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[bookmark: _GoBack]St Andrew’s on The Terrace   13 October 2019  Pentecost 18
Readings for the Gathering
Gospel 	                 Luke 8: 1-3 
8 After this, Jesus travelled about from one town and village to another, proclaiming the good news of the kingdom of God. The Twelve were with him, 2 and also some women who had been cured of evil spirits and diseases: Mary (called Magdalene) from whom seven demons had come out; 3 Joanna the wife of Chuza, the manager of Herod’s household; Susanna; and many others. These women were helping to support them out of their own means.
	Mark 3: 31-35.
31 Then Jesus’ mother and brothers arrived. Standing outside, they sent someone in to call him. 32 A crowd was sitting around him, and they told him, “Your mother and brothers are outside looking for you.”  33 “Who are my mother and my brothers?” he asked.  34 Then he looked at those seated in a circle around him and said, “Here are my mother and my brothers! 35 Whoever does God’s will is my brother and sister and mother.”

Contemporary reading	             “Trinitarian Community and Social Liberation”
By Leonardo Boff and Paul Burns CrossCurrents Vol. 38, No. 3 (Fall 1988), p. 289
[bookmark: _Hlk21703740]The conviction that has guided all debates on the trinity: that the eternal God is three – Father Son and Holy Spirit – has to be presented in the most real way possible, this is the primordial and essential question, with that of the unity of the Three Persons following later.  But affirming the real existence of the Three is not enough: we have to place equal stress on the relationship that obtains between them; the existence of the one God is made up of the most complete communion and the most absolute and eternal participation.  The unity of the three Persons expresses the infinite dynamism of communion and interpenetration prevailing in the Holy Trinity.   
Leonardo Boff was one of the key figures in the South American liberation theology movement

Reflection for the Gathering
I have heard more than once, a people who attend here saying something like :”I’m here for the community”.  They probably all mean something different from each other, but one day I said in reply –“Of course this is the community it is because it is a faith community.” I’m not being boastful and claiming that makes it the best community in the world, but just that it has that characteristic - of being a faith community.  Underneath our activities, threading through our events, underlining all our relationships is the reality that this is a community founded and continued along faith-based lines.  I am using ‘faith’ here in the sense I have defined it before, as trust or confidence.  I am not using faith here today as a set of doctrines and propositions – that I would call belief, (though we understand belief differently today than it was previously understood, but we will look at that at the end of the month when we consider being progressive.)

The faith or trust on which this community was founded was a trust in God.  That three letter word is difficult for many today and for some it has been thrown on the theological scrap heap which grew alarmingly during the modern era.  Also, on the scrap heap, as a corollary is the concept of the Trinity of which Leonardo Boff wrote in 1988.  There are many reasons why the Trinity has fallen out of fashion with some.  The usual formula for describing it is ‘Father Son and Holy Spirit’ and at least the first two of those descriptors are considered suspect by many.  Also, as people were freeing themselves from some of the impossible things they had been asked to believe previously, the Trinity fell under suspicion because it is not a doctrine which appears in the biblical record, but developed after the biblical canon was closed.  While you can find the persons of the Trinity represented in Scripture, the actual concept of a God whom is Three-Persons-in-One, was a later theological development.   It is a pity we have this tendency to throw things out so decisively.  If we could only leave them on a shelf for a while, then just like the stuff we hoard at home, we might yet find a use for it further down the line.  For instance, when considering the kind of community we are, the concept of the Trinity is very useful indeed.

As Leonardo Boff’s introduction begins to suggest, the most important thing about the Trinity is not the individual Persons within it.  As a Catholic theologian, writing in 1988, he naturally affirms the real existence of the Trinity  - you would expect than from such a man in such a time.  But then he says:
But affirming the real existence of the Three is not enough: we have to place equal stress on the relationship that obtains between them; the existence of the one God is made up of the most complete communion and the most absolute and eternal participation.  (italics mine)
What Boff is arguing here is that the Trinity is a community of three persons.  They relate to each other, communicate and reside within each other and yet separately at the same time.  They participate in each other.  The Trinity is therefore a role model for Christian community.  The Greek word for this I have used before - perichoresis – literally the Trinity dances together.  The three Persons do not sit stiffly as they are portrayed in this icon, but, it is as if they weave in and out of each other.  You might say “Well, the God thought of in these terms is perfect and unaffected by trauma – it would be no problem for God to remain safely in relationship.”  Not so fast. 

One poignant illustration of this deep and unbroken trinitarian relationship, is seen in the traditional understanding of the crucifixion.  Atonement theory is one of the theological theories of the significance of Jesus.  In it, he, at the moment of his death is portrayed as carrying the sins of the world.  God, as traditionally portrayed, cannot look on sin.  So this would be an insuperable problem for the Trinity causing it’s inevitable breakdown if the Holy Spirit was not also present in that moment, straining to hold the other two together in an embrace of love.  You may have thrown atonement theology on the scrap heap too (a pity - we can learn a lot from atonement theology!) – but this is a deep and significant truth.  Nothing can ever break that relationship which is modelled to us in this way.  Similarly, how can we ensure that our community here remains connected, not fragmented, not disjointed, not angular, not merely a bunch of individuals in the same building?  How or by what are we held together when times gets really tough?

In the two Gospel readings, we find two examples of how the community Jesus built up among his disciple band differed from conventional communities and families of the day.  First in Luke, we heard read the names of women who followed Jesus and his male disciples.  Not only was there the famous Mary Magdalene, long thought to have been romantically involved with Jesus, and assumed to be single, but also Joanna who had a husband at home and an important husband at that.  Also Susanna about whom we are told only her name.  That these women are named suggests they were significant leaders in the early Church to whom these Gospels are addressed.  The first hearers of the Gospel would have known these women.  Women were not usually included in the travelling communities formed by itinerant teachers like Jesus.  So, from the very beginning, this community, based on trust in him, was different.  Jesus also must have shocked his audience when he is told, as reported in Mark’s Gospel, that his biological family were asking to see him.  Rather than leaving his work and rushing out to greet this mother and brothers, like a good Jewish boy, Jesus instead redefines family relationships.  He names the familial bond which develops between those who follow him, those who subscribe to the sacred ways of the divine> It is a bond he says, that, in certain circumstances, that trumps biological family.  The ideal family relationship is where we care for each other, where we defend each other against all comers, where we adapt and relate to each other as circumstances require, compromising for the good of all where necessary.  In a family ideally we support each other and because of our common connection we understand each other in a way that others seldom do entirely.  That’s the ideal.  Human families don’t always reach that, and neither do churches!  But that is the ideal towards which we strive – however sophisticated your theology or however progressive your social justice work - we aspire to care for and look after each other through it all.

At St Andrew’s there is another goal to which we are committed.  In 1991, three years after Leonardo Boff wrote the words of our contemporary reading, this church committed itself to a wide ranging and heart-felt inclusivity.  I sometime feel we should add a few more categories so it reads: all people of every creed, race, class and sexual orientation, the irritating and the ugly, those who lean right or left politically as well as those who talk too long during the notices!   We could add those who like to keep the traditional touches around this community and those who like to modernise everything out of all recognition.   Running an inclusive community sounds good, but is actually very difficult.  A community or group is usually defined by the similarities of the people inside the group compared with their dissimilarities to people outside the groups’ boundaries.  So, to always be welcoming people in, including those different in some way to yourself, requires constant adaptation. Sometimes we cannot adapt quickly enough to satisfy the need for belonging of those who enter.  To allow newcomers to, in time, become equals requires grace,  courage and discernment, especially if the group is to remain somewhat the same so it can continue to welcome in others as time goes on.  We can only ever do our best, limited as that will be by time, energy and the degree of accepting love we can feel for others at any one time.

The second sentence in the Pillar statement talks also about our place – St Andrew’s place in the wider community – in Wellington and throughout New Zealand.  It has been a good experience as your minister to state that I am from this church at select committee hearings and to receive smiles of recognition from MPs and even sometimes commendation for the work St Andrew’s does in the community and as a community.  One connection which will be obvious in a few weeks is that the Glamaphones choir has agreed with pleasure to come and sing for us again on Transgender day of remembrance the third Sunday of November.  They use our church as a practice venue and (even though they show a distressing tendency to park in my car park!), we have a good relationship.  The mural in the lane was a great cooperation between Pablos’ staff and ourselves.  The Queen Margaret College Centennial service was another good coming together of two communities.  Presbyterian Support Central have written appreciatively of the Gathering they were able to share with us recently.  We hosted local body candidates recently and the support given us by the music community for our organ fundraising has been humbling. Leftover catering is picked up by Freestore each weekday evening and DCM benefits from our books and time at the foodbank appeal day.  We are in a web of relationships and networks which bear fruit not only for us but also for our partners.

Jesus talked about us letting our light shine out – not hiding it under a basket used to gather grain, but setting it on a high point, so others would see the light shining out to them.  That is what the second sentence of this Pillar statement is getting at – having a public identity, being known for who and what we are and whom it is that we welcome.  Speaking out, but also being a community which goes inward, so that we can continue to resource this outward community-making journey which is demanding and energy draining.  

Journey Inward, Journey Outward is a key book written at the beginnings of the Church of the Saviour in Washington DC to describe the balance they strive to maintain:  Elizabeth O’Connor is described as writing of “… the church's vital balance of engagement with self, God, and others ("journey inward"), and of how it proceeds from this solid base [to] of involvement with the needs of the greater community ("the journey outward").”  St Andrew’s knows the outward journey well and we are known out there for that.  The Church of the Savour describes the inward journey as
..not simply a solitary devotional path. Instead, it is a combination of practices designed to hold one’s centre in the midst of conflict and competing demands for our time and attention. The inward journey is not only centering prayer and listening for God, it is also a journey of self-knowledge and restraint, of surrender and courage for non-violent action.
We need to go on an inward journey so we are not judging another person or another community on superficial criteria.  A deep thorough going inward journey energises and stabilises the outward actions of our lives.

This year Tuia 250/Encounters 250, is marking that moment when two disparate communities came together on the shores of this land.  The anglo-saxon, british-based community here is being reminded yet again in this process, that the Polynesian and Maori community had a full and fascinating prior history to their being so-called “discovered” by Thomas Cook.  From their point of view, they knew where they were, they did not need to be ‘discovered’.  It is all too easy for the community with more advanced technology and constitutional organisation to assume ownership and to begin to dominate the other community with different skills, priorities and more diffuse societal organisation.   It is all too easy to for each community, but especially the exploring ‘discovering’ community, to make assumptions about another society with different culture and morays, different priorities and skills.

This is what I meant about the difficulty we find in welcoming others as equals.  Different but equal is a tricky equation to manage on both sides.  It is easy to ‘do’ for others and offer charity.  This keeps us in the one-up position.  We have the control over how much we will offer, how much we will donate.  It takes much more effort to work ‘with’ the other, finding out from them what it is they want, what it is they need.

‘Working with’ is the concept of community inherent in the traditional view of Jesus being the Son of God – for some here, another concept thrown on the theological scrap heap, but not for all of you.  However much religious de-cluttering you have been doing, do not miss the symbolism of this concept of Jesus as the Son within the Trinity.  At Christmas we speak of Jesus being Emmanuel – literally that means ‘God with us’.  The whole scandal of this symbolism is that a person who was wholly other to us, (in fact divine,) became like us, fully human; lived in our world, ate our food, talked and walked with us, loved and was loved by us, studied, worked and taught among us.  Just as emigrants take the brave step of entering another’s community, a different society, a different world; Jesus “came and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth”.

How different New Zealand might have been had Cook and subsequent explorers, governors and settlers had been able to come and dwell “full of grace and truth” among the already-existing people of the land, among tangata whenua.  If they could have walked in their footsteps and understood fully their ancient roots and cultural morays, how might we all be now?  Instead, how bitter could Maori feel on this 250th anniversary at all that has happened since that first encounter with Western civilization in the shape of Cook and his crew?  Even now, how offended might some anglo-New Zealanders feel that Cook is not given all the plaudits they feel he deserved?  It could be a case of both communities still failing to understand completely the other.  Yet in the Tuia 250 programming I have seen, a better way seems to be being forged.

It indeed takes a thorough and deep inner journey to know ourselves really, really well, in order to begin to absorb the differences between ourselves and others.  Once we are aware of our own motives and hidden agendas, then we can to maximise the differences between us, using them creatively, rather than unthinkingly to allow them to cause division and injustice and pain.

May we take this Pillar seriously with all the demands it will put on us to do community well in this place. 
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