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    Genesis 21:8-21; Matthew 10:24-39


I grew up in a church where we talked about the Bible on Sunday and pretty much left it at that.  We didn’t read scriptures together at home, and I never was taught to pray with scripture or read it and reflect on it by myself as part of my daily devotions.  When I went to college, I met Christians who read the Bible daily and seemed to have a much deeper connection to scripture than I did.  I was intrigued, and so one weekend when I went on a retreat with a group of students involved with a community service program, a brought along my Bible.  On Sunday morning, I very proudly declared I was going to take some quiet time by myself, and I found a seat out in the woods where I could sit and read.  I opened the Bible to the Gospel of Matthew, the beginning of the New Testament, and started to read at random.  


I found it to be a totally jarring experience.  I was hoping to find some words of spiritual encouragement, a nice thought to start my morning off right, maybe something about love or hope.  Instead, I found passage after passage where Jesus sounded angry and ill-tempered, ticked off at everyone around him from his disciples to the Pharisees to a fig tree.  I closed the Bible, felt guilty for a few minutes, and then went to take a walk in the woods.  It took me years before I tried that stunt again.


I’m going to be completely honest:  the two scriptures we just heard are the kinds of passages that make it hard for me to read the Bible.  These stories don’t just fail to encourage love or hope—they actually sound like they are reinforcing the kinds of behaviors which seem to me to be at the root of a lot of the world’s problems.  So, when I reflect on these scriptures, I can’t just reflect on what they are saying or teaching.  I have to also reflect on my relationship to the Bible as a whole, a document that we as Christians esteem more highly than any other writing or teaching.  I can’t just ask what do these stories mean.  I have to also ask, what does it mean that these stories are included in a book that we call Holy Scripture.  Will you ask those questions with me today?


Let’s start with the easy part:  the things that make these scriptures problematic.  Was there any part of what we just read which made you feel a bit uncomfortable?  The story of Hagar and Sarah is a tough one because it takes truly awful behavior and describes it as being a tool for realizing God’s promise for the world.  Now, I know that you can read this passage and say, “Isn’t it wonderful that God could make something good come out of something so horrible?”  But as soon as you make that statement, you have to consider the statement, “Sarah did what God wanted when she abused her slave and endangered the life of her child.”  And if that statement doesn’t make you squirm, it certainly should.


And then there are Jesus’ statements in Matthew.  He says that he has come to divide families—that faithfulness to him will result in division and animosity among people who used to love each other.  That’s a tough teaching to hear, but it’s also a dangerous one because it can be so easily misused.  If you accept this scripture, it’s very easy to use it to justify arguing with your family, cutting yourself off from your family, willfully increasing the amount of strife in the world.


You see, the problems with these passages are not just that they say hard things.  The problem is that they say these things and attach the power of God to them.  We know too well the reality they describe—families do fight, and children do suffer as a result.  The earlier followers of Jesus probably did find that allegience to him separated them from their families, and the traditional faith practices of their families.  But these scriptures are not just describing reality, they are ascribing the shape of that reality to the will of God, and that’s when things get really tricky.


Does God want us to be divided from each other?  Does God want us to fight with each other?  Does God want us to separate from the people who have loved us and cared for us and to lie crying in the wilderness just so that we can have a relationship?  It’s sure hard for me to accept that’s what God would want.  And there’s plenty of scripture that would give us a different kind of charge.  Love one another as I have loved you, Jesus tells his disciples in John.  And wasn’t his resurrection, his victory over death, a victory over the greatest division we know?  


But if we affirm that the will of God is toward love and unity among all of God’s children, what are we to do with scriptures like these?  Well, we could ignore them.  We could cut them out like Thomas Jefferson did the with Bible passages he couldn’t affirm.  We could write them off as remnants of a time and a culture which is no longer ours and no longer relevant.  Or, we could hold on to them, carry them around with us, and let them irritate us, prod us, until a time comes when they speak to us in a voice we can hear.


That last option is a dangerous one, but I can personally recommend it.  I used to place a very high value on unity, on mutual understanding.  I guess that’s what I get for growing up in the midst of the Cold War—it seemed obvious to me that we needed to see each other as brothers and sisters, children of the same God, united by the threat of mutually assured destruction.  I met a group of Ba’hais at a peace march in high school and was deeply inspired by their perspective.  This is the way to go, I thought.  Emphasize the things that all religions hold in common.  De-emphasize the differences between us because they really aren’t the things that are important.  They are the things that will save us.


But after September 11th, I started to see things a bit differently.  I remember reading a great deal about the team who staged the highjackings.  One of the things that amazed me the most was that many in the group had lived in the United States for years before the attacks.  How could they live here and still maintain their rigid ideology which saw all Americans as military targets, not fellow human beings with whom to empathize.  The more I read about them, the more I realized that they held an extremely high value on unity, and that was in fact part of their problem.  They lived and worked in communities that did not allow for dissention or a diversity of thought.  And they were told again and again that they were doing God’s work because they were purifying the world of infidels.  


A few weeks after the 9-11 attacks I preached a sermon on lessons that I had learned from those attacks.  I talked about how I wanted to be sure that my religious community never looked like theirs.  I talked about how we could still value unity, but that along with that value, we needed to value some other things as well.  I wrote three words on poster board and hung them up in our sanctuary.  The words were “DISCUSSION”  “DIVERSITY” and “DISAGREEMENT”.  


I’m not just saying those things should be tolerated in our religious communities.  They should be encouraged, applauded, fostered.  It’s essential that we include discussion, conversation where people reflect on their experience, their understandings, their questions with each other, at the very heart of our religious communities.  And it’s not enough to have discussions among people who all agree with each other.  We have to be sure that our discussions include a diverse group of people.  That way, we are pretty sure to have some disagreement in our conversations, and disagreement is an absolute requirement if we are going to avoid that kind of group-think that bound the hijackers together.


If we are willing to hold on to these difficult scriptures, scriptures that seem not just to allow division and disagreement, but provoke it, they will eventually lead us to ask a very important question:  what is the gift of division?  What is the gift of separation from the things that have formed and nourished us, from our family or culture or church?  How could these scriptures be good news?  How could they be part, not just of the problems of the world, but part of the solution?  For me, my reflection on the 9-11 hijackers helped me to see that salvation is not always the result of unity and consensus.  Sometimes its our disagreement, our division, that saves us.


It’s fascinating to approach the communion table with these reflections in mind.  Is this table, in the end, a table of unity or a table of diversity?  Remember that this is the table where Jesus broke the bread and offered it to his disciples saying, “This is my body, broken for you.”  This is where Jesus divided himself to feed a divided world.  But it is also where he prayed for his disciples saying, “May they all be one.”  This is where he prayed that his disciples would be united with the same love that united him to his Father God.  


So at this table we are invited to remember division and connection, and to affirm that both are called salvation.
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