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Good morning. Will you pray with me? Creator God, root of world-tree and wind
in its boughs', stir our hearts with the gentle breeze of your Spirit that we might hear
your words anew. Amen.

| want to begin this morning by naming a few realities that have shaped my
sermon writing this week. First, the UCC has designated May 18th as the day in which
pastors are urged to preach from pulpits across the nation about race and reconciliation.
| am grateful for the opportunity to contribute to this conversation in some small way this
morning. Second, it is the last Sunday of our Christian Education year. Sunday school
classes have ended, and we are readying ourselves for the summer Sabbath. It's been
a good year—a year of learning more deeply the stories of our faith; a year of covenant
relationships in Sunday school and youth groups; a year of accompanying our children
and youth as they grow in spirit and character. This morning | hope my reflections on
Christian education will honor our journey together.

Finally, | want to name that this is my last sermon as interim Minister of Christian
Education. Though all good interim positions come to an end, | am grieving this letting
go. | want to pause for a moment to offer my gratitude for all that this church has
blessed me with—a spiritual home for 8 years, a safe space in which to hear God’s
calling, a devoted in-care committee that walked with me through theological school and
ordination, an interim placement in which to begin living out my calling to ministry, a
loving community that supported Seth and | through the birth of our child, a body of
people who have loved and challenged and disagreed with and welcomed and
comforted one another and in so doing have given me a glimpse of the beloved
community—the body of Christ. Thank you for sharing with me your children and youth,
your grief and joys, your questions and convictions. It is my fervent prayer that God will
continue to act in and through this congregation in a powerful way, whether | am here to
be a part of it or not. | trust that God will make a way forward both for this congregation
and for my own ministry...and who knows? Perhaps we will walk the path together.
Now I’'m going to take a deep breath and get to the task of preaching.

Throughout the Christian Education year, we have told the stories of our
ancestors in the faith. Artist Ellen O’Grady describes learning the story of Noah'’s ark as
a child in her book “Outside the Ark.” She writes: “One day my Sunday school teacher
Mrs. Graff read the Noah'’s Ark story to our class. When she came to the part about the
floodwaters drying up, she held the book open to the picture of the sturdy, gleaming
ark...under the beautiful rainbow in the sky. The entire class was entranced except for
Joel, the boy sitting beside me. Joel stared at the picture...and yelled suddenly,
‘WHERE ARE ALL THE BODIES?!?’ Our teacher looked very puzzled and annoyed.
‘What bodies, Joel?’ Joel twisted in his chair. He squinted at the book in her lap, then
looked around at all of us... “The bodies!’ he cried, ‘Where are all the bodies of the
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people and animals that died in the flood?’ Our teacher narrowed her eyes. The room
was very quiet. Then in a gravelly...voice she told Joel he was ‘a very rude boy.” When
our teacher continued with her story, holding up...that glorious rainbow in the book, |
saw the bodies. It was the first time | was aware that there can be a story behind a
story.”

O’Grady’s experience of Christian Education is, unfortunately, one that resonates
with many of us. When our childhood questions fell outside of an established
framework, many of us were shamed for doubting the prepackaged truth handed down
to us. Our questions of the stories of our faith constituted a provocative inquiry into the
institution of religion or, worse yet, into the mysterious ways of God. And such
questions have often been met with the message that there is shame in seeking the
story be?ind the story—there is shame in what the psalmist calls “inquiring at the
temple.”

This unspoken shaming policy, it's worth pointing out, is not biblical. In the
stories of our faith we find common folks questioning their calling, arguing with the
Almighty over their abilities, dissuading the Divine One from drastic decisions, putting
God'’s promises to the test, wrestling with the resurrection, and—yes—we even find a
young Jesus inquiring at the temple. The Bible suggests that God’s people have always
modeled an uncanny ability to ask questions that are insightful, irreverent, irrelevant,
and inappropriate. Asking questions of our faith, then, is a part of our tradition. It's in
our blood. As John Dewey suggests, the primary task of education is to call forth
curious questions.

And if you are a parent, a grandparent, a Sunday school teacher, an educator,
perhaps you’ve noticed—our children and youth have been blessed with a Herculean
habit of asking the hard questions. Any time, anywhere they will ask the awkward
questions, the delightful questions, and the most theologically astute questions you
could ever imagine.

Our text for this morning, the first creation account from Genesis, is one that has
elicited such questions from our children and youth. Some of the adults, on the other
hand, have heard this story so many times that it's more comfortable than challenging.
So I'm grateful to Lee and Peyton for their dramatic reading of James Weldon
Johnson’s interpretation of this creation account. Perhaps his words will help us to hear
this story in a new way.

Some theologians contend that biblical truths are sheathed in a cultural shell.
We must crack open that shell, they say, to avoid uncritically endorsing cultural norms
as gospel truth. If we didn’t weed out culture from truth, eating shellfish would constitute
an abomination and a woman wouldn’t be preaching from this pulpit. And so, these
scholars contend, we must strip the gospel of its cultural trappings so we can get to the
golden kernel of truth at its core. Yes, that's one way of looking at it. But this
methodology can also render a lackluster gospel.

James Weldon Johnson instead untangled the theological truth from this creation
account and wove it into a seamless tapestry that honored his own cultural context. In
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its bold imagery, rhythmic language, and theological clarity, Johnson’s poem "The
Creation" entrances the youngest of children and wisest of elders. God stomps out
mountains, spits out rivers, hurls stars into the universe, and breathes into the nostrils of
humanity. Rather than cracking the story’s cultural shell, Johnson paints on a fresh
layer of context, making the story relevant to a new generation in a particular social
location—the black community of the 1920s.

Johnson’s methodology was effective, and it was also radical. You see, the
black church emerged out of a discontent with the white church experience, in which
enslaved blacks were relegated to back rows. The black church experience spread in
secret, suppressed as dangerous and unlawful in every southern state until the Civil
War.®> The message that God was a liberating God was one that had to be
communicated in code amongst those who were enslaved.

In Johnson’s day, the church was the public institution in the black community
that developed dignified leadership beyond the intrusive weight of the white gaze. Most
of us can’t fathom the urgency with which black mothers ushered their children into an
institution whose leaders wore brown skin with ease and pride. And preachers and
pastors in the black community, then as now, cultivated a worship experience that
reclaimed the identity of people of African descent as beloved children of God so that
they could hold their heads high in a hostile world. James Weldon Johnson’s
interpretation of the first creation account proclaimed to his community with poetic
beauty and cultural integrity that they were indeed created in God’s own image. This
basic theological conviction was nothing less than a radical notion in a time when white
society and racial segregation suggested otherwise.

Ghanian theologian and elder Mercy Amba Oduyoye calls the creation account in
the first chapter of Genesis a “how come?” story, a genre birthed by traditional African
religions.* A “how come?” story, she explains, is one that gets at a deeper theological
question, such as “how come human beings exist on this earth?” “How come we're
here, how did we get here, and what is the nature of our relationship with the divine?”
James Weldon Johnson answers these “how come” questions with the assertion that a
lonely God created a world for companionship. God claps and calls and stomps and
spits and smiles and breathes and with each act, creation springs forth. It is as if God’s
role as Creator is so integral to God’s character that, as Annie Dillard says, “The
Creator creates. Does God stoop, speak, save, prevail?” she asks. “Maybe. But God
creates; God creates everything and anything...and the Creator loves exuberance.”

God proclaims creation “good” again and again. And yet, in the midst of a
multitude of beasts and winged creatures and sea animals of every kind, God is lonely.
I’'m reminded of the film Into the Wild based on the real life story of a young college
graduate, Christopher McCandless, who sets out into the wild to escape a world of
things. He holes up in an abandoned bus in the midst of Alaskan wilderness, and
marvels at God’s big blue sky, withesses a stampede of wild moose, breathlessly
brushes by a grizzly bear. He finally finds his place in the ecosystem of life and at the
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same time stumbles upon his need for human community. In his most desperate hour,
he writes in his journal “happiness is not real unless shared.”

God looked around at all of creation, from the sleek vast body of the blue whale
to the intricate winged butterfly, and still God was lonely. And so God toiled, like a
mama bent over her baby, shaping a human being from the clay of the earth. We were
created, Johnson asserts, to be in relationship with God. And St. Augustine concurs
when he confesses, “our hearts are restless, O God, until they find their rest in you.”

This is the profound theological truth that we long for our children and youth to
know intimately and intuitively: that we are the beloved children of God, created in the
image of the divine. God sculpted us from the earth itself, breathed spirit into our
bodies, and proclaimed us good. God is lonely for us, and our hearts will be restless
until they their find rest in God. For this we were created—to love and be loved by God.

Our task as parents and grandparents, as Sunday school teachers and youth
group leaders—our task as members of this diverse body of Christ is to pass on to our
children truth as we know it—the best we can figure so that our children grow tall by
standing on our shoulders. We seek to pass on to our children the wisdom we've
gleaned from our years of walking this earth, making good choices and bad choices.
We ache to share this with them, because it's the best legacy we have to offer.

And yet, part of the dynamic process of education is listening to the new truth of
children and youth. The very best that we have to offer them won't fit, not exactly. Our
truth is inadequate for the crises that our children will face. And so our children will
uproot old assumptions. They will live into God’s promises in ways we had not
imagined. In fact, that is their task—to speak new truth, a prophetic truth that surprises,
shatters, afflicts, and offends.

So | want to warn you as we enter into what the UCC calls a sacred conversation
on race and reconciliation that our children and youth may unearth some hard truths. It
may take some incendiary, hyperbolic language to get our attention. The prophetic
tradition in our own sacred text is hard pressed from the death grip of oppression and
injustice. The Hebrew prophets—some of whom heard their calling as teenagers—used
shocking rhetoric because they believed that “nothing less than the soul of their nation
was at stake.”

In this sacred conversation, we may have to reckon with the history of our
nation’s bloody birth. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice recently observed, “Africans
and Europeans...founded this country together—Europeans by choice and Africans in
chains.” (Which is to say nothing, | might add, of the Native Americans.) The prophetic
witness may stir us from the slumber of the status quo into a sacred conversation about
race, but it is the radical love of Jesus that can lead us to racial reconciliation. The path
forward is not one that can be charted by any one leader or community, because it’'s a
journey we must make together. But | do believe that somewhere along the way, we
who are white will have to come to terms with our privilege. | do believe that
somewhere along the way, we will have to find the words and concepts to explore the
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insidious sin of racism that Martin Luther King Jr. called “a sickness unto death.” | do
believe that somewhere along the way, people of color and white folks and immigrants
will enter into authentic relationship with one another—a relationship in which we hold
each other accountable and honor one another as blessed children of God, created in
the divine image, beloved by our common Creator. | believe that somewhere along the
way our children will lead us on this path toward reconciliation. And in so doing, they
will usher in “a new world in the midst of the rubble of the old.””

Christian education, then, must be about welcoming the stranger as an honored,
much anticipated guest into spaces in which all of us can ask questions without shame.
Spaces in which we can encounter new truth because our defenses are down, our
hearts are open, our souls stretched wide. Christian Education must be about
protecting each one’s solitude and creating opportunities to encounter Christ in the
stranger®. It must be about cultivating this congregation like a bountiful garden that will
provide precisely what we need to feed ourselves and the larger community. Christian
education must be about living into our vision of being a public church that walks with
those on the margins as Jesus did, seeking healing in wounded places, seeking
reconciliation in the presence of conflict, seeking God’s transforming Spirit in unsettling
surroundings, seeking the story behind the story. It's an exciting task, as we live and
love our way into beloved community as the body of Christ. Amen.
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