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Outside Holiness
Beautiful and lofty, the joy of all the earth, is the hill of Zion, the very center of the world.

In the name of the God: Creator, Christ, and Comforter. Amen.
Beloved in Christ, it is so good to be here with you today. It is so good to be gathered with you in this sanctuary, this physical space of worship and prayer. It is so good to be gathered with you in this online place, this intangible space of connection across distance that we have created together. In the words of the Iona Community, which we have drawn on many times over the past 16 months: Gathered and scattered, God is with us.

Psalm 48 expresses the love of a people for a particular place. In this case, it is the people of ancient Israel, and their love for the city of Jerusalem, especially the central stronghold known as Zion or the City of David—the one that David occupies and so modestly names after himself in today’s reading from the Second Book of Samuel. The writer of the psalm praises the city itself, the hill it is built upon, the citadels and towers and bulwarks. They go so far as to call this place “the very center of the world”, and indeed, it was surely the center of their world in that time.

This love and affection for a place that has been built by human hands and occupied by human communities is so relatable and so poignant on this day, when some of us are gathering in such a place for the first time in a very long time, and others of us are still joining our worship at a distance, from other places. It is natural for us humans, as embodied beings, to become attached to the places where we connect with other people: our homes, our neighborhoods, our favorite bars and restaurants and coffee shops, and yes, our church buildings. Places hold meaning for us. They hold memories. Some places can feel like the center of the world.

At times, though, our attachment to our sanctuaries and strongholds borders on becoming idolatrous. We come to value a place, and the memories it holds, more highly than the purpose for which it was created. In the case of a church building, that purpose is to help us connect more deeply with God and with one another in community, to enable us to be fed and renewed so that we can in turn feed others and work for the renewal of all creation.

Our opening hymn this morning began, “Christ is made the sure foundation, Christ the head and cornerstone.”  I love this hymn. I chose it especially for today. And, there are some pitfalls in its eloquent text. The third verse reads:
To this temple, where we call thee,

come, O Lord of Hosts, today;

with thy wonted lovingkindness

hear thy servants as they pray,

and thy fullest benediction

shed within its walls alway.
It is easy to think that the temple being sung about is a physical building: this physical building. But Christ is not the cornerstone of our church building. That cornerstone was laid in 1965. I pass it every time I come and go from the front door. Christ is the cornerstone of St. Luke’s Church, this faithful community of love that has weathered so many storms and done so much good in our more than 120 year history. More importantly, Christ is the cornerstone of the whole Church: the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church that we affirm each week in the Nicene Creed.

So those of us who gather in person need to not forget what is has been like to be the church in other spaces and in other ways. And those of us gathering remotely through Zoom and Facebook and on the phone need to continue to feel fully a part of this church community. As for those who are beyond even our metaphorical walls: we cannot simply wait around for them to come and discover how very welcome they would be with us if they came through our doors, either literal or virtual. Just as Jesus sent out the 12 apostles, two by two, so the Holy Spirit continues to send us out to share the good news and bring healing to people where they are.

Many of you know that I am an Associate Member of the Iona Community, which has a very deep attachment to a particular place. The Community was formed out of the work of rebuilding a ruined Benedictine abbey on the remote island of Iona, off the western coast of Scotland. The rebuilt abbey was not meant to be a museum, a relic of another time, but rather a place to gather and grow in community in our own time. Every week in the spring and summer and fall, the Community welcomes guests who live together in the Abbey as a spiritual community, experiencing shared worship and work in this beautiful and sacred space.

On Friday mornings—the day when weekly guests leave to return to their regular lives—the worship service always concludes with the same prayer. It is based on the writings of the Community’s founder, George MacLeod, who wanted to be sure that the Abbey, for all its beauty, for all its history, for all its meaning, never became an end unto itself. May this prayer speak to us today.

O Christ, you are within each of us.

It is not just the interior of these walls,

it is our own inner being you have renewed.

We are your temple not made with human hands;

we are your body.

If every wall should crumble,

and every church decay,

we are your habitation.

Nearer are you than breathing,

closer than hands and feet.

Ours are the eyes with which you, in the mystery,

look out with compassion on the world.

So we bless you for this place,

for your directing of us,

your redeeming of us,

your presence among us.

Take us outside, O Christ, outside holiness,

to where nations clash at the crossroads of the world.

So shall this building continue to be justified;

and your people find cause

to bless your name.

Amen.
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