
Deep In the Desert

 by Jeanne Matthews Sommer

Montreat Presbyterian Church, March 1, 2009

I’d like to invite each of you to the desert today: to a hot, exhausting, dry, and lonely place.  The desert is a metaphor so apt for these days.  There are many, many people in this desert already, without having been invited.  The desert is what Belden Lane calls:  “the unchartered terrain beyond the edges of the seemingly secure and structured world in which we take confidence—a world of affluence and riches we cannot imagine ending—yet it does.”

I doubt that I really need to invite anyone to this desert anymore.  Each day, we hear news of just how unchartered this terrain really is.  What I probably need to do today is simply to remind us of what our fore parents have encountered on their desert journeys and to remind us what resources, as Christians, we bring to this journey.  For it was in the desert that G-d spoke to Hagar, Moses, and Jesus, and it was in the desert that the Hebrews actually became a people of G-d.  We go to the mountain to “transcend ordinary human experiencing” (Belden Lane) but the desert is where one enters it deeply.  And as the Arabic proverb says:  “The further you go into the desert, the closer you come to God.”

Come to the desert and I will speak tenderly to your soul, says G-d. (Hosea 2:14)

We hear the Psalmist longing for G-d in the midst of his desert.  He is exhausted and his mouth is parched for G-d.  He remembers the good ole days when he actually used to lead multitudes of people in worship; when they truly wanted to go with him in procession to the house of G-d.  But these days are gone.  There are few, if any, who genuinely wish to join him on the journey of faith.

Jesus understood what it was like to be in a desert. Jesus, when driven into the desert after his baptism, spent 40 days asking himself:  “What does it mean to be Jesus?”  Frederick Buechner reminds us that during Lent, Christians are to ask ourselves, “What does it mean to be Christian?”  The desert of our own self examination--to ask ourselves not what it means to be the church, but what it means to be Christ in a world come of age, as Bonhoeffer termed it--may be the most challenging desert there is.  

But today, this is the very question I think most Presbyterian churches need to be asking themselves.  Like the Psalmist, we must be willing to look around and see who isn’t joining us in joyful procession to the house of God.  We must not ultimately get too bogged down with this question, but we must pay attention to it.  We must listen to those who ask us, “Where is our God?”  “Who is our God?”  And we must find appropriate, but not necessarily new, ways to answer their questions.

There’s a world around us that is overflowing with new wine (the wine of science and technology, environmentalism, global economics and consumerism) and the old wineskins of the church are in great need of repair if they are to address this changing culture.  Some might suggest that it’s time to throw these old wineskins out completely.  One student said to me years ago when I proposed the problem of the dying Euro-American church:  “Maybe it’s time to roll the stone over the tomb and see if your resurrection really occurs.”  And in 1969, when contemplating the future of the church in the world before it became clear that Christianity would have such a grassroots insurgence in the developing world and that evangelicalism in America would give birth to the likes of the megachurch, Rosemary Ruether wrote these words:

[The good news] cannot be proclaimed for today except through a breaking of Christianity’s inherited cultural and institutional framework and through an incarnation so new, so radically different and so enlarged that perhaps even the word “Christianity” can no longer serve to define it.

She may not have predicted this resurgence of Christianity that we’ve seen in Asia and Africa and Latin America, but in 1969 she recognized something I continue to see every day with so many of my students and that is still, in my opinion, all too characteristic of the mainline denominations’ witness within our culture:  the language of faith too often sounds like babble, empty vacuous words with few, if any, who know how to translate.  Despite the fact that our denomination and the National Council of Churches so eloquently affirm, in documents such as the New Social Creed for the 21st century that is printed in your bulletin, the very values that so many of my students care about as they continue to walk away from us.  Sometimes, they find other traditions that are meaningful to them, but, for the most part I meet amazingly kind and bright students who go into this desert we all face now, rich and poor, and they go into it alone, or at least presuming that they are alone.  


Chances of survival, physically and emotionally,  are to be blunt, slim.  It takes discipline, wisdom, and grace to survive in a desert.  

Antoine de St. Exupery, in his 1935 memoir Wind, Sand and Stars describes how he crashed in the Libyan desert near where early Christian desert dwellers once lived.  He’d been told that no one could survive more than 19 hours in such conditions.  But he found himself walking for three days and 125 miles.  How did he do it?

Lane suggests that he survived by paying attention only to what matters for survival while simultaneously being indifferent to survival.  It sounds a lot like our Presbyterian Book of Order when it describes the mission of the church in the desert of the world:

To heal, reconcile, and bind up wounds; minister to the needs of the poor, the sick, the lonely and the powerful; engage in the struggle to free people from sin, fear, oppression, hunger and injustice; give of itself and its substance to those who suffer; and share with Christ in establishing his just, peaceable, and loving kingdom. 

These are the root needs we are to address as the people of G-d in unchartered terrain if we are, all of us, indeed to survive.  The constitution goes on to say:

The church is called to undertake this mission even at the risk of losing its life.

We must be indifferent, as we go about attending to those basic needs, to our deepest fears, even the fear of death, the death of the church itself.

Exupery knew that he had to use his energy efficiently.  To get distracted from what matters most would have been certain death, but to fear death itself would likely paralyze him and bring him to his certain end.  A friend of mine recently was cured of a series of malignant brain tumors.  The doctors had told him there was no cure, nothing but palliative care could be offered.  He left town for several months and went out west to spend time with a natural healer.  When he returned, he went back to Wake Forest medical school for his MRI and heard the unanticipated words:  you appear to have been cured.  I asked my friend what happened while he was with the shaman.  He told me that the healer looked him in the eye and said to him that he had to be able to accept either fate:  life or death as an acceptable outcome.  He had to face the paradox of caring indifference.  As T.S. Eliot wrote in his poem, “Ash Wednesday”:  “Teach us to care and not to care.”

This is what the desert Christians of the early centuries of Christianity had to do in order to survive.  Stanley Hauerwas and William Willimon refer to them as Resident Aliens and describe them as a community no longer caught up in the anxious, self interested, preservation of the world as it is.   And Lane goes on to flesh out this description:  

There is an unsolicitous, ungenteel quality about the desert Christians that makes them especially attractive in our current climate of sentimentalized feel good spirituality.  Much of popular contemporary piety is so individualist and ego centered, so prone to the cultivation of niceness, so disconnected from questions of justice that it resists anything to avoid giving offense or making demands.  The spiritual life of modern American churches and synagogues is eminently unexceptional, generically inoffensive, culturally correct.  We substitute amicability for friendship, agreeableness for dialogue, pleasantry for compassion.  The acrid smell of the desert is lost.

As you consider the future life of your church, it is my hope that you will do it cognizant of the desert to which you are called.  Will you still smell the acrid aroma of desert?  Will you undertake the necessary preparation and self examination required to sustain you into this next stage of your mission as the people of G-d in Christ?  Will you let yourself hear the cries of those you will meet in the desert who look at you, like aliens, wondering who you are, what you mean, why you matter?

I have the privilege and the challenge of teaching in a desert.  Most Wilson students, long before this current economic crisis, have guessed that the map we’ve been taking in our society for the last 150 years has been leading us to the land of nowhere.  They are bright and creative young men and woman, some Christian, most not, who, when they find out that I consider myself a Christian, call me to an accounting and examine me diligently.  Like Jesus with Thomas, I get the chance to mingle with young people every day who look to me and ask to see the wounds of Christ upon my body:  do I suffer with the poor, do I heal the earth, do I bind up the sick, do I challenge systems of power with a kind and powerful voice?  And they will not believe my testimony or yours unless we let them place their hands upon our sides, upon our wrists, to feel the wounds of the suffering Christ.  The church is called to bear the marks of Christ and they are marks that are formed by suffering with, in, and for the world.  I am sad to report that all too often in my own life and in the life of the mainline denominations they have typically encountered in their past, they find little to convince them.  We must reconsider our fundamental identity of what it means to be church.  Things are not ok, just as they are, even if they feel that way for us.

I am not asking us to throw out the old and let the new replace it when I ask us to reconsider our basic identity as church.  Too often, the text from Mark about the old wineskins and the new wine has been interpreted this way.  The patch on the wineskins needs only to be treated so that the old skin can continue to function.  They would not patch the wineskin if it could just as easily be thrown away and replaced with something new.  There is much that is worth keeping in the old.  Every day, in classes such as my current “Life and Teachings of Jesus” class, I see how young people respond to the message of the gospel of Jesus Christ as portrayed in the New Testament.  I can say with great honesty that it is rare that I find anyone, no matter how post-modern the mindset, who is not attracted to the person and work of Jesus.  What I do find, however, is an inability to hear or see the truth of the gospel through the witness of most of what they perceive to be modern American, largely middle-upper-class and Caucasian Christianity.  

So I ask us today:  let us not be content with who we are as a church.  Keeping to the status quo is not what is needed today.  You’ve been brave already to chart out a new path on your own.  Now you must ask yourself, “For what end?”  What is it that you bring with you on this desert journey that is of any real consequence for those you will encounter?

Let me introduce you to some people you will likely encounter in the desert:

· I give you Dustin:  Who sat on the front row of my Emerging Christian theologies class and told me that it was the first time he’d heard, in his entire life of 22 years, anyone use the words Christian and love in the same sentence.

· I give you Olivia:  Who recently reacted, even cried, in class when I suggested that fundamentalist Christians are, at most, only 35% of the American Christian population.  “They may only be 35%,” she said to me and the class, “but they have raped every woman in my family except for me.”

· I give you Rich:  who comes to my office once per week as he struggles with the meaning of the atonement as he tries to write his major’s thesis in religion.  He cannot reconcile in his mind a dying Jesus with a liberating faith and he continues to wrestle with his own addictions as he numbs the pain of a what at least appears to be a world without a savior.

· I give you Jennifer, a devout Episcopalian, who quietly and brilliantly completes her double major in biology and chemistry and comes to my office to read about the intersection of science and religion, telling me that so few, if any, of the scientists she knows can risk admitting they are people of faith for fear that they will jeopardize their academic and research careers.  She thirsts for congruence in her life.

· I give you Jordan, a sweet heart of a boy, would-be-young-man, who died too soon in a car crash just outside of Boone a few years ago.  “What do you see,” he had asked me bluntly one day, “when you look into my eyes?”  I said:  “I see a good soul who’s decided, for some reason, to believe that he’s not worth anything.  I see a smart young man who’s afraid to be whole.”  He was a young man who wanted desperately to believe and had found few people who were willing to know and accept the whole of who he had been and could be.  

Each of these young folks, and numerous more students like them, will be passing by us each and every moment as we wander in this desert and, guess what:  We’ve actually got something to quench their thirst.

Come unto me all ye who labor and are heavy laden and I will give you rest.  …[T]hose who drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty.
  
If you let yourselves, you will meet on your journey many college students who would not mind experiencing a messiah who turns water into wine.  They are free spirits who wonder if there are any communities out there who can welcome them in their spontaneity and love them for who they are; and believe me, the things they say and do even throw me off balance at times.  As I prepared for this sermon, I read essays by religious educators who are suggesting that we need a wholesale overhaul of our education systems, from Sunday school all the way up to church-related institutions of higher education.  I’m happy to report that Warren Wilson is pretty far along the trail when it comes to this kind of overhaul.  Those who write about how the church can be more relevant to our youth maintain that we cannot simply describe the content of the faith, the love of neighbor and the corporal works of mercy, we must involve the students.  Yet, from my experience at Warren Wilson, it is not that we must involve the students in the works of mercy because, more often than not, they’re already doing this, that’s why they’ve chosen a school such as Wilson. 

More often than not they don’t undertake these works with any self-conscious identity as Christian, even if they are affiliated with a faith community.  Sometimes they do, but more often than not they don’t.  And you know what, that’s ok.  It’s not the label that matters but rather the love and intention.  

What’s not ok, in my opinion, is that it is such a great distance in their minds between the work of the church as they perceive it and the activities of mercy with which they are engaged.  What’s not ok is that we so often fail to walk over to them and offer them a drink of living water that sustains them in their work.  I am of the mind today that, more than needing to involve them in the work of the church, the work of the church needs to be invested in their lives.  You’ve done this in a very important way by donating of your wealth to our college and for this I am deeply grateful; for by doing so you continue to bring young people who change lives and keep us young and on our toes.

But will you do one more thing? Will you come into the desert of their lives, a world rank with insecurity and fear and meet them there, just as they are and simply offer them a drink of water?  Will you work on your own souls so ardently this Lenten season that your own body and speech becomes a wineskin that can carry the new wine you are being served by today’s youth?  Simply to know you and to see that you are indeed continuing to incarnate the resurrected G-d in your own lives will be like a cup of water in a dry land.  With all sincerity, I am inviting you to come to this vibrantly beautiful, yet scary desert I’ve been in.  If you are free at times during the middle of the day in these next 10 weeks, come to my classes and meet these wonderful people.  They will not come to you, especially not at 9 a.m. on a Sunday morning.  

I teach Life and Teachings of Jesus on Tuesdays and Thursdays at 1 p.m. and Religion, Nature and the Environment on those same days at 11:00 a.m.  I’d love to have you come and sit in on some of our discussions, even if you just listened.  They need to know that the creeds that we write in ink are backed up by flesh and blood creatures who are doing their best, fragile as we are, to put these words into action.  They need to know they are not alone.  Won’t you come with me deep, deep, deeply into the desert?  
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