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When we are “in between” the best things we can do are stay in prayer and stay together,
“The In-Between Dance”

Acts 1:6-14, John 17:1-11

June 5, 2011

The Rev. Dr. Mark W. Jennings

There are plenty of things in the Bible that I wish weren’t there, things that make me uncomfortable or things I have problems dealing with.  I’m a little bit like Mark Twain when he said that “it’s not the things I don’t understand in the Bible that I have a problem with, but the things I do.”  I sometimes wish that the angels who were standing with the disciples as Jesus ascended into heaven had left well enough alone and not told them that Jesus would return to earth in the same way that he left it.  Ever since that time people have debated how and when Jesus will return.  There’s been a lot in the news lately because of one Christian group who seemed convinced that it would happen this year, but either it hasn’t happened yet or else this is heaven and we just haven’t noticed it yet.  For two thousand years the church has debated off and on how Jesus will return and at different times people have been convinced that they have deciphered some obscure code in the Bible that tells them that it will happen real soon.  I’ve always wondered why when these supposed codes get deciphered it always seems to be that the predicted return of Christ happens this year or next, but nobody deciphers some obscure texts in Revelation and Daniel and then makes an announcement, “You can all relax, Jesus won’t return until the year 2542.”
We are caught in an in-between time.  We live in the tension between Jesus’ ascension two thousand years ago and his return someday in the future.  It is dangerous to be caught in this in-between time.  Some people, convinced that they know that Jesus will return with power and glory and create a new heaven and a new earth are tempted to sit and wait for that to happen and then the church loses any investment in making this world a better place, because after all, we’re just going to get rid of this world when Jesus comes back.  Other times the church makes the opposite mistake.  In the Kabala, the mystic teachings of Judaism, it is taught that the Messiah will not come until three days after he is no longer needed.  The church often adopts this kind of belief when we believe that the church will bring about the millennium, that glorious Kingdom of God, by our own efforts and we don’t need Jesus to return at all.

We live in-between those ideas.  We depend on the power of God to change hearts and change society, but we also realize that we are often the tools God uses to make change happen.  We live in the tension between the kingdom God that has already come and lives within each of us and lives in the midst of the church, and the kingdom of God that has its ultimate consummation in God himself and in his glory and his timing.  We live in the tension between the already and the not yet.

The disciples certainly must have felt that as well.  What did they do for those ten days between the ascension of Jesus and the dawning of Pentecost?  Did they sit around thinking “is something supposed to happen?” or “are we supposed to go out and do something?”  There was a tension between contemplation and action.  Maybe they even had disagreements about what they should do.  Disagreements in the church, that’s hardly unique, is it?  There have been disagreements in the church since the very early years and we can assume there were some interesting discussions in the upper room over those ten days about what direction  this group should take.  Maybe there were some there who were remembering Jesus’ prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane on the night of his arrest, when Jesus prayed for their unity, “that they all may be one.”  Well that prayer didn’t work out very well, did it?  If he prayed that we all might be one, we didn’t listen to his desires very closely.  This is another place we are living in the tension of an in-between place.  We live in a tension between a desire for Christian unity but also a desire to for individual freedom.     
How can Christians be one?  Should all Christians be part of the same church?  Isn’t it a scandal to the non-Christian world that those who claim to follow Jesus and hear his command to love one another can’t seem to get along with each other let alone the rest of the world?  One estimate has it that there are approximately 38,000 different Christian churches in the world.  That’s 38,000 denominations, not congregations.  38,000 different Christian bodies who have decided that they are better off worshiping by themselves rather than with some other Christians with whom they disagree about something.  You remember the old saying about if there are two Christians shipwrecked on a desert island, they will build three churches—you go to yours, I’ll go to mine, and we’ll both boycott that guy up on the hill.
But maybe we are thinking about this all wrong.  There is a different way to look at this tension that’s not a bad thing.  Tension doesn’t necessarily mean being pulled apart.  There are some ancient theologians who have looked at these verses in John 17 in which Jesus talks about his oneness with the Father in terms of movement—a kind of interweaving or a dance.  One of the most ancient representations of the Trinity is as a dance between the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  What if Jesus didn’t mean for us to be a single church, what if he didn’t mean for us to be a monolithic block, but a body, moving and dancing?  What if he meant not for us to be the same but for us to be involved together, like partners in a glorious dance?  We may all dance to the same tune but we can do so differently. Maybe we are called not to be a block, but as Paul says, a body, with different parts working together.  The goal of unity may not be uniformity. Linda Lee Clader from the Pacific Seminary in Berkeley says, “Perhaps the vision toward which we strive is not one of total agreement but of the ability to join, in our disparate ways, in the common dance of faith.  It is possible that this is what Christian unity looks like—a body, as Paul said, with many parts, a dance with many dancers, a song with many voices.  The challenge to us, in response to all this variety, is to say yes. Yes, those other people really are Christian too.  Yes, there is pain in all this diversity, but there is also possibility.  Yes, there is struggle, but there is also glory.”
So how do we do this?  How do we live with the tension?  How do we survive the already but not yet?  How do we disagree with our brothers and sisters and still call them brothers and sisters?  I think the disciples gave us a clue in the passage from Acts.  After Jesus had gone into heaven, they went back to Jerusalem and they stayed together.  They stayed together and they stayed in prayer.  They were aware that the Christian faith is a dual relationship, that we need to nurture our relations with each other and with God.
In “Christ of the Celts,” J. Philip Newell writes, that an encounter with God within ourselves is an encounter with "the Heart of all life." This is not an individualized or privatized thing: "The deeper we move within our souls, the closer we come to the soul of one another. And the closer we move to the heart of all life, the nearer we come to the heart of our own being."
The cost of this journey within and without is high, Newell says, because:

"it is to let go of the notion that we can find well-being in isolation, whether as nations or religious communities, whether as individuals or species....

we will keep our heart only by giving our heart away...

we will find ourselves only by losing ourselves in love...

we will gain salvation only by spreading our arms wide for one another and for the earth...

we will be saved together, not in separation."

Maybe when there is tension, when there is conflict in the church, it is also opportunity for growth.  Perhaps we don’t need to worry about who gets their way, about who wins, but about staying in the dance together.  This congregation has always prided itself that anyone can worship here and we don’t always have to agree with each other.  Right, left, liberal, conservative, Spartan, Wolverine, Bronco, or even Buckeye, we are all children of God and we belong to each other.  My concern always is not that we agree with each other, but that we dance well together.

