1
1

Reading

Our reading this morning is that I found 
In the May issue of the Christian Century, 

A progressive monthly publication.

It comes from Martin Marty, an esteemed theologian

And University of Chicago professor who once counted among his students

A certain preacher named Jeremiah Wright.

It’s called “Pewless”:

He writes:

This spring a certain Christian layperson has been criticized

For not exiting his local church when we disagreed with something

His minister preached.

The experts on the subject have been, as far as I can tell, media personnel

Who never go to church, do not know what sermons are for,

And have not experienced lively congregational participation.

Less vocal are church members who are unsure when to advance

Toward the pulpit in appreciation, when to back away,

And finally when to head for the door.

To help them I offer this little gamelike guide,

Suggesting where they should sit in church to indicate affirmation

Or negation.

Arrange your pieces on a hypothetical boards and play along.

Begin in your regular pew (note these are tongue-in-cheek):
1. If the preacher offers the prosperity gospel,

      [and tells you everything you want to hear], move forward ten pews and      

      increase your pledge.

2. If the preacher is not wearing a U.S. flag over her robe: 

      Back up ten pews.

3. If the preacher avoids all controversial topics and lulls everyone to sleep:

No response – remember, you are asleep.

4. If the preacher uses scripture to affirm that all acts of the U.S. military in all wars have been and are just: Move forward ten pews and smile.  This is getting good.
5. If the preacher includes a few seconds of edgy language that will make a controversial sound bite at the next congregational assembly: Be sure you’ve recorded it; it will be good ammunition when you are drawing the conclusion that you’ve had it and don’t really belong in this congregation.  But stay where you are so you don’t look suspicious.
6. If the preacher asks those who are without guilt to pick up a stone to throw:

Head toward the back pew in a hurry.

7. If a few angry words from the preacher can make you forget how she visited your dying mother, greeted your children as friends and urged you to work for justice and mercy:

By all means, leave.  But admit it – you miss the community, the challenge, and the good news.  It’s lonely out there, and all you will hear of your former minister from now on are sound bites.

“Bothersome Words, Blessing Words”

It’s Annual Meeting Sunday;

As soon as I’m finished up here we will wish for a strong quorum of you to

Stick around and help make decisions on things like budgets, Capital Campaigns,

And Cell Leases.

In other religious traditions these decisions are made for us by others,

But here we are congregational in our polity,

We say that the people in the pews get to decide.

It makes for a lot of extra work, 

But I think it helps us care more, too,

Because we become invested in a place that asks things of us.

And so today we ask each other to delay our regular Sunday activities for a bit

And stay to help make decisions about our congregation’s life.

This is my pitch, short and sweet.  

I hope you can imagine me extending a hand,
Encouraging you to stay and participate.

The seeds for this sermon – which on Annual Meeting Sunday

I normally reserve for some reflections on the State of our Church,

But which I felt compelled to change this year – 

Were planted several weeks ago when I sat in my car in the parking lot

Of the grocery store and listed to the live broadcast of Rev. Jeremiah Wright,

The now infamous and I gather ex-minister of Senator Barack Obama

As he addressed the National Press Club.

If, by chance, you were on the moon several weeks ago and didn’t hear,

This was the address where Wright angrily denounced the attacks against him

And his sometimes fiery preaching, 
calling them instead attacks on the Black Church.

I listened intently because Wright is someone I heard in person last year at our General Assembly of Unitarian Universalists in Portland, Oregon,

Before his 15 minutes of fame really began.

I remember him then for his eloquence, his breadth of knowledge, his smarts,

And also how throughout the entire one hour speech he kept mispronouncing us,

Calling us alternatively Universitarians and Unitarian Universals before he simply

Went with the acronym UU.

I’m convinced he left us not quite knowing who we were.

Back to me in the car listening to Wright on the radio.

“Jesus,” he said. “Jesus said do unto others as you would have them do unto you.

You cannot do terrorism on other people and expect it never to come back to you.

Those are biblical principles,” he said.
“Not Jeremiah Wright bombastic principles.”

Hearing this I went suddenly from grocery list to full attention.  

Asked to explain his sermons after 9/11 when he quoted or didn’t quote someone who said America’s chickens were coming home to roost, he said: “have you read the whole sermon?

You haven’t read the whole sermon.  That nullifies the question.”

Asked to speak about Louis Farrahkan, the divisive black leader known for organizing the Million Man March and also for his anti-Semitism, Wright said: “Farrakhan is like E.F. Hutton.  When he speaks, all of black America listens.”

Asked to comment on Obama and the political race, he said:

“I’m not here for political reasons.  I’m not running for the Oval Office.  

I’ve been running for Jesus for a long time, and I’m not tired yet.”

He said others things.  He said some pretty wild things and some troubling things.

The press club turned into a call and response worship service.

There were ‘amen’s.’  There was shouting.  

Wright seemed to be reveling in the attention.

I was riveted enough by all this to forget why I went to the store in the first place.

By the time I got back here to the church the analysts were calling the speech “Wright’s Rant”

And there were at least a couple emails from some of you asking me if I had tuned in and what I thought.


“I think a clergy person won’t be going back 
to the National Press Club anytime soon,” 

was my first thought.

Why I am still thinking about this, now weeks later?

Why I am not writing about the state of our church,

And thinking instead about the preachers in the news – Wright being one, 

The other being Rev. John Hagee, the evangelical pastor of a Texas megachurch

Whose endorsement McCain sought and then rejected after it became known that 

Hagee also said some outrageous things, 

Including when he said Katrina was God’s way of punishing New Orleans?

Why I can’t any of this go?

Instead of letting go I find myself reflecting on these questions:

What’s the church’s role is saying to us uncomfortable things?

What’s our role as religious people in speaking bothersome words

To a culture that is out of step?

When do these bothersome words veer off into the offensive, hurtful, or just the plain wacky? 

Is it my job to preach messages that everyone will agree with?

Is it your job, as our reading has some fun with, to advance or retreat 

Toward the pulpit depending on how you feel about the words?

And if part of our mission is to be bothersome to the status quo,

Isn’t it also true that we are meant to bless as well?

But how do we distinguish? 

When do we bother, and when should we bless?

I said these are reflecting questions.  Reading them and hearing them

I realize I’m reflecting way beyond the confines of just one sermon,

So here follows just a beginning, just the opening of a door.

First, what do we mean by bothersome words?

Think words that make us itch.  Think words that call us to task.

Think words that challenge us to be more than we are.

An example:

Three days before Jeremiah Wright went to the National Press Club,

He sat with Bill Moyers for an hour-long interview where he spoke 

about how it was Martin Marty, 

whom we heard from in our reading,

Who put him on his path when he was his student at the University of Chicago.

Wright told Moyers: “He put a challenge to us in 1970 that I’ll never forget.

He said, ‘you know, you come into the average church on a Sunday morning

And you think you’ve stepped from the real world into the fantasy world.

You leave a world, then it was Vietnam, or today, Iraq, Afghanistan, Darfur,

Rapes in the Congo, Katrina, Lower Ninth Ward, that’s the world you leave.

And you come and you pick up your church bulletin.

It says, ‘ladies’ tea on Sunday.

It says, ‘children’s choir.’

Marty asked us: ‘How come our bulletins, 
how come the faith preached in churches

Does not relate to the world in which our church members go back to after the benediction?”

It hit me, Wright says.

There’s the church bulletin, but what about the ministry?

What about the prophetic voice of the church that’s not heard?

Every church needs to ask: “what are we doing for this community?”

Bothersome words.  
For me this was Wright being bothersome rather thank bombastic.

Immediately after reading them I went to our order of service insert, 
just off the presses,

To see what it advertised.  

No ladies teas that week, but yes there was mention of a children’s choir. 

I was torn between feelings of ‘uh-ho’ and ‘but I love it when our kids sing.’

The point is that we should be bothered if teas and choirs were all that we did.

But thankfully there was also mention of the Interfaith Hospitality Network 
and our church needing to mobilize for the week in late August
when we will host homeless families here in our building.

It advertised our trips to New Orleans.  
It advertised today’s collection 

for the Myanmar Relief Fund.

What are we doing for our communities?

What is our ministry?

How does our church help relate us to the world we live in, the world outside?

These are the bothersome questions we need to constantly ask ourselves as a church.

Other bothersome words: the words that come from our prophets.  

This week I pulled out one of my favorite sermons

From one of my favorite preachers, Gary Smith, 
who frequently bothers me by taking me to task.

He says in this sermon, “when we hear prophet,

 please tell me you know it is spelled with a ‘ph’

And it will trigger names like Micah and Amos, Isaiah and Jeremiah,

And other men and women throughout the centuries who have pointed to injustice

And absurdity and denial and wrongheadedness and extravagance and children shooting children and prisons too full and all these Presidential candidates posturing and fawning,

All those who have pointed to injustice and named things for what they are.”

So we open our hearts to the prophet Isaiah, who says:

“Why was there no one there when I came?’ 

Why did no one answer when I called?  

And in these words we hear the bothersome

Questions as they speak to our world today.  

They rest on the lips of the multitudes in Myanmar, directed at their government.

They rest on the lips of the multitudes of those in New Orleans, still languishing

These years after the storm.

Where are you?  Does anyone hear us?  We are calling.  

And we open our hearts to the prophet Jeremiah, who says:

‘everyone deals falsely, crying ‘peace, peace’ when there is no peace.”

And in these bothersome words we think of those

Who call themselves peace-makers, but who rush into war,
Who paint on banners ‘the war is over’ when men and women are still dying in Iraq.

And we open our hearts to Bill Sloane Coffin, that modern-day prophet,

Who says “The church is called not to mirror, but to challenge culture,

Not to sustain, but upend the status quo.”

And in these bothersome words we think of how we are called

To be more than a house for spiritual exploration and community building.

Yes, we are here to nourish spirits.  Yes, we give room here to spread our wings.
Yes, we are here to find community and make connections.

But yes, we are also asked to help repair and revision the world.

Yes, we are here for more than ourselves.

And it was around moment of my sermon writing day,

Late Friday, just as I was on a roll and ready to deliver us all the way

To the end with more bothersome words,

Just as I was imagining you retreating further and further away 

from me in the pews,

That I remembered - how could I have forgotten? –

That I still had a wedding service to write for the next day,

Yesterday, for a young couple in love who were depending on me

To bring them and their families together, to bless rings and say vows,

To speak about how one of the hopes, perhaps the only hope,

We have is the spirit of love in the world,

And how it is this spirit that keeps us in love and loving towards each other.

Could I quote Jeremiah at their wedding?

Was it the right time for more bothersome words from Isaiah or Amos,

Micah or Bill Coffin?

This is the prayer I offered at the end:

May the spirit of love in the world keep you in love with each other.

May you have the faith and the strength to carry you through all of life’s

Changes and challenges.

And may your love for you each other always reach the level of each day’s

most quiet need.

Bothersome, no.  Blessing, yes.

Prophetic, no.  Encouraging, yes.

It seems to me that part of the work of religion and our church is to unsettle us.

It is to invite us ask as difficult questions.

How much is too much?

What is our obligation, our ministry, to others?

What is the difference between our needs and wants?

How come our children stand a better chance at a good education

Than if they lived 25 miles away in Boston?

How come most of us only know about the war in Iraq because of what we read?

What is fair?  What is just?  What might it mean for us to live in right relation

And fair relation to others?

Bothersome questions we need to always ask as a church.

And it seems to me that another part of our work as a church is to bless.

It is to lead us to a place of vision and hope and dreaming,

A place were young couples start a life, 
where new babies are welcomed and named,

where we come to say goodbye to someone we have loved and lost,

where we come for encouragement and stillness, 

gratitude and peace.

What hopes do we have for our children?

We goodness do we seek?

What does it mean to live free of fear?

How can we live in fellowship?

How shall we comfort the brokenhearted?

How can we show each other that we do not walk alone?

Blessing questions we need always ask as a church.

Says, E.B. White, in some of my most favorite words:

“I wake up in the morning
“and struggle over whether to savor the world or save it. 

 It makes it hard to plan the day.”

Here in our community of faith we strive to plan for both 

 - savoring and saving,

Bothering and blessing.

It’s the kind of work that doesn’t fit neatly into sound-bites,

That doesn’t get your minister invited to the National Press Club,

That doesn’t earn us regular headlines and praise.

For this we can be grateful, and we can be dedicated.

We are a bothersome church and a blessing church.

This is our mission.  This is our faith.  This is why we come together.

This is why we are here.

Let us say ‘amen’ with our lips and with our lives.

‘Amen.’

