Rappahannock Christian Church – 5/16/10

Dr. Kenneth Wilbur

Communion Meditation

Jesus did not have many positive things to say about ritual practices.  He found that his fellow Jews had a tendency to begin thinking of the rituals as ends in themselves, whereas they were originally put in place to direct hearts and minds toward God.  Why, then, did he insist that we celebrate this ritual at his table?  Well, he must have believed that it would help his followers more than it would hurt them.  Beware, though!  It is awfully easy for us to forget why we are here, to "go through the motions" without realizing what we are supposed to be thinking and doing.  When we take the bread and take the cup in our hands we are supposed to remember Jesus' sacrifice for us on the cross of Calvary.  Let's try to do this today.

Let me read you all of what Paul says.
1 Corinthians 11:23-26 - For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: The Lord Jesus, on the night he was betrayed, took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, "This is my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me." In the same way, after supper he took the cup, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me." For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes.

The Strong and the Weak

Romans 14:1-8 – Accept him whose faith is weak, without passing judgment on disputable matters. One man's faith allows him to eat everything, but another man, whose faith is weak, eats only vegetables. The man who eats everything must not look down on him who does not, and the man who does not eat everything must not condemn the man who does, for God has accepted him. Who are you to judge someone else's servant? To his own master he stands or falls. And he will stand, for the Lord is able to make him stand. 

One man considers one day more sacred than another; another man considers every day alike. Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind. He who regards one day as special, does so to the Lord. He who eats meat, eats to the Lord, for he gives thanks to God; and he who abstains, does so to the Lord and gives thanks to God. For none of us lives to himself alone and none of us dies to himself alone. If we live, we live to the Lord; and if we die, we die to the Lord. So, whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord. 


I'm really in a quandary now, because during the course of the morning I've thought of another way to introduce this sermon besides the one I've got written in my notes.  Do you remember the Broadway musical, "Fiddler on the Roof?"  The main character is frustrated because his children are moving away from the traditions that he holds so dear.  He keeps coming back to that word, "Tradition!"  That's the subject of this section of Paul's letter to the Romans -traditions, codes of conduct.  The introduction I originally planned was to remind you of an irony of American history involving my ancestor, Roger Williams.  The Puritans came to the New World to escape persecution.  They wanted religious freedom.  The irony, though, is that they only wanted freedom for themselves.  They wanted to be free to put their own religious practices and traditions in place, and then force others to conform to them!  They banished my great-great-great-great... grandfather, Roger Williams, from Massachusetts Bay Colony because he was a Baptist, with very different ideas from theirs about how the Christian gospel should be preached and how the Christian life should be lived.


What place does tradition and what place do codes of conduct have in the Christian life and in the life of the Church?


In Paul's day those who wanted to make people conform to traditions were called Judaizers.  They were Christians, but they insisted that, once a person put their faith in Jesus, they could please God only if they continued to obey the Law of Moses.  People who think this way want to quantify faith and obedience.  "How many times must I forgive my brother...?" is a typical question from someone who thinks this way.  "On what day must I...?  What can I eat and drink?  What is required of me?"  What such people want is to see a nice, big, bold checkmark next to each item on their list of do's and don'ts.


What does Paul call these people who want to live in strict obedience to a code of conduct?  He calls them "weak" in faith!  Ironically, we usually think of people who live such lives of strict obedience as strong in faith.  But Paul calls them weak.  Only when they have satisfied the requirements do they feel secure.  


In fact, this is what people have tried to do again and again and again throughout the history of the Church.  Some denominations have volumes of canon law telling them what they must or must not do.  It tells them how rituals are to be performed in the church - what words must be said, who must say them, what actions must be taken.  It seems to me that people tend to do this for two reasons.  The first is that they think it is pleasing to God.  But this it really pleasing  God?  Are traditions and rituals what God is looking for?  The other reason is that once they've done something a few times and it has become a tradition it begins to feel comfortable.  Changing the tradition feels UNcomfortable.  In fact, it may even begin to them look and feel ungodly to them!


This, though, says Paul, smacks of LAW, and pleasing God is not based on Law anymore, as it was under the Old Covenant!  Christ has atoned for sin by his death on the cross.  Now we are welcomed by God AND BY ONE ANOTHER on the basis of God's grace, not on the basis of our slavish obedience to a law code. Christ has set us free.  We are bound only by the "law" of love.


Let me quickly add, however, that Paul doesn't say that Christians have NO standards of conduct.  How we live toward God and toward our fellow human beings is crucial.  We don't lie, cheat, or steal.  We don't betray, we don't break promises.  To act in this way would be hurtful and sinful.  But are Christians required to be vegetarians, or is it okay to eat meat?  Must we now be tea-totalers in order to please God and be found in Christ, or may we drink wine with supper?  Should we worship on the Sabbath day?  And what day of the week would that be, exactly?  Would it be Saturday, or has Sunday now become the new Sabbath day, and all the Old Testament laws regulating Sabbath practices now apply to Sunday?  


When I was growing up my family, and especially my extended family, was very conservative about these things.  No drinking of alcoholic beverages whatsoever was allowed.  Sunday was a day for worship, not for playing with your friends.  No swearing, no movies, no dancing, no gambling!


Rappahannock Christian Church has its traditions, too.  We worship on Sunday morning at 11:00.  We have a pretty rigid order of worship.  We celebrate the Lord's Supper every week.  We have Elders as well as Deacons and Deaconesses.  We have a paid, professional clergy person standing in the pulpit.  Where is that practice established in the New Testament?  We have a grand old building and beautiful grounds to maintain.  Where is that in the New Testament?


Of course, some practices are very desirable and very helpful. It's nice to have a beautiful building in which to worship, and it's good for us to come together on a regular basis to worship.  There is nothing wrong with having rules and developing helpful traditions -UNLESS they begin to divide us from other Christians.  If my tradition makes me feel superior, and makes someone else feel inferior, then it needs to be questioned.  If it allows me to point an accusing finger at another believer who disagrees with me about a disputable matter or tradition, then it is wrong.  If it becomes a test of fellowship or gives me an excuse NOT to cooperate with another Christian, then something is wrong.


Let me end with the guiding principle Paul says we should be using.  He expresses it three times in Romans 14:


"Accept him whose faith is weak, without passing judgment on disputable matters." (v. 1)


"Therefore let us stop passing judgment on one another." (v. 13)


"Let us therefore make every effort to do what leads to peace and to mutual edification." (v. 19)

Benediction

The Lord bless you and keep you: the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you: the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace. ~ Numbers 6:24-26
