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Scripture:  Genesis 17:1-8

                  1 Peter 2:2-10

To paraphrase the line from the Simon and Garfunkel song, the nation has turned its lonely eyes to North Carolina. After primaries across the country, the Democratic Party is still looking for a presidential nominee, and for the first time in a long time, North Carolina’s primary is going to matter.

There are so many things that are different about this presidential election.  One of the most prominent is how the nature of the candidates – each a distinct profile and personality - has focused our nation on the topic of race.  
That was, of course, the topic of a significant speech by Barack Obama a few weeks ago and the echoes of that speech are still resonating across the media landscape. 
The speech was unusual in many ways.  It drew praise from a variety of political perspectives as honest and helpful in how it framed an important national conversation very thoughtfully. 
Indeed, Obama stated it plainly.  He said we are still working toward that more perfect union our nation’s founders envisioned as they launched what he called ‘America’s improbable experiment in democracy.’  Race, in particular, he said “is an issue that this nation cannot ignore right now.”  

He’s right, of course. As a nation, we have ignored race as a topic of conversation too often over the course of our history, turning instead to some of our favorite pre-occupations – making money, being entertained or focusing national policy on what’s wrong with other nations rather than what’s wrong at home.

But as our scripture passage from this month’s lectionary reminds us, we are not the first people to experience tension related to issues of race and identity and community.

*
*
*
The first letter of Peter in the New Testament dates to somewhere between 70 and 90 A.D., several decades after Christ’s death and resurrection.  The letter is written to residents living outside Rome in a number of provinces in Asia Minor.  

Tension was rising.  Many of these new Christians to whom the letter is written had abandoned other religions. The Roman government was growing less and less patient with the growth of Christianity.  Like any “foreign” religion, the Romans thought Christianity could only lead to social unrest and defiance of the existing power structure.

But God was working out the vision for the expansion of God’s people. The church was growing. Gentiles and Jews were converting to this new thing called Christianity. 
Peter is doing his best in his letter to explain that this had been God’s plan all along, that the covenant God made with the Hebrews had always been on track to one day transcend an agreement with a particular race of people.

Amid these rising tensions and hostilities toward Christianity, Peter is encouraging his readers to practice Godly conduct, as a way of demonstrating what Christianity is all about. 
The new Christians need this word of encouragement. Their decision to declare Christ the Son of God has made them outcasts. They have become “resident aliens” – which is to say they have taken up not just residency in a new and foreign place … but also way of life that is equally foreign to those whose land they now occupy. 
They are not, of course, the first people that God has asked to wear the label of resident alien. As we read a moment ago from Genesis, God first struck a covenant with Abram … calling Abram out of his native land to be the father of a new people in an alien territory.
As with Abram and the wandering nation of Israel in its first days, God is calling the first century Christians to walk a dangerous an unknown path … to declare faith and belief in something that is equally unknown to the rest of the world, and therefore equally dangerous. 

The cultural cauldron of the Roman Empire in the first century was dicey enough. Now God is saying “step outside everything that is familiar and safe and comfortable and become a new thing, the people of God, the God who had now come to earth in Jesus Christ to proclaim that the old had passed away and all things are new.”
If that were not enough, as Peter has the audacity to write in this letter, this New Covenant now matters more to them and to the world than race and heritage, which had meant everything under the Old Covenant.  The New Covenant declares an entirely new identity, an identity that washes away all others.

That is what Peter means there in verse 9 of Chapter 2 when he states:  “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people.”

*
*
*

Two thousand years later, it is a shame – no, better stated, it is a sin – that we are no more able today to sort out what race does – and doesn’t mean today. It has become one of those stumbling blocks we heard about in scripture a moment ago.
As Obama said in his speech on race, the unresolved issues that have surfaced over the last few weeks “reflect the complexities of race in this country that we’ve never really worked through – a part of our union that we have yet to perfect.”
Race is still a source of deep tension in America and, as Christians, we are called to live out our faith amid that tension, just as the first century Christians were called to live out their faith amid the social tensions of their days.

And the complexity Obama refers to is only growing.  It is, of course, no longer an issue of black and white.  Charlotte in particular is growing more multi-cultural by the day and, in turn, more multi-faith by the day.

This once deeply Presbyterian town now hosts houses of worship of almost every kind.  How, then, do we live out our faith in a way that leads more to unity than disunity?  

That is a complex question with potentially dangerous implications.  But as a first step, we can talk about it.  And, if that interests you, Mecklenburg Ministries is hosting a panel and conversation Tuesday night at ImaginOn on that very topic.  There is information in your bulletin on that for your reference.

But, however worthy, talking is only a start.  For more, we can turn to today’s scripture, which reads:

“Come to the Lord, a living stone, though rejected by mortals yet chosen and precious in God’s sight, and like living stones, let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.”

1 Peter 2:4-5

This scripture calls us to do more than talk. As people of conviction, we cannot ever come to agree with people of other faiths on everything. We must trust that the mystery of faith – in all its forms - exceeds our understanding.

That was exactly the conclusion that James Madison, one of our nation’s founders, came to in 1792 when he wrote these words:

“In religion itself, there is nothing mysterious to its author.  The mystery lies in the dimness of human sight.”

But we can live sacrificially, as our scripture in 1 Peter recommends to the first Christians.  We can, as Peter suggests, act out our faith, beyond our ability to express it in words, sacrificing our worst thoughts and words and deeds to live as God wishes.
To do that, Peter is saying, is as important as anything in declaring who we are as resident aliens in a culture that is wont to reject what our faith truly calls for.

*
*
*

Today, we will baptize Ellen Amani Martin, the adopted daughter of Tovi and Kevin Martin. Ellen is one of a new generation – in a variety of ways.
She is one of a new generation of infants and young children at Caldwell and it is impossible not to hope for the future of this place as we watch them grow before our eyes.  Tyler and Lila, Carra and Grayson, Trevor and Cameron, Jack, Madison and Justin and all the others.

Ellen Martin is not of one race.  And as the daughters and sons of Caldwell reborn, our children are of many races – at least as we see and think about “race.”
But they have one identity.  They are children of God and children of the covenant.  And when we baptize Ellen, as we do with all children we baptize, we accept solemn responsibility to adopt her into our church family and to nurture her with the spiritual milk of the word of God.

Hear these words from our Book of Order, our denomination’s constitution:

“As they are united with Christ through faith, Baptism unites the people of God with each other and with the church of every time and place.  Barriers of race, gender, status and age are to be transcended.  Barriers of nationality, history and practice are to be overcome.” 

As newborns just learning to babble and as very young children learning their first Bible stories, Caldwell’s new generation, like all children, embody the purity of the church to which Christ calls us.

The rest of us must continue our struggle with our own biases and prejudices.  But the amazing news of God’s love is this: God still intends to use us – you and me, with all of our flaws - as stones to build the church, putting us in place, no less, beside Jesus Christ, the head and cornerstone, and sealing us together through love that transcends condition, heritage, bloodline or any other earthly definition of humanity.

*
*
*
I know I have quoted from only one speech today.  I do not mean to play politics.  When the other candidates make speeches worth quoting, I will quote them.

But indulge me, if you will, in one more passage from Obama’s speech for what it says about the work we all have ahead of us and how faith can help us in that work.

“It is a racial stalemate we’ve been stuck in for years…. I’ve never been so naïve as to believe that we can get beyond our racial divisions in a single election cycle, or with a single candidacy …. 
“But I have asserted a firm conviction – a conviction rooted in my faith in God and my faith in the American people – that working together we can move beyond some of our old racial wounds, and that in fact we have no choice if we are to continue on the path of a more perfect union.”

In our own baptism … in Ellen’s baptism today … and in all the baptisms to come in this God-given place, each of us has the chance to recommit ourselves to the goal stated in our Book of Order, that barriers of nationality, history and practice are one day overcome.  
As Peter said in his age … and as we are called to say in ours … we can overcome those barriers through faith and through the spiritual sacrifices of our actions.
Until the day we do, whether it is in our lifetime or in Ellen’s, we are all “resident aliens” in a nation that promises equality for all but falls short of delivering it.
Let us pray.

Gracious God, you call us to one identity that transcends all others, that of being your people and your servants in the world.  Through that identity, with your guidance, we can help heal our national wounds. We confess that we are imperfect stones for building a church, cracked and chipped by our own sin and our experience in a sinful world. But we glory in the declaration that you have, nonetheless, chosen us through Jesus Christ.  Take us and make us, we humbly pray, the royal priesthood you desire, that we can proclaim your mighty acts as the one who has called us out of darkness into your marvelous light.  Amen.

