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Coming back from Ohio a week and a half ago during the transport | found
myself seated next to a women who had had a very rough travel day. We hit a patch of
turbulence, which was for her, the final straw. Turning to me, she said: “You’re a man of
God, why don’t you do something?” So I said, “Sorry. I'm in sales, not management.”

The Pope is visiting the U.S. this week, which you couldn’t have missed...a
fellow in both sales and management, and as this was something of a sales trip, probably
worth a bit of discussion. Pope Benedict is the former Cardinal Ratzinger, and was then
called God’s Rotweiller. His image has mellowed, though as he is a leader of a large fold
and from Bavaria, | suppose we could still refer to him as a German Shepherd!

The First Letter of Peter is a pastoral exhortation from an elder in Rome to the
churches of Asia Minor, which we today call Turkey. Some scholars feel this exhortation
was written by the Apostle Peter before his own martyrdom in Rome in 64 A.D., and
some feel it was more likely written toward the end of the first century.

In either assessment, the letter is a summons to assume a particular kind of
identity within the Christian Church, a summons to become a person of character built
together with others into a community that reflects well on the Name of Christ.

Christians are to be people who long for God and the things of God in the same way a
newborn yearns for milk, that they might grow and fulfill their potential. | want to see
the people of my parish long for the things of God with a passionate longing.

The goal of the author of First Peter and our goal remains the same...to build
individuals together into something greater than themselves, a spiritual edifice witnessing
to Christ and to God’s presence in the world.

Christians have disagreed among themselves over just what that larger spiritual
edifice should look like, which brings us back to the Pope’s visit. Pope Benedict has a
particular vision which may prompt us today to reflect on the particulars of our own
vision. I do envy all the attention the Pope gets...bring the Archbishop of Canterbury to
town and the news is buried on the third page of the LA Times! The coverage of the
papal visit has been extensive and laudatory...perhaps too much so.

There’s the story of the fellow who was driving his big Cadillac down the road
listening to the radio, lost in his own thoughts. Distracted, he entered the freeway going
the wrong direction. It wasn’t long before a car came driving toward him and then
another and another, so that he had to dodge them as he continued on his way. About that
time a reporter came on the radio saying “Drivers on the 210 should be alert for a car
going in the wrong direction!”” and the fellow shouted at his radio, “One! There are
about 1,000 of them!”

There is something of the spirit of that driver in the Roman Catholic Church. To
hear the Pope tell it, the Roman branch of Christianity is the only one headed in the right
direction, and everyone else has it wrong,
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Our branch of the ancient Catholic Faith broke with Rome 500 years ago for good
reason, and even after the hopeful reforms of Vatican Il many of those concerns are
unabated. People will sometimes ask me what the difference is between the Roman
Church and the Episcopal Church, expecting that | will say something about our views on
the Blessed Virgin Mary, or our approach to the saints, and my answer is always the
same. The primary difference between the Roman Catholic Church and the Churches of
the Anglican Communion has to do with the way in which authority is conceived and
exercised.

Anglicanism has long been known as the Via Media, the golden mean or middle
way between Roman Catholicism and extreme Protestantism, between two doctrinal
systems that try to say rather more about God than can properly be said. You’ve heard
the old saw: Episcopalians are Catholics who flunked Latin, or Presbyterians who made
it in the stock market...we’re the Church between!

It is no accident that Anglicanism was born in England at a time when the
Enlightenment was emphasizing the importance of reason and personal conscience, and
in a nation known also for the philosophical movement called Pragmatism. Our approach
to the Christian Faith has a profound respect for conscience and intellectual endeavor,
and for a pragmatic approach to difficult issues. We have always defined our theological
opponents as those who claim definitive authority either for absolutist ecclesiastical
structures or for interpretations of Scripture that brook no dissent. This has yielded, on
the whole, a very healthy form of the ancient Catholic Faith which has served well for
500 years, and has grown to be the world’s third largest branch of Christianity.

Our strengths are also our weakness. We distrust absolutist ecclesiastical
structures, and so we have no Pope, no Dalai Lama, to trot out for public relation blitzes.
We have no one spiritual leader who can give us orders and directives, so we have
trouble settling our internal disputes.

The Anglican poet T.S. Eliotoncesaid:“ t he vi a medi a i s
difficult to follow. It requires discipline and sel€ontrol, imagination and a hold on
r e a | The Rgalmist must have had Episcopalians in mind when he wrote in Psalm 31
— Thou hast set my feet in a large room.” Surely we are the roomiest Church in
Christendom — engaging the ancient Faith through continuing reformation, holding the
best of old and new insights together. “This is what it means to be Episcopalian,” said
Fr. John Booty, former Dean of the Seminary at Sewanee, “to be guided by scripture,
tradition, reason and experience in proper proportion and creative tension.”

That is the identity and community we continue to forge at St. Edmund’s

Sometimes I think of the Kingdom of God and Disneyland all at once, which is
probably something only a Rector in Southern California could manage to do! At
Disneyland you’ll find Main Street USA modeled on a Victorian town. You’ll find
Frontierland and Tomorrowland and Adventureland, and we all have our favorite places.
Some of us feel especially at home on nostalgic old nineteenth century Main Street, and
others of us like the futuristic Tomorrowland, and perhaps our religious denominations
are in good measure just like that...places where we feel we fit. We all know of
denominations that seem to sing “It’s a small, small world” a bit too often, and some
whose teachings may belong in Fantasyland. The Episcopal Church these days is surely
located in Adventureland! Yet, in the end, all of these attractions are in the same park.
All flavors of Christianity are seeking in their own way to be faithful to Jesus.
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That image may trivialize the differences that divide. | think the Holy Spirit uses
our arguments with one another to propel the whole Church slowly forward and to bring
us to the place He would have us go. An American Roman Catholic service now as often
as not looks a bit Pentecostal, with clappy music and upraised hands. Many evangelicals
are rediscovering the power of liturgy. We learn from each other, and if we can’t all be
as unified as we might like, we ought at least to be striving within our local churches for
the unity and shared witness the author of 1 Peter calls us to, and to this end, it is helpful
when denominations are able to acknowledge that they aren’t the only car on the road, the
only way to God’s goodness.

When I lived in Washington D.C., | assisted at a parish in Upper Marlboro,
Maryland with a very old patrimony. There were hooks along the walls and columns in
the Nave of that church where, in the old days, each family would hang their lamps
beside their pew. It was said that when each person, each family, was present with their
lamp, the place would be bright and fully illuminated. It was easy to tell, though, when
someone was absent—there was a pocket of darkness in the congregation. It is that way,
too, at St. Edmund’s. Without you, without the light only you can bring, there are
pockets of darkness in our common life. We are being built together into a spiritual
house. We need each living stone for the building project God is accomplishing among
us. We have a responsibility to try to be together Sunday mornings. Only as we labor
together will we fulfill our potential and offer a strong witness to Christ in the world.

Those who believe that Christian witness should involve the laity of both genders
in church governance; that the contributions of modernity should be embraced, even as
we weigh possible liabilities; that priests and bishops should be permitted to marry, that
women should be ordained to all orders of ministry, that the ancient prejudice against gay
people should be put in checkmate, that contraception should be encouraged, and
remarriage after divorce allowed. For those of us who believe theologians should be
encouraged to write and speak freely and without censorship, and that the crisis in world
poverty and environmental depredation deserves religious attention, for people like that,
Adventureland may just be the right place to make an ecclesiastical nest.

“You are a chosen race, a royal priesthoa
own possession, in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of Him who called you
out of darkness and into His maelous light. Once you were not a people, but now
you ar e Go dsowriteptle aufhdr & First Peter. This winsome text carries
great obligation to live a life worthy of the Lord, dedicated and determined to rise to the
challenges of being part of this Church in this part of God’s many roomed mansion.
Prove faithful to the calling that is yours here at St. Edmund’s, and you will have proved
faithful to Christ, who has given us our saving Faith; Catholic and Reformed, generous,
venturesome, strong and good. Amen. GFW+



