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“Not your Parent’s Christianity”
Mark 11:27-33
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Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

Ever since 1976, when he was just a lowly pastor in the Detroit Conference of the United Methodist Church, Woodie White wrote an annual letter to Martin Luther King Jr. on the occasion of Dr. King’s birthday, on the progress of racial equality in the United States. Since then Woodie White has been elected to the episcopacy, and retired from the Indiana Conference as bishop. He is now bishop-in-residence at Chandler School of Theology at Emory University in Atlanta. Bishop White continues to write his annual letters to Dr. King, and I was most interested to see what he would write this year in light of the fact that on the day after the nation will celebrate Dr King’s birthday we will inaugurate our first African American President.

Sure enough, Bishop White took the opportunity to proclaim the joy that disappeared for most black Americans four decades earlier with the assassination of Dr. King. This year the people of the United States of America elected who they thought would be it’s best leader, overcoming the old prejudices of race; leaving behind the ignorance that believes one race is naturally superior or inferior to another.

Bishop White is not Pollyannaish about it, nor should we be. As Bishop White wrote, “It would be naïve to conclude that racism and bigotry in America are dead. They are very much alive. Racism dies hard. But its grip in the minds and hearts of Americans, Martin, is not as deep or as broad as you experienced.”

This, I believe, is something that every human being should celebrate, especially Christians, who understand that all are children of God, and all are equal in God’s sight. What is fascinating about this time in our American life is that many would argue that we were going to break some barrier with this election. If it hadn’t been the color barrier, it very well may have been the gender barrier had we elected our first woman president. 

The time has come. I believe that we are living in a different world and that we are living into a whole new era. And that is nothing new. We have been seeing it for decades and it is gradual. Bob Dylan’s been singing that “the times they are a changing” for decades. Politically and economically Thomas Friedman clearly articulates that things are a lot different than they used to be. He describes it as world powers and structures and economy being flatter than they used to be.

So we have been talking for a long time how a new era is dawning politically, economically, with power shifts, but we are slow to see and understand that it is also true for the church. We are moving into a new era where the church’s existence is going to be radically different. A type of shift that the church hasn’t seen in 500 years, at least according to Phyllis Tickle in her book “The Great Emergence: How Christianity is Changing and Why,” a book I recommend to you all.

Five hundred years. Since the dawn of Christianity there seems to be a major shift in Christianity every 500 years. Phyllis Tickle quotes The Right Reverend Mark Dyer, an Anglican Bishop, who claims “to understand what is currently happening to us as twenty-first century Christians in North America is first to understand that about every five hundred years the Church feels compelled to hold a giant rummage sale. About every five hundred years the empowered structures of institutionalized Christianity, whatever they may be at the time, become an intolerable [skeleton] that must be shattered in order that renewal and new growth may occur.”

And historically three things happen:

1. A new and more vital form of Christianity does emerge.

2. The organized expression of Christianity becomes less ossified.
3. Every time Christianity breaks free from that which has encrusted it, 
the faith has spread.

So, do you know what happened 500 years ago in Christendom? It places us in the 16th century, which we Protestants should know very well because it is known in the church as the time of the Great Reformation. We pinpoint it to the date of October 31, 1517, when Luther nailed his 95 theses to the door of the church at Wittenberg Castle. This no more started or ended the reformation, but became the symbol of what was going on in the church at the time. Luther and others were saying, “Look, there is something out of kilter in the ecclesiastical structure that lends neither to effective ministry, or articulates clearly to this ‘new’ age the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Hence the Protestant Church was born as well as a revitalization of the Christian faith both in Protestantism and the Roman Catholic Church.

Five hundred years before the Reformation takes us to what is known as the Great Schism – probably not as familiar to most of us. It was basically the mutual excommunication between the Roman Catholic Church and the Eastern or Greek Orthodox Church. The Patriarch ruled from Constantinople, and the Pope from Rome. The controversy might seem almost silly to us today. On one hand some felt Greek as a language and leavened bread should be used for mass, and that the Holy Spirit descended from the God the Father. Others felt Latin should be spoken and unleavened bread used for the holy meal with the understanding that the Holy Spirit descends equally from God the Father and God the Son. While I am sure it also had something to do with power, the wrangling resulted in a split of the Christian Church where the Orthodox would rule the east and the Roman Catholic would control the west.

Five hundred years before the Great Schism lands us in a most chaotic time with the fall of the Roman Empire and in the church a council called in Calcedon known as the Church’s Fourth Ecumenical Council to determine and then codify what was, and was not, correct doctrine. And it centered on the theology of the incarnation for which we have no time this morning to even outline the debate. Suffice it to say that it ended with the Easter and Roman Church exiling the Oriental church, or if you were of the Coptic, Ethiopian, Armenian, or Syrian Christian Church, you would probably have said you withdrew from the Easter and Roman Churches.

But in the midst of this, what Phyllis Tickle points to as the signpost of the Church’s rummage sale of the 6th century is what Pope Gregory I, known as Gregory the Great, did to clean up the mess that was left in the wake of the fall of the Roman Empire and the chaos of the ecumenical council. He guided Christianity firmly into the monasticism that would protect, preserve, and characterize Christianity for the next five centuries.

Five hundred years before that, of course, was the main event – the ministry of Jesus Christ which literally split history in half as that which comes before and that which comes after. And in the midst of his ministry, comes the question, which we read in our Gospel lesson, which stands as the hallmark for every 500 year rummage sale the church has had. Jesus comes to Jerusalem and as he was walking in the temple, the chief priests and elders come to him and asked, “By what authority are you doing these things?”

That simple question, Tickle claims, is at the heart of every major shift in Christianity, every five hundred years, and it is being asked again: “Where now is the authority?” There is an emergence of something new in Christianity. It not something you can specifically point to and say ah hah! That’s it! As one young pastor, who seems to be on the forefront of this phenomenon called the emerging church, when asked what is the emerging church, said, “We don’t know. It’s emerging.”
And that, perhaps, is the most troubling aspect of this whole thing. Our modern minds and sensibilities are asking, “Who’s in charge? What are the rules? Show me the facts and figures. What is the line of responsibility, accountability?” However, what is emerging seems more comfortable with mystery, a little chaos, waiting on God without waiting to be in service to humanity and the world. But, by what authority?
Phyllis Tickle does a marvelous job in her book of outlining how that question and its answer fueled the Reformation. In the church before the Reformation, all authority rested with the Pope. But that was before literacy and print became common place. Soon Luther, and others like him were identifying that some of the things the Church and the Pope were declaring as divine truths were neither Scriptural, nor factual, and in so doing were abusing to some degree the power and authority of the Church. This is much too simple of an explanation, but it led the Reformation to declare two things: Scripture only, is our authority. And we need no human intermediary between ourselves and God – or more succinctly put – Protestants believe in the priesthood of all believers.

What has happened since the Reformation is the rise of science, of psychology, advent of radio and TV, never mind the internet. What we know to be true in the universe is different than those who wrote scripture. We can no longer isolate ourselves from other thought, ideas, or religions. We know too much to claim that Scripture can hold sway to all truth, if we try to take it literally. Physics has taken us to the point that uncertainty is the only fact that could be accepted as fact, which challenges our understanding of absolute truth. So we find ourselves living in the middle of the question, “What is our authority?” And it is propelling us to a reformation of what it means to live out our Christianity.

Here’s the fascinating thing for me. Phyllis Tickle resurrects a matrix that was used in the 1960’s to help give a visual of Christianity in North America. In one quadrant was what they called the Liturgicals. It represents the churches that have a more liturgical bent to its understanding: Catholic, Orthodox, some Lutherans, Anglicans, etc. Another quadrant occupied the Social Justice Christians, which is mostly comprised of Main Line Protestants – those who seek a balance between reason and their faith. A third quadrant is made up of what is called the Renewalists: which includes Charismatic and Pentecostal Christians – those who believe strongly in the direct communication of the Holy Spirit to an individual. The last quadrant are the Conservatives, or Fundamentalists; those who structure their faith most clearly upon their strict interpretation of Scripture.

What Phyllis Tickle claims is that as we move into the 21st century, as we find ourselves deeper into this bi-millennial rummage sale of our Christian understanding. The lines between these quadrants are beginning to blur. It’s not just the Liturgicals who rely upon tradition, its not just the Renewalists who stress the experience of the Holy Spirit. It’s not just the Conservatives for who Scripture is important. It is not just the Social Justice Christians for whom intellectual pursuit and reason is necessary to faith.

Now that should be exciting to you and me as United Methodists, because that is exactly where John Wesley, the one we acknowledge as founder of United Methodism, was trying to reform the church 250 years ago. A man who was literally before his time saw as necessary for any strong a mature faith to exercise a theology that draws from each of these quadrants – what United Methodist have come to know as the quadrilateral – that our sense of authority must come from Scripture, tradition, experience, and reason.

Now that is much too simplistic of an explanation to describe where and what the Christian church is emerging to, but maybe it can help us to remain open mined enough to ride the wave of emergence knowing that in the end, Christianity, as it always has, will be more vital, more relevant, and a growing influence.

But make now mistake about it, “The times, they are a changing.” Thanks be to God.
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