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Psalm 102:16-17

For the Lord will rebuild Zion,

   And appear in his glory.

The Lord will respond to the prayer of the destitute,

   The Lord will not despise their plea.
2 Cor. 5:17-6:2

So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us. So we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his appeal through us; we entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God. For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. As we work together with him, we urge you also not to accept the grace of God in vain. For he says,

‘At an acceptable time I have listened to you, and on a day of salvation I have helped you.’

See, now is the acceptable time; see, now is the day of salvation!

Mark 4:35-41

35 On that day, when evening had come, he said to them, ‘Let us go across to the other side.’ 36And leaving the crowd behind, they took him with them in the boat, just as he was. Other boats were with him. 37A great gale arose, and the waves beat into the boat, so that the boat was already being swamped. 38But he was in the stern, asleep on the cushion; and they woke him up and said to him, ‘Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?’ 39He woke up and rebuked the wind, and said to the sea, ‘Peace! Be still!’ Then the wind ceased, and there was a dead calm. 40He said to them, ‘Why are you afraid? Have you still no faith?’ 41And they were filled with great awe and said to one another, ‘Who then is this, that even the wind and the sea obey him?’
SERMON

God is a God of surprises, one of which we are now witnessing:  who would have guessed that after six-and-a-half years I would return to Zion in a formal pastoral role?   But, thanks be to our surprising God, here I am!— albeit in a very limited capacity.

My first time as Zion’s pastor began in 1987.  I was called as the Associate Pastor to work with Senior Pastor Paul Borg.  Prior to my arrival on the scene and for many months afterwards, Paul and I spent a good deal of time and effort working on our team relationship.  We recognized that we could serve well only if we “had our act together,” so to speak.  We understood that if we were not unified, the congregation would be confused, and the ministry would suffer and potentially fail.

However, achieving unity would be an arduous task.  For, as many of you may remember, Paul and I were different as night and day:  different in demeanor, different in approach, different in interpretation, different in theology, different in priorities.  We were anything but like-minded.  We often disagreed.  Thus, especially in our earliest days, we were tempted to roll our eyes and write each other off.   But we didn’t. Which helped us finally to realize that being unified did not mean being uniform, that coming together did not mean being the same. Moreover, in time we realized that being uniform would have been a curse rather than a blessing.  That’s right! The very energy of our relationship was in our pronounced differences, like an electrical circuit that needs both a positive and a negative charge for current to flow.  We saw that if we could hold together in a way that respected our differences— avoiding the pressure to be the same as well as the temptation to write the other off—we would have a marvelous ministry together.

But, dear friends, how do you do that?  Differences, while they may be the source of energy, are also the source of high anxiety.  Differences can foster suspicions and erode trust.  Differences, when connected to power, can wound pride and hurt feelings, especially when the way of one wins so that the way of the other loses.  Differences can threaten and stir up anger and generate blame.  How does one hold a relationship of differences together when inevitable anxiety threatens to tear it apart?

Here’s how Senior Pastor Paul and Associate Pastor Jeff came to answer that question.  We finally grasped the counterintuitive notion that our unity was not about us. We learned that if we limited our focus to ourselves, then the focus would be too narrow, forcing us into an exhausting cycle of push and pull, pursuit and distance, the tedium of always trying to “get it right.”  Though we formally committed to do our best to make it work; though we developed rules and principles and procedures for our behavior as a team; though we regularly tended our relationship rather than take it for granted…we learned that these things were not the determining factor that would hold our relationship together in the face of high anxiety. 

Finally we were blessed to see that true unity is less something to be achieved by our own efforts than something to be received from outside ourselves. Let me say clearly what I have been working up to:  Paul and I learned the practical and necessary application of what has become nearly cliché in the Church, that we are one because we have been made one in Christ.  Paul and I had to learn to trust that the holding together of our relationship in the midst of anxiety-ridden potentially-fragmenting differences—what the Apostle Paul calls reconciliation in today’s second lesson—was something that God was doing.  All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation, says the Apostle.  

· Trusting this, we could take each other seriously without taking ourselves too seriously.  

· Trusting this, we could muster the courage to leave the safe but dead center of our firmly held convictions in order to move to the dynamic edge where our true life teems. 

· Trusting this, we were free to be our true selves in a true relationship.  

This doesn’t mean that we didn’t struggle, sin against each other, need to confess, need to forgive, and need to try again.  It meant that we were free to do these things in order to grow up—that our relationship might mature for the benefit of congregation and Kingdom.

As I begin this second round as Zion’s pastor, I look to be instructed by this.  Here’s what I think:  that for all our good efforts over the next six months (and beyond), that for all we set out to achieve as we worship together, learn together, meet challenges together, serve together, confess together, forgive together— what really matters is what God is doing here at Zion and in our lives.  What really matters how well we receive what God is doing with humility and gratitude and confidence.  What really matters is that we live by this kind of grace.

· So what is God doing here?  According to the Psalmist, God is promising to rebuild Zion.  If it has not been your practice of late, begin looking for evidence that this is indeed happening.  

· What is God doing here?  According to the Apostle, God is bringing us together in Christ to be new creations, not counting our past sins against us, but rather trusting the ministry of reconciliation to us.  God is promising that now is the day of our salvation!  Again, if it has not been your practice of late, begin looking for evidence that this is indeed happening.  

· What is God doing here at Zion?  According to the Gospel writer Mark, God through Jesus is rising up to declare Peace!  Be still! to calm the storms and calm our fears and to renew our faith, so that we are brought to the question that will nag us over our coming months together:  Who then is this that even the wind and the sea obey him?  Moving our eyes from the whelming wind and waves, moving our eyes from our puny selves in the midst of storm, moving our eyes to the One of power and promise, we, like those first disciples, are left with the question Who then is this? Who then is this who makes crazy promises of reconciliation in the midst of fragmentation, and peace in the midst of turmoil, and wide permission in the midst of choking pressure?  Who then is this who makes new creations and declares days of salvation?  And could he be doing it here? Who then is this who promises to rebuild Zion and appear in his glory?

Who then is this that even the wind and the sea obey him?  And what does this mean for me?  For us?

The Gospel lesson for today ends with this question on the lips of Jesus’ awe-inspired disciples.  With hopes that this important question will nag us for months to come, so does the sermon. Who then is this?

