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THE SIXTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Everywhere—Christ!
Colossians 1:15-23b; Luke 10:38-42

Sometimes old words have a very contemporary ring to them.  For
instance, last week I read a reflection written over sixty years ago by Caryll
Houselander, an English religious artist, poet, and author.1  She wrote about
a rather ordinary trip on London's underground railway which today is known
as “The Tube.”  Listen to what Ms. Houselander experienced on that
subterranean ride:

All sorts of people jostled together, sitting and
strap-hanging—workers of every description going home at the
end of the day.  Quite suddenly I saw with my mind, but as vividly
as a wonderful picture, Christ in them all.  But I saw more than
that; not only was Christ in every one of them, living in them,
dying in them, rejoicing in them, sorrowing in them—but because
He was in them, and because they were here, the whole world
was here too . . . all those people who had lived in the past, and
all those yet to come.

I came out into the street and walked for a long time in the
crowds.  It was the same here, on every side, in every passer-by,
everywhere—Christ.2

In different locations and at different times that day, Deborah and I both
read this devotion.  For both of us, it recalled our own experience on London's
Tube when we were there on sabbatical six years ago.

We were riding the escalator up from the trains and marveling at all the
people and all of the different types of people who were coming and going:
young and older, clothed in every way imaginable, hair of all colors and cuts,
bare arms and tattoos, pierced ears and just about everything else, native

1Richard Rohr's Daily Meditation, The Center for Action and Contemplation, July 16, 2019.  The
Houselander’s reflection was the core of this daily devotion.

2Caryll Houselander, A Rocking-Horse Catholic (Sheed and Ward: 1955), 137-140.  Adapted from
Richard Rohr, The Universal Christ: How a Forgotten Reality Can Change Everything We See, Hope For, and
Believe (Convergent: 2019), 1-3.



English, new Londoners from all over the world, tourists, white, brown, yellow,
black, and everything in between.  Those escalators were like a great mixer,
blending us all together to fill either the Tube cars or the streets of London.

About halfway up the escalator, Deborah looked at me and said, "Don't
you wonder what God thinks when he sees all these people?"  By the time we
had reached ground level, we both agreed that God would be pleased.  Today
I would answer in the words of Caryll Houselander, “Everywhere—Christ!”

The Apostle Paul seemed to get the idea.  Writing to the believers in
Colossae, he noted that Christ is for us the visible “image of the invisible
God.”  Christ was in the beginning with God, was a partner in creation, and
is part and parcel of everything that exists now, ever has existed, and ever
will.  In fact, Paul said, in Christ, “all things hold together.”  In other words,
Christ is the glue of all existence.  Christ is the reason for, the cause of, and
the fabric of all that is, that has been, and will be.  “Everywhere—Christ!”

Christ is the source and substance of all that exists.  That is why Caryll
Houselander could look at the people crowded into early twentieth century
trains or hurrying along the busy streets of London and see Christ
everywhere.  That is why Deborah and I could ride an escalator in those same
Tube stations maybe seventy five years later and see Christ everywhere. 
That is why I can look out over this congregation and see Christ everywhere. 
And that is why you can go into the streets of Rocky Mount, into the rural
highways of Eastern North Carolina, into the big cities and small towns of our
nation, or into any place in this world and discover the same thing:
“Everywhere—Christ!”

We all know the story of Mary and Martha.  Traditionally it has reminded
us that while chores and details are important, our relationship with God in
Christ is paramount.  Yet, the story of these two sisters may have something
else to teach us.  Listen to it again:

Now as they went on their way, he entered a certain village,
where a woman named Martha welcomed him into her home. 
She had a sister named Mary, who sat at the Lord's feet and
listened to what he was saying.  But Martha was distracted by her
many tasks; so she came to him and asked, "Lord, do you not
care that my sister has left me to do all the work by myself?  Tell
her then to help me."  But the Lord answered her, "Martha,
Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things; there is
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need of only one thing.  Mary has chosen the better part, which
will not be taken away from her." Luke 10:38-42

In the story, Martha is busy in the kitchen while Mary is out in the den
with the men listening to Jesus.  Frustrated and concerned that she is doing
all of the work to get the meal ready, Martha vents her anger at Jesus,
demanding that he tell Mary to get in the kitchen and help out!

This story reveals something about the relationship of Martha and Jesus
that she would speak to him this way.  It also says something about their
relationship that he would respond as he did.  Perhaps this is not the first time
this scenario has played out.

It is not that Jesus does not value what Martha is doing.  He does.  No
doubt he and the other disciples are eager to get to the table to enjoy one of
Martha's feasts.  That may be exactly why they are there.  How long has it
been since they enjoyed a home cooked meal like hers?

But Jesus wants her to feast on something else first.  “There is need of
only one thing,” he says, but does not specifically say what that “one thing” is. 
Sitting at Jesus’ feet and listening to his teachings, communing with God, is
the obvious “one thing” that we all ought to do.  I wonder if there is not
something else Jesus is trying to tell Martha as she goes about her chores,
prepares the perfect meal, acts the perfect hostess, and desires to have
things the way she wants them.  For Jesus, there is “one thing” Martha cannot
yet do perfectly.

This familiar story reminds me of what it means to be human.  Mary and
Martha are sisters, born of the same parents, raised in the same village,
taught the same traditions, imparted the same faith; yet, they are so different. 
Does that sound familiar?  Have you ever wondered how the various children
in a family could come from the same parents?

Don’t forget that there are at least twelve other men in that room, all
from a variety of backgrounds.  Simon Peter and Andrew, along with James
and John, are fishermen, rugged outdoorsmen, tough and corse.  James and
John were even known as “sons of thunder” which might tell us a little about
their personalities.  Matthew is a tax collector, considered a sinner by most of
his fellow Jews, likely wealthy and familiar with a comfortable life.  Judas
Iscariot is a Zionist who wants to restore Israel to its former glory.  He is all
about the nation and its rights and privileges  and will do anything to achieve
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his goal.  Nathaniel is from the little mountain village of Cana.  His friend
Philip is likely from Bethsaida.  Thomas is the disciple known for his
skepticism as well as his complete devotion.  We know little about Thaddeus,
Simon the Zealot, or the other disciple also called James.

If Jesus intended to select a group of followers who were all alike in
background, temperament, thought, and personality, he failed miserably!  If
he had something else in mind, he was on the right track.

All these people are in the home of Mary and Martha and their brother
Lazarus.  It is quite a collection of people and personalities.

What this story says without words is that we are all wired differently. 
Some of us are detail people, preparers, arrangers, coordinators, and doers. 
Others of us are idea people, dreamers, visionaries, and laid back seers.  The
rest of us fall all over the place with our mix of interests, talents, curiosities,
skills, inclinations, abilities, limitations, ancestry, and futures.

You will remember that Jesus once told his disciples, “For where two or
three are gathered in my name, I am there among them” (Matthew 18:20). 
We see that truth literally played out in this little house in Bethany.  There is
another reality being played out as well: where two or three or more are
gathered together–tension is likely present as well.  Thank goodness, Jesus
is there, too!  Everywhere—Christ!

This is what I hear Jesus saying: “Sit awhile, Martha.  Catch your
breath.  Listen.  Look around.  We will enjoy your delicious feast shortly.  I
may talk about the kingdom of God being a banquet–and that is a good
analogy–but I also talk about the kingdom of God being a community where
all people are welcomed and gathered and enjoyed.  See what I see, Martha:
Everywhere—Christ!

Like Martha, we sometimes find it difficult to recognize Christ in other
people.  Jesus’ closest followers had a hard time grasping the fact that their
Samaritan cousins were just as much children of God as they were.  And
don’t even mention that God might love Gentiles as much as God loves the
children of Abraham!

“He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; for in
him all things in heaven and on earth were created, things visible and
invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers—all things have
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been created through him and for him.  He himself is before all things, and in
him all things hold together.”  Did Paul mean that every person in that house
in Bethany is a child of God and loved by God–even Judas?  Did Paul think
that Mary is on the same footing as Martha, both appreciated and enjoyed for
their quirks and curiosities?   Did Paul believe that each one of us is seen by
God as special and that when God looks on all the people of the world, God
sees nothing but his sons and daughters?  Everywhere—Christ!

This weekend, our nation has celebrated a phenomenal feat which took
place fifty years ago.  Humans walked on the moon.  Three human beings,
people like you and me, flew over 230, 000 miles through space.  Two of them
landed their ship on the lunar surface, got out, and walked around.  It is
something that those of us who were alive then will never forget.  It is
something that humanity will never forget.

One of the most enduring images of that spaceflight is the one of the
earth as seen from space.  A beautiful blue marble spinning in space, it looks
so perfect and peaceful.  The view from up there is quite different from the
view down here, isn’t it?  It might cause you to wonder what God sees when
God looks at earth.

Sally Bailey Plumley grew up at Lakeside.  The daughter of Susan and
Tillman Bailey, she has become an accomplished custom furniture maker in
Richmond, Virginia.  Some months ago, I noticed on her website a picture of
a table which Sallie calls the “Unity Table.”  It is a beautifully handcrafted
walnut table with maple and copper epoxy inlays.  What really caught my
attention is the description Sallie wrote about why and how she created this
table.  Listen to her words:

Every once in a while, I design a piece that is highly
conceptual and personally meaningful to me.  This is one of those
pieces.  With the theme “Come Unity” as the show’s title where
this table lived, I reflected on how unity displays itself in my own
life.  My husband and I live in the inner-city of Richmond in a
neighborhood that has deep roots in African-American culture yet
is currently experiencing quick gentrification with white millennials. 
While gentrification is an incredibly complicated concept, I find
myself caring more and more that I don’t want to be part of a
movement that creates disunity by washing away culture and
ultimately the neighbors I love and consider to be family.  I
designed this piece to be a reflection on what my neighborhood
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could look like if the people who are gentrifying deeply care to
uphold and honor the family-based culture that has always been
here and spend the time getting to know our neighbors.  While the
maple inlay represents the gentrifiers moving into a historically
black neighborhood, the top-layer of copper represents what
could happen if we come together through relationships to create
something beautiful–a reflection of the best parts of each culture–
and maybe even an entirely new material all together.3

If an artist can find a way to blend different kinds of wood and metals
into a beautiful and functional table, don’t you think that God can find a way
to blend all of us into his family?  What might happen if we learned how to
appreciate the cultures, backgrounds, and perspectives that we all bring to
the table?  Perhaps the “one thing” we all need to do is contemplate who we
are and what makes us unique and special in the sight of God.  Maybe our
“one thing” is to realize that person next to us is doing the same things we are
but with a different perspective.  God sees and loves us both.  It may be that
the “one thing” we need to do is to see all of the different people God has
created upon this earth, each one no less and no more a child of God than we
are.  Our “one thing” could be to take the beautiful diversity that makes up
God’s world, a world created by the Spirit of Christ who continues to hold it
together day by day.  The “one thing” we all might need to do is to share
God’s delight in seeing this rainbow-colored family of his with so much
potential to create and beautify, to educate and empower, to unify and bring
to the fore the community of God.  The one thing might be to finally realize:
Everywhere—Christ!

Go out into our streets and neighborhoods.  Look around our state and
nation and world.  What do you see?  Not so much Whites and Blacks and
Browns and Yellows and Reds.  Not so much Southerners and Northerners,
Easterners and Westerners.  Not so much Americans and Mexicans and
Canadians and British and Koreans.  Not so much Caucasians and African
Americans and Latinos and Europeans and Asians.  What do you see? 
Everywhere—Christ!  That is the point, not only of this story, but of the Gospel
itself.  Christ is in all and through all.  Christ created it all and loves it all. 
Everywhere—Christ!  Join Martha and Mary to look with the eyes of the One
who created us all and offers us life, full and complete, forever. 
Everywhere—Christ!  Thanks be to God!

3Sallie Bailey Plumley, “Patterned Inlay Coffee Table: The Story,” Sallie Plumley Studio; available
online at: https://sallieplumleystudio.com/walnut-coffee-table-custom-woodworking-richmond-virginia.
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July 21, 2019 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We pray for your Gracious Spirit to dwell with us, O God, because we
are a fearful and restless people. We know that we cannot travel this journey
of life alone and that we need your presence to comfort and encourage us.
We need your companionship to guide and instruct us as we walk through
uncertain and challenging days as well as seasons of joy and abundance. So
we come to this place seeking you, offering our thanks for all the good gifts
you have provided, and trusting that you will reveal yourself to us, not only
here but in every circumstance of life.

We pray for your Holy Spirit to fill us, O Lord, because we are a
distracted and impatient people. The noise and busyness around us and the
insecurity and turmoil within us often cause us to overlook the signs of your
nearness and miss the evidence of your work in our world and in our lives. 
We are so preoccupied with tasks and deadlines and our own agendas that
we are not mindful of the work of your Spirit and are apathetic to the needs
around us.  Too often we mistake small things for great and confuse the
temporary with the eternal.  Teach us to make space for soliltude and silence
in our lives and in our hearts, help us to listen attentively for the quiet
murmurings of your Spirit, and open our hearts more fully to you and to one
another.

We pray for your Mighty Spirit to move among us, O God, because we
are a divided and hard-hearted people. The work of living in community is
difficult, Lord, and we do not always do it well.  We are often frightened by our
differences, indifferent to the suffering around us, and cynical about the
intentions of others. You have called us to love one another, but we keep a
safe distance  in order to protect our own interests and feelings rather than
being vulnerable to the risks and joys of welcoming the stranger and sharing
in meaningful relationships with those around us. Grant to us the courage to
reach out beyond these walls and beyond ourselves to a world that is hurting. 
Give us the vision to look beyond color or class or status to love all our
brothers and sisters in the human family, to be messengers of your grace to
all who are bound by fetters of injustice and hopelessness, and to see in each
one we encounter a reflection of the image of Christ, whose example we seek
to follow and whose life and light we are sent out to share. Gracious, Holy,
Mighty Spirit, dwell with us and empower us to be the Body of Christ, for the
sake of the world you have called us to love.  Amen.

Elizabeth Edwards
Associate Minister


