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Acts 2.1-21

         “CROSSTOWN TRAFFIC” 
                         15 May 2016
A sermon by Dale Rosenberger, Minister

               First Congregational Church, UCC, Darien, Connecticut


                          
My sermon today is a tale of two cities. Not London and Paris, but Boston and Waterbury. Have you driven the freeways in those two cities? They don’t work. Their respective freeways convey traffic poorly for reasons opposite one another. 
I no longer drive I-84 as often as I did the 8 years I lived in Ridgefield. But wearing out that freeway back in the day, I learned that Waterbury is the worst spot along that corridor. No matter when you pass through, you’ll slow down, wait and stop. 
I heard a traffic engineer explain why that is the case.  When they designed the freeway through Waterbury, they included too many entrance and exit ramps.  So those driving the surface streets around the city use the expressway even when they’re only going 5 blocks. So I-84 in Waterbury bears the burden of being both a thruway and local access. But freeways aren’t designed for both. Why does this even matter?  Because it is possible to be so inclusive you defeat your purpose. That lesson is not often discussed and is one the church seems confused about.  

We will come back to that, but first let’s discuss expressway driving into Boston. Boston has earned its legendary reputation as one of our worst cities to drive in.  My daughter Lise once visited me on Cape Cod during spring break. Returning to Middlebury College, she returned via Boston to renew her passport at the federal building, planning her junior year in Madrid.  No big deal, right?  It was a big deal. 

An hour or so later Lise called me gasping with tears and panic at missing her federal building appointment that would expedite her passport processing. It did not look anything like the map. She couldn’t recall any of the landmarks I named. The truth is Boston freeways have too few downtown exits that quickly break out into sub-mini exits with poor signage where you must make snap decisions. Just blink at the wrong time and you’ll end up at the airport or in New Hampshire. This lesson here is more familiar: you can be so exclusive you defeat your purpose.


This analogy also holds for the church. I know this light-filled space looks open, peaceful, and serene. But pause to consider all that we traffic in: who are we? We traffic in meaning. What’s our purpose? We traffic in destiny. What are the vehicles that transport us? We traffic in spiritual gifts. How do we reach our God given destiny? We traffic in vocation. Lots of heavy crosstown traffic in the church!
Our problem is the mainline churches are stuck in a melodrama where inclusivity is the heroic cavalry charging in to save the day (yea!) and exclusivity is the villain to denounce (hiss!). We grasp the good of inclusivity but not its uncertain limits.  And we grasp the evil of elitist exclusivism but not how exclusive can be good.  Let’s nuance this story closer to actual realities of ministry.  We take each in turn. 
The blessing of being inclusive is in no way lost upon us and resonates within us. Inclusivity opens its arms as wide as Jesus on the cross to embrace the diversity of the world.  Inclusivity is a reason we add new members. For as strangers visit, we help them feel at home. They then become joiners and belongers. Such op-enness, hospitality, and extravagant welcome are near and dear to us, without regard to any person having to earn it, without regard to race, clan, age or nation. Inclusiveness hints at God’s work in Christ making acceptable that which the world rejects as unacceptable, recognizing every person’s belovedness in Christ.


We saw this celebrated in the story of Pentecost.  In a world split by a menacing Roman Empire, without media and travel to build any bridges, the Spirit of God moved in such a way that radically different people heard each other.  With Christ as their center, they were won over to each other’s cause, propelled by the rush of wind and fire of the descending Holy Spirit, galvanizing them all. Notice inclu-siveness was a fruit of the Holy Spirit, not about quotas and political correctness.
So what is the down side of inclusive? Inclusive sometimes suggests that it is unreasonable expect anything from anyone, like that is overbearing on our part.  Inclusiveness can cut the vital nerve of daring great things. For some it can imply anything goes and nothing is expected. Of course, those led out at Pentecost to cover the known world shared Christ’s truth and love at incredible personal cost. 
Inclusiveness can reduce the church into one more consumer organization where we tepidly ask, “Where do you itch? Let us scratch it for you.” But the more we know Jesus, the more we see how confused we are about our wants and needs. Jesus told his parables to take all of that apart and recast it anew in God’s image. 
But let’s turn to the other side. When we hear that word exclusive it quickly gets our hackles up, doesn’t it?  Perhaps it should.  After all, Darien was mentioned by name along with New Canaan in the ‘47 best picture of the year, Gregory Peck’s Gentleman’s Agreement. It was all about keeping out undesirables, like the Jews.

Exclusivity can become genteel, elitist hatred turning the body of Christ, formed in the rainbow image of Pentecost, into a club where those deemed righteous (meaning, like us) are welcome. And those deemed unrighteous (those unlike us) had better apply elsewhere.  I am proud that First Congregational, Darien has more often fought this trend than it has succumbed to its arrogant temptation.


But consider how we must be exclusive in good ways that are in no sense elitist, providing us identity, integrity and strength. How many times has this scenario unfolded in your home?  Your children are 11 and want to watch a PG-13 movie that troubles you. “Sorry, maybe in a few years you can watch that.” What do you hear back?  “Ethan and Olivia Thompson get to watch it.  Their parents are nice. But you are mean.   You don’t care about us.”  How do you respond as a parent?   You respond in a way that we should be less self-conscious about as the church!
“That’s fine for the Thompson. They’re good people. But this is who we are. This is what it means to be a Sheed, a Wetmore, a Werner. We’re not like everyone else. We don’t apologize for it.” Why do such words of virtue and character work in our family but not in our faith? Willingness to differ from others need not imply judging others, just clarity in who we are. Of course, following any one pathway, avowing any one way of life, we abandon and exclude infinite other ways of life. It’s like the old phrase in wedding service about, “forsaking all others,” reminding us that exclusive need not mean elitist.  It can mean singular, pure, or committed. 
Christianity is a distinct way of life. If we think our faith is basically the same as the Kiwanis, the United Nations, or the NY Times opinion page, I have failed you.  Nowhere else is found the story of a God so in love with humankind that he was willing to die at our hands to redeem, rescue and reclaim us, rather than wipe us out.  Our faith is not only singular, unique, and distinct of all the other ways in the world. It is countercultural to, and even subversive of, much the world calls truth.

Exclusivity reminds us that living in Jesus’ footsteps asks us to draw a line and say ‘this and not that.’ I am ‘out and not in.’ ‘My people just don’t do that.’ This focuses energies for the great things the church has accomplishes. This anchors the life of the Christian community.  It gives us a compass on life’s seas. When we’re lost and seek true north, we don’t say that’s unfair to east, west, and south.
Although we’re not as inclusive as we want to be—we are the same color, earn similar wages, attend the same colleges—we do get the inclusive part. It’s wildly popular. I don’t have to persuade anyone how essential it is to our faith. Where we push back is the exclusive side of Christian truth claims. We don’t like how odd the revealed truths of the Bible are. They make us feel unusual. But if you don’t like exclusive, then use another word: singular, distinctive, or unique. For in truth, if our message is basically the same as what gets said elsewhere, why should anyone come here on a Sunday morning?  I for one can’t make that case.
We’ve been here for 272 years. If we want to be here for another 272 years—and most of the UCC isn’t doing as well as we are—we need to embrace both sides. The key is learning to enjoy being odd or peculiar. Congregationalists are so in-dependent that this should appeal to us. The gospel is totally countercultural: God winning us back through a deeply loving and unblinkingly truthful carpenter?
Personally, I find it so charming, in a spiritually scandalous way, I love that story.


Maybe this story can help with the charm.  When our family lived in Colorado, we would go to Denver to see the Detroit Red Wings play.  In the late 90’s, it was the hottest rivalry in all of sports. It was fiery and explosive. Frankly, I could be ac-cused of child abuse for dressing up grade school daughters in Red Wing regalia and entering the belly of the beast, McNichols Arena, where the Avalanche play.

I recall one game in particular.  End of the season, vying for playoffs, very close. Everything was fine as the Red Wings led 2-0 entering the third period. We were loose, smiling, whooping and hollering.  But then we lost 3-2. We had so many fingers whooping in our face, we began to feel like pincushions.  It was very quiet in the car driving the way home. And then I heard a little voice from the backseat. 


“We don’t live in Michigan, we live in Colorado. Why root for the Red Wings, anyway?  Nobody here roots for the Red Wings.”  I let Greta finish, it is best to flush all those toxins after a loss. Then I said, “Greta, we’re not like other people. We’re Christians and Red Wing fans. That’s will not change.  Please deal with it.” Yes, I saw Greta’s eyes roll in the back seat. But to this day she continues to root for the Red Wings living far behind enemy lines, dwelling in Ft. Collins, Colorado. 
I invite you into that kind of relationship with your church and the God in Christ. Amen. 
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