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When my adult child, Emmett, was a kid, we used to play a game in the car in which one of us would make up the name of a person and then together we would create a whole picture of who that person might be.  So, for example, if the name was Lloyd Leatherbottom, we might say that Lloyd is a seventy-five-year old mostly-retired farmer with a hunched back and leathery skin.  He has five children, none of whom wanted to become farmers, as well, which has left Lloyd feeling both sad and disappointed.  Lloyd’s wife battled breast cancer when they were in their sixties, and Lloyd thanks God every day that she survived.  He can’t imagine being without his lifetime partner, the woman who has stood by him, worked with him, and built a life with him. Most of the time, Floyd doesn’t go out to the fields anymore.  He has hired help who care for the crops and the farm machinery.  Yet, just as he has for as long as he can remember, Floyd gets up while it is still dark, stands facing east in the nearest corn field, and watches the sun rise.

I was always amazed by how much detail we would go into about this imaginary person based solely on their name! We had loads of fun and our game made a long car trip pass faster, but it also revealed a lot about how all the layers of cultural influences and personal experiences shape the assumptions we make about people we don’t know.  Why was Lloyd a farmer?  Probably because I had a great Uncle Lloyd who farmed corn in southern Illinois.  Why would Emmett assume Lloyd was an older man?  Probably because in their life experience, they had never met someone younger than 70 named Lloyd.

As we said a couple of weeks ago, we all make these kinds of assumptions about others based on what we have learned from the people who raised us, the culture we live in, and the experiences we’ve had.  Unfortunately, we often tend to assume the worst about people - particularly those who are most different from ourselves.

This is the last in our series of sermons on moving beyond the words of our welcoming statement to putting those words into action.  As a framework, we’ve been using John Wesley’s Rules of Holy Living.  The first week we talked about the first rule: do no harm.  Last week, we considered what it means to “do good” particularly as we welcome people who are different from ourselves.  The last of the three rules is, in Wesley’s words, to “practice the ordinances of God”.  Since that phrase doesn’t mean much in today’s English, United Methodist bishop Reuben Job updated the third rule to “stay in love with God”.

No matter how you say it, what Wesley meant by this was that to live holy, faithful lives, we need to intentionally do those things which help us to stay connected to God and the teachings of Jesus because that is how we learn to see each other and the world through God’s eyes rather than our own.

The story of Jesus healing the blind man helps us understand this a little more deeply.  Jesus and the disciples are walking together when they encounter a blind man.  The disciples ask Jesus who sinned, the man or his parents, causing the man to be blind from birth.  At first, that might seem like a strange assumption to make - that either he or his parents brought about his blindness by sinning.  But, the disciples have been formed by the culture in which they lived - a culture which believed sin would lead to illness, disease, or disaster.  So, it was a completely natural question for them to ask.  And, if we’re honest, we still hear similar statements today.  Think of the evangelical preacher who preaches that HIV/AIDS is a punishment for the “sin” of homosexuality.  Or how often have you heard someone say, “what did I do to deserve this?”.

But, Jesus responds to their assumption by saying the man isn’t blind because of some sin he or his parents committed.  Rather, “he was born blind so that God’s works might be revealed in him.”  I like the way Eugene Peterson paraphrases Jesus’ words in “The Message” as, ‘You’re asking the wrong question. You’re looking for someone to blame. There is no such cause-effect here. Look instead for what God can do. We need to be energetically at work for the One who sent me here, working while the sun shines. When night falls, the workday is over. For as long as I am in the world, there is plenty of light. I am the world’s Light’.”

Virtually everything in the gospel of John functions on two levels - the physical and the spiritual.  This man they have met is physically blind, but Jesus is speaking metaphorically saying that we are spiritually blind. Our spiritual blindness may mean not recognizing the assumptions we make about others or not seeing the full humanity of another person or not understanding the work God has for us to do. We need the light that is Jesus in order to see as God would see.  Commentator Edward Markquart writes, “Jesus Christ sheds true light on the nature of God, sheds light on the way to live a daily life, and sheds light about what happens after we die. Jesus is the true light and Jesus, the true light from God, wants to bring the light of love and truth into our lives.”  

So, how do we find that light?  We practice the ordinances of God.  We stay in love with God by doing those things that bring God near, that reveal to us how God sees each one of God’s children.  For John Wesley, those ordinances include participating in what he called the means of grace.  A means of grace “is a channel of God’s love and grace to all those who seek God”, and they include prayer, searching the scriptures, Communion, fasting, and Christian conferencing.  Naturally, worship is a means of grace, as well.  Bishop Elaine Heath writes in her book “Five Means of Grace: Experiencing God’s Love the Wesleyan Way”, “most of us need habitual practices that daily open our hearts and minds to God’s transforming love.  Moreover, without regular reminders we will drift away from God’s missional call to love and serve our neighbors. A life of genuine prayer inevitably leads to a life of hospitality, mercy, and justice.”

So, if we seek to be a sincerely welcoming congregation, we need the means of grace to help us know what that means. Prayer, worship, and reading the scriptures all transform us into people with open hearts and loving spirits.  They bring us back to the basic truths that all people are made in God’s image and we are called to love them as they are.  Finally, they help us to catch ourselves when the assumptions we have learned culturally and through experience lead us to close our hearts to others.

With fall coming, we will soon start a new program year, and you will have many opportunities to grow through the means of grace.  You may do this by joining the choir or the Disciple Bible Study that will soon be starting.  We’re also planning a Bible Study specifically for people in their 20’s and 30’s.  There will be a variety of classes offered for all ages at our Tuesdays Together evenings starting in October plus opportunities to be in service to our community throughout the fall.  And, of course, there will always be worship. Consider what way you might participate in the means of grace with others in your family of faith.

Bishop Heath also points out that while these are what Wesley called the “instituted means of grace”, “Wesley felt that anything and everything can become a channel of God’s love for those who are always open to and seeking God”.  She tells the story of her Lutheran neighbor who once said to her, “The thing is, I really love to iron.  I iron everything. I iron every day.” (We can all be assured that I was never Elaine Heath’s neighbor!)

“What is it about ironing that you find so meaningful?” Heath responded with a laugh.

“When I iron, it’s a kind of ritual. I put the water in the iron and plug it in.  As I press the fabric, the steam rises, all fragrant and clean.  All the wrinkles go away.  One by one they go away.  Something about the steam, the wrinkles, and the regular movement of the iron across the board brings peace to me.  I feel at home and at ease.  Things that were troubling me don’t seem so overwhelming.  I even feel closer to God.  It’s a spiritual thing”.

According to Bishop Heath, what her neighbor “discovered in ironing is a ‘means of grace’ to use John Wesley’s language.  That is, that ironing is a pathway for her to encounter the healing, peaceful, loving presence of God.”

Now, if ironing of all things can be a means of grace, I suspect we find means of grace in all sorts of activities and experiences.  For some people, it may be gardening or singing or meditation, walking, biking, or petting their beloved animal.  So, what are the means of grace in your life beyond worship, prayer, and scripture reading?  What brings you back to yourself and back to God, helping you to align your inner thoughts and outer actions with what the Spirit tells you is the Jesus way?

	We cannot be a truly welcoming Christian congregation if God is not at the core of our words and our actions.  We are all so busy that how we engage with people here at church and out in the world can easily become secondary to getting things done.  Yet, God calls us to mindful relationships, intentional practices of hospitality and welcoming, and love for all our neighbors from Lloyd Leatherbotton to the ironing neighbor to whomever we encounter here on Saturday night/Sunday morning and out in the world.  The love and acceptance God offers us through the means of grace is the love and acceptance God calls us to offer the world.

May it be so.  Amen.
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