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There is something that is endearing about Celtic Christianity, even though I am not sure that many of us, including me, can articulate the specifics that Celtic Christianity has brought to the universal faith. But I have certainly appreciated the songs, the prayers, the liturgy, and the art that have come from the Celtic tradition of our faith.

It is earthy, with no need to explain away the mystery that is God. Celtic spirituality is comfortable with the fact that God moves in mysterious ways and that the natural order is imbued with the spiritual. Celtic Christianity does not see God as separate from God’s creation and finds the Incarnation of Christ as proof of that. Being one with the creation does not erase the Creator/creature distinction. What it means is that God shares in the joys and sufferings of his creation. And Jesus Christ is the symbol of that unity.

It is in contrast, perhaps, to the more Augustinian understanding that the created order is a fallen mass of loathsome flesh, to be shunned and reviled -- we are to escape it. But for Celtic Christianity, it is where we find and experience God. God is found in all things, if you have the ears to hear and the eyes to see.

It means then that life is something that we must faithfully journey through, in all of its aspects. This isn’t a test. This isn’t a holding pattern. Life is a walk with God, in good times and in bad. That is also why the concept of “journey” and “pilgrimage” become so important in Celtic spirituality. When you read many of the prayers and liturgy that come from the Celtic tradition, it is stylized with the rhythm of life, like the ancient Irish Blessing that you will hear sung as the benediction --
May the road rise up to meet you.

May the wind be always at your back.

May the sun shine warm upon your face;

the rains fall soft upon your fields

and until we meet again,

may God hold you in the palm of his hand.

Where the Augustinian tradition of our faith would have us make clear distinction between that which is sacred and that which is secular, our Celtic tradition blurs those lines. If God is in all things, how can anything be secular? Instead, Celtic Christianity helps us fine the sacred in all things.

But I don’t think that is easy for humanity. I don’t think we deal well with ambiguity. We would rather have certainty. Is it good or is it bad? Is it of God or is it void of God? Is it sacred or is it secular? We like to compartmentalize.

Which drives us, I think, to live dual lives. There is our sacred life, which usually includes things like going to church and maybe Sunday School. We might even carve out time to be part of a small group for prayer and study. We feel good about those times, and rightly so. That’s where we practice our faith. That’s the sacred. That’s where God meets us.

But then there is the rest of our life. There is work where we have colleagues and customers and students and professors who, if truth were to be told, are anything but sacred. Sometimes we are convinced they are the manifestation of evil, so it is okay not to put on our Sunday best (metaphorically speaking) with them. Acting out of grace and love is a good thing when done with people who appreciate it. But it’s a dog eat dog world out in the real world, and the survivor and successful one is the one prepared to do battle to come out on top.

Besides, in the real world it’s about the end product, it’s about the bottom line. It really doesn’t matter how you get there. You just have to get there. Do what’s necessary. The ends justify the means. I will reserve being righteous when I go to church. That’s where it counts anyway.

Excuse my tongue-in-cheek rendering. I don’t think any of us so blatantly rationalize our behavior that way. But I do think often, you and I compartmentalize our lives. When it is sacred, we behave accordingly. When it is secular, we often forsake our faith and behave as if God is not involved.

The only problem with that, a lesson we should learn from our Celtic Christian tradition, is that if indeed God is the creator of all that is, then all is sacred and worthy of our faithfulness. It is part of the point that Jesus was making in our lesson today from Matthew 15. It is not the things outside of ourselves that determine who we are or how we should behave. We cannot blame the world around us for our actions. Christ calls us to something more than that.

Jesus was literally addressing the dietary food codes of the Torah, and how the Pharisees elevated them to spiritual laws. If you didn’t keep the codes, then you were spiritually depraved and unworthy. It was the original GIGO effect.

You all know about the GIGO effect. Maybe you don’t know it by this name, which is simply the acronym of the phrase “garbage in garbage out.” The computer age has increased our vocabulary exponentially. It’s hard to imagine another era that has introduced more words and phrases than our digital age.
It is used primarily to call attention to the fact that computers will unquestioningly process the most nonsensical of input data (Garbage in) and produce nonsensical output (Garbage out). 

The Pharisees took it literally. Nothing good can come from eating things that God through Moses has called bad. And while there might be some truth to that in a physical sense -- you are what you eat -- Jesus was saying that it makes no sense spiritually. Rather the telltale sign of a person’s spirituality isn’t what goes into the mouth, it’s what spews forth from the mouth. It is found in our words, our actions, our behavior.

It is the same lesson Peter learned in Acts 10. He had a dream that a banquet of food was laid before him and God told him to eat. The only problem, all the food was what is considered unclean, according to his faith. Peter was not about to betray his faith by eating that which was unclean. To which God responded, you must not call unclean what God has cleansed. Thus the way was cleared for the first Christians to begin ministering not only to the Jews but also to the Gentiles.

You see, Peter was no longer allowed to compartmentalize his faith. He was no longer allowed to call that which was around him garbage and unworthy of his attention. He wasn’t allowed to classify things as sacred and secular and have two different approaches or level of care.

What spews forth from your mouth, from your character, not only when you are at church, but in every aspect of your life determines your spirituality. That is why faith takes intentionality. God does not call us to just be Sunday Christians. In fact, God probably cares less about what you do in this hour than what you do the other 167 hours in the week. Are we intentionally Christian? Are we taking our faith to every aspect of life?

That’s what we are going to look at the next few weeks as we lead up to Easter. I invite you to journey with me to discover how God is calling us to be intentionally Christian, individually and collectively. How is God calling us to look around with God’s eyes and see all things sacred, and act accordingly?

May God bless us on this journey together.
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