Every Member a Minister


Today is Reformation Sunday, the 490th anniversary, three days early, of Martin Luther’s posting of his 95 Theses on the church door at Wittenberg.  Growing up in Southern Baptist churches, I’d never heard of Reformation Sunday until I got to seminary and joined Crescent Hill Baptist Church in Louisville.  I became enamored of this opportunity to celebrate the beginning of the Protestant Reformation very quickly and for several reasons.  First, I have a great respect for history.  I wholeheartedly agree with the American philosopher George Santayana, who wrote, “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”  I think it is especially important for us as Christians to be aware of the history of the church and the many great thinkers, inspired by God, who have led Christ’s people as well as those who have led the people into dead ends.  And I’m not just saying this to humor my good friend the church historian in the front row.  Second, Reformation Sunday gives us a chance to celebrate our joint heritage with our sisters and brothers in Christ in the Lutheran tradition (especially important here in the Northwest), as well as Presbyterians, Episcopalians, Methodists, and all stripes of Protestants.  We can even celebrate this day with broad-minded Catholics, seeing that the Church of Rome has finally restored the ghost of poor old Luther to full communion and admitted that what he had to say has actually had a salutary effect on the Body of Christ.  We’re all apparently on the same page on this “Salvation by Grace” thing, after all.
But I also appreciate Reformation Sunday because it gives us an opportunity to consider our own part in the history of the Reformation, on just how Baptists became Baptists and on why that’s important still.  Contrary to some of the things I heard as a child, Baptists cannot trace their denominational heritage back in an unbroken “Trail of Blood” to the foot of the cross but neither did our movement spring fully grown from the heads of John Smyth and Thomas Helwys during their sojourn in Holland in the early 17th Century.  We owe much to a variety of influences, from John Wycliffe’s 14th Century insistence that the laity should be able to read the Bible in their own language to the assertion by the 15th Century followers of Jan Hus that all Christians should be free to preach the Gospel, to the work of Luther, Servetus and other leaders of the Reformation.  In the lectionary verses from this week and last week, we find two of the passages that influenced these reformers and many, many others in the formation of what would become Baptist belief.  I want to look this morning at how those Scriptures continue to speak to us today, at how they are still central to what we do here as Good Shepherd Baptist Church and at how they reveal God’s calling to each of us.
We generally associate the prophecy found in the second chapter of Joel with Pentecost.  During that great miracle of the tongue and the ear, when pilgrims of all nationalities heard the good news in their own language, Peter began his proclamation with these words: “this is what was spoken through the prophet Joel: 17‘In the last days it will be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams. 18Even upon my slaves, both men and women, in those days I will pour out my Spirit; and they shall prophesy.’”  For centuries, Jews had expected these words to come to fruition only when the Kingdom of Israel had been restored, when temporal power had been restored to the descendants of David and the Children of Israel dwelt in peace and security.  But Peter’s convicting word to the crowd that morning was that Jesus, whom their leaders had spurned and executed, had in fact inaugurated the Kingdom of God on earth.  As Jesus had said, “the time is coming and now is.”  Peter called on the crowd to change their lives, turn towards God and be baptized, so that the Holy Spirit could work in their lives as she was working in the lives of the disciples.
It is a powerful promise of God, made first through Joel and then through Peter.  When we enter into the Kingdom of God, the Beloved Community, the mystical Body of Christ, then God’s spirit is poured out upon us, not given in drips and drabs but immersing us, infusing our whole lives with a different way of seeing things, with the ability to both know and to speak the truth that brings true freedom.  It is a promise that we hardly dare believe.  We are so used to thinking of ourselves as powerless that we do not know how to claim the power God promises.  We may not even be sure that we want the responsibility and the danger of wielding the power that comes to us through the Holy Spirit.  It is a dilemma understood by a great Baptist preacher from the last century, Harry Emerson Fosdick, who wrote in his magnificent hymn, “God of grace and God of glory, on thy people pour thy power… grant us wisdom, grant us courage, lest we fail our call from thee.”
But if we can move past our spiritual timidity, our failure to see ourselves as heirs to all the promises of God, then it is within each of us to prophesy, to dream dreams, to see visions.  I hope that the events of the last few years, culminating in Friday’s announcement, would make that easy for you all to believe.  This congregation, tiny and powerless in the eyes of the world, has dreamed a dream and is bringing it to reality.  At a time in your congregational life, after the departure of a long-serving pastor, when most churches hope just to hold on long enough to survive, you dared to cast your vision.  And what a grand vision it is!  Up until now, when I have spoken of that vision to people outside of our Evergreen Baptist community of faith, when I have told them of the plans to build senior housing, to re-landscape community gardens, to create an arboretum and wedding garden for the whole city to enjoy, and then revealed the size of our membership, most of my hearers have been politely skeptical, to say the least.  But another huge piece of the puzzle is now in place and I am convinced that the rest of it will come.  You have heeded the Spirit of God within you and pursued your God-given vision for this place.  Now is the time to give God the glory and keep moving forward, no matter what the world may tell us.
Indeed, we have something to tell the world, for the promise proclaimed by Joel and by Peter was not just that we should dream dreams and see visions but that we should prophesy.  I am sure I don’t have to remind this congregation that to prophesy does not refer in this context to foretelling the future but rather forth-telling the truth.  My sisters and brothers, we are empowered to speak God’s truth to the world, which badly needs to hear it.  We are empowered to tell people that there is a God who created the heavens and the earth and yet knows every hair on the head of every man, woman and child and loves every one of us with a love beyond our knowing.  We are empowered to tell the world that because of God’s great love for us, we are free from the things that crush our spirits and bind our lives, from our past mistakes, from our current addictions, from our fears for the future.  We are empowered to tell the world the great truth that all of us are loved and that all of us are free.  And we are empowered to speak the truth to power.  We are empowered and we are called to speak out against the misuse of our Earth, against the enslavement of entire nations to crushing debt, against those who use the world’s notion of power to slaughter innocent people, to steal land and resources, to hold in thrall those who are weaker than themselves.
There is, of course, a danger connected with our free use of the power God has poured upon us to prophesy.  I am not speaking of the danger of being ridiculed or jailed or even killed for speaking the truth.  Our Baptist forebears accepted these dangers as part of the price of maintaining their own freedom and of seeking it for others.  Remember Thomas Helwys, who died in prison for daring to write to King James I, urging him to grant religious freedom to his subjects.  Remember John Bunyan, who had time to write the classic Pilgrim’s Progress because he spent so much time in jail for preaching the Gospel outside of the Church of England.  Remember Martin Luther King, Jr., shot down for speaking the truth to power and seeking freedom for all people.  No, that is not the danger I mean.  As Luther wrote in his great hymn: “Let goods and kindred go, this mortal life also.  The body they may kill, God’s truth abideth still.”  If that sounds bold and audacious removed from the stirring music, remember it is really a quote from Jesus in Luke’s Gospel: “I tell you, my friends, do not fear those who kill the body, and after that can do nothing more.”
No, the danger I mean is the danger that we should grow self-righteous in our God-given power, that we should lose our sense of perspective, forget just how fallible we are and begin to substitute our own judgment for God’s.  This is where the wise counsel found in II Timothy comes in.  We have an external guide to which we can refer as we seek to use the power God grants each of us for the good of God’s people.  J. B. Phillips translated it this way: “From early childhood your mind has been familiar with the holy scriptures, which can open the mind to the salvation which comes through believing in Christ Jesus. All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching the faith and correcting error, for re-setting the direction of a person's life and training them in good living. The scriptures are the comprehensive equipment of the children of God and fit them fully for all branches of the work”
I want to be very clear about my understanding of these verses.  I can understand a certain squeamishness about over-reliance on the Bible, as if our Holy Book has somehow become the province of a group of other Christians with whom we often find ourselves in disagreement.  So let me invite you to look at what this passage says and what it doesn’t say.  It doesn’t say that the scriptures were dictated by God to their writers; it says they were inspired by God.  It doesn’t say that the scriptures are infallible; it says they are useful.  These issues are among those touched upon in an interview with the Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann published in the most recent edition of the journal “Image.”  Dr. Brueggemann’s books emphasize the use of the human imagination in understanding the scriptures and in responding to a question about how that might “conflict with orthodox views that the scriptures are the infallible word of God, essentially written by the Holy Spirit through his apostles and prophets,” Brueggemann says, “The intrusion of the word ‘infallible’ is misleading and unfortunate.  The endless temptation of orthodoxy in its many forms is to receive a glimpse of gospel truth and then try to freeze it as an absolute formulation… I see orthodoxy as an ongoing interpretive process; we never reach an end point in it… If these texts bear witness to the living God, then we cannot freeze and absolutize the good word of the living God… the Bible is a strange, emancipatory voice among us, that cannot be domesticated according to any of our ideologies.”
Although he is a minister in the United Church of Christ, Brueggemann sounds to me like a Baptist.  Our central Baptist tenet of “soul competence” or “soul liberty” means that every believer can and must interpret the scriptures for themselves.  Writing about the history of Baptist interpretation of scriptures in the anthology, A Baptist’s Theology, Alan Culpepper says, “The state could not dictate in matters of faith, and no believer should be bound by another’s creed… The study of scripture, openness to the guidance of the Spirit, and fellowship and dialogue with other believers are all important in the quest for truth.”  Culpepper also mentions two significant sentences in the section on Scripture in the1963 edition of The Baptist Faith and Message:  “The Holy Bible was written by men divinely inspired and is the record of God’s revelation of himself to man… The criterion by which the Bible is to be interpreted is Jesus Christ.”
As our guide, then, to how we are to apply the power that God pours into our lives, we have this record of God’s revelation of Godself to humankind.  We are called to read these words not only with all of the literary interpretive skill that we can muster but also with a heart open to the leadings of the Spirit and in conversation with other Christians.  Ultimately, any interpretation we make must stand the test of comparison to the life and teachings of Christ.  The Australian theologian William Loader posits that we have four different stories of Christ’s life so that we would not be tempted to make one of them into a rule book, “freezing it into an absolute formulation,” as Brueggemann said, but rather that the Gospels would serve us as “a source of returning to the centre with a diversity that calls for critical engagement.”  It is a rigorous path to accept and rightly use the power of the Holy Spirit in our lives.  No wonder that Fosdick’s hymn repeats in every verse, “grant us wisdom, grant us courage.”
Our book of II Timothy was written as the advice from an experienced minister to a younger.  It becomes relevant for all of us when we remember the core Baptist belief of the priesthood of all believers.  It’s a concept we share with our brothers and sisters from the other Protestant traditions, although I think we emphasize it more than some.  In 1520, Martin Luther wrote, “we are all consecrated priests through Baptism, as St. Peter in 1 Peter 2[:9] says, "You are a royal priesthood and a priestly kingdom," and Revelation [5:10], ‘Through your blood you have made us into priests and kings.’”  My former pastor, John Hewitt, also refers to Revelation in his article on priesthood of believers for the series, “Proclaiming the Baptist Vision.”  Revelation 1:5-6 says, “To him who loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood, 6and made us to be a kingdom, priests serving his God and Father, to him be glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen.”  “This is what we are,” Hewitt writes, “a kingdom of priests.”  He warns, though, that this is not just an honorific title.  “Brothers and sisters, God does not meet us here merely to grant an audience for us to bask in the royal radiance.  God meets us here because God has something for us to do.”  Actually, Hewitt has two somethings in mind as our calling from God; “we teach the truth of God and we mediate the grace of God.”  It is much the same as those words in II Timothy:  “I solemnly urge you: proclaim the message; be persistent whether the time is favorable or unfavorable; convince, rebuke, and encourage, with the utmost patience in teaching… endure suffering, do the work of an evangelist, carry out your ministry fully.”  “Proclaiming the message,” “teaching the truth of God,” these are the same as the call to prophecy issued through Joel and Peter.  But what of the other?  What of “mediating the grace of God?”  Is that the same as the charge to Timothy to “carry out your ministry fully?”
The answer lies, I think, in the word “ministry.”  To minister to is to serve.  We are called to be servants of God, yes, but also servants to one another.  It is in this way that we mediate the grace, the love of God to one another.  We are called not only to proclaim the Good News but also to embody it, just as Jesus did.  Like Jesus, we are pledged to set all captives free, not only with words but with actions.  Jesus would have us feed the hungry, clothe the naked, visit the prisoner, because, as he said, whenever we do it for our brothers and sisters, we do it for him as well.  For us, to be servants of God also means being servants of God’s children.
Just as the writer of II Timothy no doubt knew that his young minister friend knew the importance of serving others in his ministry, so I am confident that this part of being God’s priests to one another is part of the understanding of this church.  I see it in the way you provide meals for each other during crisis, by the supplies I receive to take to Tent City or the way the food barrel fills up on a regular basis.  Just as the writer of II Timothy, I say these things this morning to confirm you in your calling, to encourage you to continue in your ministry.  Have no doubt, my friends, each of us have a calling to minister to one another, each in our own unique, God-given way.  Some years ago, I don’t remember where, I first saw the notation in the staff listing of a Sunday bulletin at a Baptist church, “Every Member a Minister.”  The simultaneous simplicity and depth of that statement of core Baptist belief has stayed with me for a long time.  You may have noticed that I repeated it in our bulletin this morning and I intend for it to be a permanent fixture to remind us all of what our calling, communally and individually, is from God.

Our Loving Creator pours out God’s own Spirit upon us.  Sometimes, the presence of the Spirit and the responsibility of our calling may seem like more than our fragile frames can bear.  But we can have confidence that God is in our midst, a mighty fortress and a never-failing bulwark, that by walking in the way of God, we will never be put to shame.  When the way seems difficult, dark or dangerous, we know that God sent Christ Jesus to be our light in the darkness, our shelter in the storm.  Let us rise up with gladness to dream God’s dream, to serve our brothers and sisters whoever they may be, and to proclaim to all the world that love and freedom are available for all.
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