@ome and SeeO
A sermon by:
Rev. Amanda Hendler-Voss

In our text this morning, Jesus called his first disciples with the words,
@ome and see.O Perhaps you had the opportunity to attend the service last
Sunday afternoon honoring Jan Buchanan® response to her own calling. Jan
heard the call to ministry when she was 15. 17 years later, she is ordained and
installed as chaplain of the Black Mountain center. 17 years later. Perhaps you
know, a calling is something we spend our lives working out. And when we look
at the stories of our faith, it@ almost as if God seeks out those who face undue
obstacles along the way. People like Moses, who identify with an oppressed
minority even while being seduced by the privileges afforded to those adopted
into the mainstream. People like Rahab, who find themselves squarely outside
the religious institutions of their day, sworn off as sinful because they lead
nontraditional lives. People like John the Baptist, who linger on the fringe of the
community and find more comfort in the solitude of the wilderness than in the
temple. God calls beggars and baptists, preachers and teachers, sinners and
children. God calls a stunning diversity of people into a rich tapestry of roles.

A calling is a funny thing. It takes hold of your soul, spreads like fever
through your bones, and you@e never quite the same. When we refuse to heed
God@ call, discontent dampens our days. But you may know first hand that not
every calling is a burning bush encounter. In fact, like Jacob, we find ourselves
wrestling a blessing out of God® calling on our lives, and often we walk away
with a limp.

What compels us to answer God® call on our lives? In the words of South
African author Alan Paton, @ do this not because | am courageousEb ut because
it is the only way to end the conflict of my deepest soul. | do it because | am no
longer able to aspire to the highest with one part of myself, and to deny it with
anotherE | am moved by something that is not my own, that moves me to do
what is right, at whatever cost it may be.® Jesus(irst disciples encountered their
call as this kind of spiritual experience. They abandoned the comforts of home.
They dropped their fishing nets and left their livelihoods behind. They set out at
JesusOnvitation to come and see about a new life that promised freedom and
healing.

| have always wondered what it must have been like to see Jesus in the
flesh. He was the kind of person who troubled the authorities and emboldened
the outcasts. He was the kind of person whose vision of God® realm drew
crowds pressed so tight that the scent of warm bodies clung to their clothes. He
was the kind of person who touched those deemed untouchable. There was a
razor sharp truth about Jesus, and a compassion that seeped from his spirit like
the sweet fragrance of a flower in bloom. There was something both raw and
dignified about him, something both authentic and disorienting. JesusQOnvitation
to @ome and seeOmust have been utterly irresistible. | believe it still is.

! Alan Paton, Cry Beloved Country
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A few months back, we were poised to have a conversation about race in
this nation. On April 4™, the anniversary of the assassination of the Rev. Dr.
Martin Luther King Jr., talk radio host Don Imus characterized the Rutgers
women@ basketball team with language that most Americans agreed was both
racist and sexist. For days, Imus was the buzz on every radio and television
station across the nation. This time, we were assured, it would not be like the
months following Hurricane Katrina, when we were stunned but silent about the
exposed disparities clinging to race and class. This time, we would have a
conversation about race in classrooms, homes, churches, and public squares.

The thing is, it®@ a rather unpleasant conversation. Blood gets pumping,
tongues loosen up, optimism withers, and wounds fester. We hunker down in the
echo chambers of our all-too segregated circles, wondering why those who don®
look like us have so many issues.

| wrote a tidy, benign sermon for this morning, sprinkling it liberally with
guotes from Dr. King for the occasion of the holiday that bears his name. | wrote
that sermon with the reasoning that no one likes negativity, that we ought to
focus on the issues that already have momentum within our congregation, that
it®@ more important to honor the strides we®e made toward King® dream than to
name our shortcomings. And | almost got away with it.

But a calling is a funny thing. It urges you to name what God lays on your
heart, regardless of consequence. And so | want to name that it® time that we
had a renewed conversation about race. Not just in our nation, but here, in our
own community of faith. Here, in these pews, in this building. Here, in the
sacred temple of our own hearts. To explore racism elsewhere has less integrity
without first discovering what it means here, in our own house. | know that some
of you might be tempted to flick the power down switch on your brain at the
prospect of this conversation. And so | invite you to hang in with me, and to
thoughtfully respond to these words as the beginning of a good long dialogue
about an issue that gets at the core of who we are and who we are called to be.

Our calling as thinking Christians in today® world is to proclaim that God
is still speaking while taking seriously our place in the human story. When Jesus
emerged on the historical scene, God broke into history in a new way to bring
salvation and reconciliation to a broken world. And so our faith is firmly rooted in
contextEa time with a particular texture, a place with unique contours, a person
with a distinctive culture. Let me offer these words from a few biblical scholars
by way of identifying our historical location:

QVe live in an increasingly multiethnic world, but we experience the
wrenching violence of nationalist extremism and ethnic intolerance. We live with
a new awareness of race, class, gender, and sexual orientation, but with growing
expressions of intoleranceEW e live in a world grown smaller by virtue of travel
and technology, but with increased divisions of wealth and poverty. We live in a
time of spiritual hunger but with challenges to our spiritual integrity that arise out
of self-interest and consumer values. We live in a society with vast new
opportunities to enrich the lives of families and children, but with increased
pressures that sometimes break fragile family structures...
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If we are to read the Bible theologically,&these scholars say, Ghen our
reading cannot be indifferent to these public crises. The church reads the Bible
faithfully only if its reading is not for its own sake but for the sake of the broken
world to which it is sentN the world God lovesE[ The Bible®] surprising stories,
its diverse voices, its unflinching involvement with the moral issues of power, its
constant testimony to a complex God, can make a difference in the way the
church engages the public crises of our time. The Bible is not simply about
ancient religious communities. It concerns God® justice and redemption at work
in [our] world.3

| believe the day named for Martin Luther King Jr. is a good, fresh
beginning in the here and now to revive dialogue about racism, white privilege,
and reconciliation. The still speaking God calls us to concern ourselves with the
issues of our day. In a nation built with slave labor, in a post-Katrina era when a
leading contender for the highest office in our nation is a person of color, race is
a powerful issue of our time.

And what a dialogue! We have wise ones in our midst who answered the
call to lend their voices, hands, and feet to the struggle for civil rights. There are
stories to be told about the desegregation of our schools, because not so long
ago our laws demanded that blacks and whites live separate lives, which is to
say nothing of the vast array of folks who consider themselves neither black nor
white. And we have youth here in our sanctuary this morning who can tell us
about the ways in which our integrated schools sometimes perpetuate separate,
racialized worlds and other times break down these same batrriers.

What | have to add to this conversation is not something revolutionary or
new. But what I think is beginning to happen in some circles since King® time is
a frank assessment of white privilege. As a corollary of racism, white privilege is
the often invisible benefits afforded to so many of us based on the color of our
skin. Overt acts of racism are still with us. But too often we define racism as the
hostility of an individual rather than a sickness that is embedded deep into the
structures of our society and our own hungry hearts. When we point in horror to
the Don Imuses in our world, we locate racism @ver thereOnstead of in here, in
the midst of our families and communities and selves.

For those of us who benefit from white privilege, the power of confessing
our complicity is that it frees us up to resist such privilege. We must always be
about the business of both confessing and resisting. God has created the world
in such a way that we are, as Dr. King so eloquently spoke, tied into a single
garment of destiny, each one of us caught up in a web of inescapable mutuality.
That is the way that God created the world, and to lose sight of the ecology of
God@® creation is to miss a thing of great beauty and grace, to our own detriment.
Alice Walker puts it like this: Gt is always us and only us that we wound when we
harm another. There is no way to be separate from the rest of creation. We
indulge the fantasy of being separate to our own peril. 3 White privilege is

3

% Bruce Birch, Walter Brueggemann, Terence Fretheim, David Petersen, A Theological Introduction to the
Old Testament, p. 28.

3 Martin Luther King, Jr., “The Beloved Community”

* Alice Walker’s Introduction to The Other Side of War by Zainab Salbi
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dangerous not just because it denies people of color. White privilege is
damaging because it distorts the shape of the souls of white folks as we crack
from the strain of living in a way that God did not intend.

| recently encountered a new definition of enemy as the one whose story
we have not heard. At the heart of the dialogue about racism, white privilege,
and reconciliation is the act of storytelling and the deep listening that honors the
presence of God® Spirit in our midst. And as we tell the stories of how racism
has shaped us, | believe we will hear the stories of our faith anew. We will
discover, or perhaps rediscover, that Hagar was not just the maidservant of
Sarah and the mother of Abraham® son, but also a woman whose color and
culture cast her into an inferior role in the social landscape of her time. We will
learn anew the crushing weight of oppression that bent the backs of the Hebrew
people in Egypt. We will recall with a liberating joy God® admonition to welcome
the stranger, remembering that our ancestors were slaves in Pharaoh® Egypt.
We will ask ourselves what it means that Jesus is so often depicted as
Caucasian, though scholars concede that his skin was a variable shade of
brown. We will tell of his family® flight from their homeland which marked Jesus
with the status of a refugee. We will marvel at the nonviolent resistance he
wielded in the shadow of the Roman Empire. We will be moved from Galse
certitudes and complacencyOabout his identity into a dance with the mystery of
who Jesus was and is.”> We will ask why the apostle Paul® conversion on the
road to Damascus called him into the ministry of reconciling Jews and Gentiles.

And by the time we get around to hearing the stories of our faith in the
context of God® liberation, we will then ask some very dangerous questions of
our own day and time. We will wonder how people of color are portrayed in the
media, and how that connects with the power and privilege of white folks. We
will ask who benefits from the social myths about immigrants, urban Blacks, and
southern whites, among others. We will consider how and why 10:00 on a
Sunday morning is still the most segregated hour in America. JesusQnvitation in
our text this morning is @ome and see,Ga calling to those first disciples and also
to us.

Celebrating Jan® calling last Sunday afternoon, | couldn®help but
remember my own ordination journey. | recall the unnerving experience of my
ordination examination, which took place in Salisbury, NC. | drove up from
Atlanta, listening to a series of excerpts from Dr. King® speeches and sermons.
It® an old favorite cd that | habitually resurrected for use on the road trips that
marked the transitions in my life. As | headed north on I-85, with King® voice as
a backdrop, | began to run through the examination questions that might be
posed by an Association that | understood had some very conservative
members. Would they ask me about heaven and hell? Should | bend my words
to accommodate the theological tone that might prevail in this group? Or was |
called to say what God had placed on my heart regardless of consequence?

God, | found myself praying over my steering wheel, please attend me
now. Help me to find some way to show my devotion to you even as | go before

> Gail O’Day, “Introduction to John,” Women’s Bible Commentary.
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a body of people who may not agree with my ideas about sexuality, race, gender,
social justice, and biblical interpretation.

The words of King disrupted the thread of my thoughts with a powerful
cadence. And there is this one excerpt that always gets me. King is telling the
story of a night when a midnight death threat led him to bow down over a cup of
coffee as he sat alone in his kitchen. Death threats had become a part of King®
daily life, but for some reason this one got to him. And here are his own words
about the spiritual experience he had that night.

King said, @\nd thenEl thought back on the theology and philosophy that |
had just studied in the universities, trying to give philosophical and theological
reasons for the existenceE of sin and evil, but the answer didn't quite come
there. | sat there and thought about a beautiful little daughter who had just been
born about a month earlierES he was the darling of my life. I'd come in night after
night and see that little gentle smile. And | sat at that tableEt hinking about the
fact that she could be taken away from me any minuteEA nd | got to the point
that | couldn't take it any longer; | was weak.

Something said to me, you can't call on Daddy now, he's up in Atlanta a
hundred and seventy-five miles away. You can't even call on Mama now. You've
got to call on that something, that person that your Daddy used to tell you about.
That power that can make a way out of no way.

And | discovered then that religion had to become real to me and | had to
know God for myself. And | bowed down over that cup of coffee. | never will
forget it. And oh yes, | prayed out loud that night. | said, "Lord... | must confess
that I'm weak now; I'm faltering; I'm losing my courage...And it seemed at that
moment that | could hear an inner voice saying to me, "Martin Luther stand up for
justice, stand up for righteousness... and lo | will be with you, even until the end
of the world."

On the day of my ordination examination, King® words reminded me that
if 1 lack God@ love, if | forget who | was created to be, if | lose sight of God®
vision for me, God® calling in my lifeN then | have truly lost it all. And yet if |
have these things, what can any human being do to take them from me? Like
King, sometimes we find ourselves unable to call on anyone but God.
Sometimes we are bowing down over the ordinary things in life like a cup of
coffee or a steering wheel, and yet we hear the calling of an extraordinary Spirit
saying, @ome and see.O Amen.

% Martin Luther King, Jr. “The Spirit of Leadership”
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