’, which to her meant beyond redemption, undeserving of forgiveness, human garbage. That’s a lot to claim about 80,000 people you don’t know. That’s a lot, writing off 80,000 people from all walks of life. I have family there; maybe you do too. They may participate in things that we would not, subject themselves to hardships that we would not, explore the far reaches of their own stamina and psyches with greater abandon than we are comfortable doing, but the gift of God to humanity, recognized or not, is the free will to chart our own courses and try and discover meaning and happiness in this life.

          I only bring up the Burners as a timely and obvious example of how easily we are led away from wholeness and into dividedness in this world. How easy to roll the eyes and think all manner of judgy thoughts about those temporary desert dwellers. If we can get all worked up about them, we won’t have energy or time to manage our own internal wilderness. But more than that, scapegoating others who make different choices in their lives than we do is a spiritual trap that can only be unlocked by grace. Grace alone will see us home, friends, to the oneness that is our designed birthright. I think we here at Trinity are a rather mature congregation, and understand the lay of the land. We understand that things can be true whether folks accept them or not, believe in them or not. And so I imagine that we are comfortable with what Paul claimed, that there is only one God, one body, one Spirit, one hope, one Lord, one faith, one baptism. These truths exist independently of the choices being made in the Everglades, or in Washington, in the Nevada desert, or even here in California. You know, the human part of me cheers our Governor, fighting fire with fire, attacking rather than just stumbling along. But the spiritual part of me laments the deepened divides, the entrenched us-vs-them mentality, the inevitable disconnection that must follow his policy choices. Even as I am cheering, I know deep down that this isn’t the way life is designed to be. 

          God’s design for our lives is not complicated, friends. We are designed to be a body, a family, a unified organism, pick the image that works for you. God’s design for our lives requires our participation in activities that have soul-enriching value, but also requires our foregoing of activities that deplete the soul. And as we have lifted up today, God’s design for our lives requires both the ability and the willingness to make choices that tend to wholeness. Sorry to share this on a weary post-rummage-sale day, but we are like salmon in this world, swimming upstream, swimming against the dominant cultural current, a current that looks to be exhausting for a while longer yet. But keep swimming, friends. Keep choosing, keep praying, keep loving, keep building relationships that enhance and curtailing relationships that degrade. As the song is about to say, let us live lives worthy of the call of the one God and Father of us all. Amen. 

