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Because I Said So
Romans 8:12-25; Acts 2:1-21

To anyone here who is under the age of twenty-five, let this serve as
your warning: You may tell yourself you can avoid it and do everything you
can to guard against it, but one day it will happen.  You will open your mouth,
and one of your parents will come out.  Or worse yet, you will pass by a
mirror, catch a glimpse of yourself, and have to double back, confused about
why that image of your mom or dad is staring back at you.  We all think it can
never happen to us, but we are in denial.  Consider yourself warned:
eventually, despite our best efforts, all of us turn into our parents, and the best
we can hope for is that we learn to accept this reality.  

All of us would like to think that we are self-determined, self-actualized
individuals, that we are who we are and achieve what we achieve because of
our own efforts and the abilities we have worked hard to develop and utilize. 
I’m certainly not one to deny the importance of  hard work and the
responsibility each of us has in using our gifts for good.  But I do realize that
the gifts and talents, the preferences and tendencies, the endearing qualities
and annoying idiosyncrasies each of us has are, in no small part, a result of
the collection of genetic material with which we are endowed as well as the
creativity and abundant grace of God.  More and more, I’m convinced that
even the energy and opportunity to discern and develop our traits and talents
are a gift from God’s generous hand and not always of our own devising. 

The story of Pentecost teaches us any number of important lessons
about the work of the Holy Spirit, including the granting of spiritual gifts so that
God can act though us to accomplish his work in the world.  Among these
lessons is a reminder about the nature of the Church and the importance of
community for our life of faith.  If how we look and speak and think is
determined, in large measure, by our family tree and shaped by the nurture
of those around us, then our spiritual nature, those characteristics which
define us a people of faith, both individually and collectively, is determined
largely by our spiritual DNA, or what Paul refers to in his letter to the Romans
as our inheritance from the Spirit of God.  
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Prior to the coming of the Spirit at Pentecost, the remnant of Jesus’
followers were a rag tag group of confused and frightened individuals,
cowering in fear and unsure what they were to do next.  When God’s own
Spirit blew among them, it ignited a flame that would unite them to nurture and
support one another, embolden them to face the challenges of powerful
forces which would threaten them, and empower them to carry out Christ’s
call of proclaiming his love and grace to all who would receive it.   Before the
gift of the Holy Spirit came to them at Pentecost, those first disciples had
encountered the risen Christ but were still unsure what his words meant
when, at his ascension, he told them they were to be his witnesses to the
ends of the earth.  When the Spirit danced among and within them, suddenly
they opened their mouths, and the very voice of God rang out in every
language and dialect, and  the image of God reflected through them to all who
were gathered in Jerusalem that day and to those who would be adopted into
Christ’s household of faith for generations to come.

We often talk about Pentecost as the birthday of the Church, when
Jesus’ followers were transformed into the Body of Christ and empowered
with the gifts to fulfill their mission.  Considering the daunting task assigned
to them and the threats they were receiving from both Jewish leaders and
Roman authorities,  Peter and the other disciples needed the gift of the Holy
Spirit.  They needed one another, as well as the strength and identity that
their unity as the Body of Christ would offer.

But what about us?  Do we still need the Church?  I mean, doesn’t
pretty much everybody know about Jesus by now?  Since God is present
everywhere, can’t we just pray and worship God wherever we happen to be
on Sunday morning? And can’t we just do good deeds on our own or in our
civic clubs?  Does the world really need the Church?  Do we?

In a recent article called “Why I Made My Teenager Go to Church,”1 
published in the online version of Sojourners Magazine, Mallory McDuff, a
professor at Warren Wilson College in Swannanoa, NC, and a member of All
Souls Episcopal Church in Asheville, recounts an episode which is all too
familiar for many church-going parents.  She tells of the day she forced her
14-year-old daughter out of bed, despite Maya’s protests, and made her go
to church.  The article then records the mother’s thoughts concerning why she
believes she made the right decision.

1Mallory McDuff.  “Why I Made My Teenager Go to Church,” Sojourners Magazine (http://sojo.net).  May 6, 2013.
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She begins by noting the pragmatic reasons: because after the fighting
subsides, she wants her daughter to know that they can recover from yelling
at each other and move on, and that sometimes you have to show up, even
when you’re exhausted.  Once they arrive at church, however, she realizes
it is youth Sunday, and the high school senior who is speaking tells them that
she has been accepted in this place even though she’s not always sure she
believes all the words she says or hears in church, but she says them anyway
because they are an act of community and a binding tradition that “allow us
to have faith, to be present when we don’t know what to believe.”  

As Professor McDuff looks around the congregation, she realizes she
is not the only one with tears streaming down her face as she listens to these
words, and she adds, “I made Maya come to church because I want her to
know that she can question and feel vulnerable and cry–and she doesn’t
always have to do that alone,” and because “in this age when the ‘spiritual but
not religious’ seem to have more relevance than churchgoers. . . I believe that
we need common spaces, more grounded than the corner Starbucks, to
discern right actions in a world faced with crises . . .”

Today , we have heard some of our own high school seniors speak
beautifully about what this place and these people mean to them.  If we had
the time, each of us could likely stand up and share how this congregation
has shaped our lives and deepened our faith.  In just a couple of weeks, we
will celebrate together how 58 years ago, a group of courageous, forward-
thinking Baptists followed God’s call to found a new church on this very corner
so that Christ’s witness and ministry in this community could continue to grow.

The truth is, the world needs the Church, we need the Church, for
reasons that are vast and varied.  We need the Church because we are more
than the sum of our parts--we are the Body of Christ--and we are more
together than we could ever be alone: nurturing, encouraging, consoling,
teaching, loving, forgiving and serving one another.  We need the Church
because we need to be reminded that our acts of service are not about how
kind and generous we are, or about how good they make us feel about
ourselves, but are about responding to God’s call to give out of the
abundance we have received, to value and care for one another and for all of
creation, and to love as we have been loved.  We need the Church because
it is here where the Spirit moves to empower and equip us, not for our own
programs and projects and agendas, but so that we might participate in God’s
work of redemption which is already underway all around us.  We need the
Church, indeed the world needs the Church,  because we all so desperately
need to hear the good news that the love of God revealed in Christ is
available to us all. 
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When I was growing up, and especially when I was a teenager, one of
the things I hated most to hear my parents say was, “because I said so.”  

“Mom, why do we all have to eat dinner together?”  “Because I said so.” 
“Dad, why do I have to be home an hour before the party ends?” 

“Because I said so.”  

I was the kind of kid who wanted, and believed I deserved, a reasoned,
logical explanation so that, of course, I could immediately try to dismantle their
argument and negotiate their boundaries.  “Because I said so” seemed to me
an irrational, even dismissive reason, and one with which I really couldn’t
argue.  I often vowed I would never say those words to my own children. 
Until, of course, I did. 

When I was a teenager, I heard  “Because I said so” to mean, “Because
I’m the one with the power, and I am not going to argue with you and don’t
have the time or the energy to discuss it right now.”  Now that I’m a parent, I
understand that it can also mean that there are reasons which, because of my
experience and broader perspective I can understand and you can’t, and I just
need for you to trust me.

And so it is with our life of faith.  I don’t know why God made me to have
questions for which I cannot comprehend the answers or to face challenges
which I am not equipped to handle.  I don’t fully understand why, if living in
community and depending on one another is essential to our life of faith, it
can also be so difficult.  I can’t grasp why I find it so hard to follow when the
evidence of God’s love for me is so clear and the work of the Holy Spirit
among us is so powerful.  

There are things we don’t know because God’s ways are not our ways
and because, as Paul wrote to the Romans, we are part of the creation which
“waits with eager longing” for the fullness of our redemption (Romans 8:19). 
And so we also need the Church because we need one another and the
guidance of the Holy Spirit to help us navigate when the way is uncertain, to
give us the hope and the courage to step out in faith when the journey ahead
becomes treacherous.  When writing about why she makes her son Sam go
to church, author Anne Lamott said, “I want to give  him what I found in the
world. . . a path and a little light to see by.”2

Today we prepare to send some of our young people out into the world,
hoping that in this place you have discovered “a path and a little light to see

2Anne Lamott.  “Why I Make Sam Go to Church,” Traveling Mercies: Some Thoughts on Faith.  Anchor Books,
2000, p. 100.
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by.”  You will receive praise for your hard work, applause for your many gifts
and talents, and accolades for all that you have accomplished, and you
should.   But I pray that you will also trust the strength of the heritage out of
which you have grown, that you recognize the echoes of the voices that have
inspired and guided you, and that you see the reflection of Christ in the work
that you do and the path that you follow.

Those of us who are parents or grandparents, ministers or Sunday
School teachers, mentors or friends have encouraged you to, or in some
cases made you, come to this place week after week because we believe that
here, among this community of believers, you can hear the voice of God,
learn to reflect the image of Christ, and receive the gifts of the Holy Spirit.  We
have encouraged you to make prayer and Bible study, worship and service,
compassion and justice integral parts of your life because they are a firm
foundation on which to stand and will light your path to Christ.

So go with the assurance that you are surrounded by the prayers of
these people and empowered by the Holy Spirit as you discern God’s call for
your life.  Go in the hope that wherever the journey of life takes you and
whatever you do with the days you are given, you are nurtured by God’s love
and sustained by God’s grace.  Go with the blessings of this family of faith to
receive your inheritance as a beloved child of God.  Already, when I see you,
I notice a striking family resemblance!
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Prayer of Thanksgiving: May 19, 2013

God of our past, who has sustained us from one generation to the next;
God of our future, who holds our days to come in the safety of your hand; God
of this present hour, we give you thanks.  We thank you on this Pentecost for
all of the times that by the power of your Holy Spirit, you have guided us,
sustained us, and strengthened us.  Sometimes we knew the time of your
coming.  We felt the power and grace of your Spirit in a moment of worship,
the presence of a friend, a word of encouragement, or a glimpse of beauty
that moved us and gave us hope.  Sometimes, however, we didn't know what
happened or why, but when we had no strength to go on, we found the
courage to take one more step.  Sometimes we couldn’t explain why we
chose one path over another, except that a hunch or gentle nudge guided our
choosing.  In those times, it was only in remembering that we recognized you
were with us.  For such realizations of your presence, for every moment you
guide and strengthen us, we give you our thanks and praise.

We also come with grateful hearts for these young lives of promise
whom we recognize this day.  For the achievements of our graduates, we are
grateful.  For the faith that is growing within each young life in this
congregation, we offer our praise.  Guide them, O Lord, into the new paths
that lie ahead of them.  Strengthen them through the challenges that they
face.  Be present with them as they embark on a new journey where loved
ones may not always be so close at hand.  But through the experiences in this
new phase of their lives, O God, help them to hold on to those things which
have sustained them to this point and prepared them for the days ahead.  For
all the possibilities and hopes for the future, we offer our thanks.  We entrust
them now to you, knowing that you will not forsake them and that your Holy
Spirit will continue to guide and nurture them.  Watch over and protect them
and us all the days of our lives, we pray.  Make each of us faithful as we live
out our calling from you, empowered by your Spirit and surrounded by your
love.  In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ and by the power of your Holy
Spirit we pray.  Amen.  
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