Evie Macway

June 6, 2010

Psalm 146, Galatians 3:23-29
Many and One

This spring a colony of honeybees took up residence in our back yard. For awhile we tried to ignore them. “Maybe it is just a coincidence that those bees seem to be congregating in the box we left near our recycle bin.” That approach did not work for long. The number of bees increased and we could no longer deny that the bees had made the box their home. Since the hive was just a few steps from our back door, Dave and I decided that we and the bees could no longer be neighbors and the bees would have to go. We delayed taking action for a couple more weeks however, because all the advise we received was that we would need to kill the bees and destroy the hive and we just could not bring ourselves to do this. 

Finally last Saturday, I picked up the phone and called a garden supply store to see if they knew of a more peaceful option. They recommended I contact the county beekeeper’s society. Within a few hours Ray, a beekeeper of 38 years, was at our door ready to help. We learned a lot about bees that day. Ray spent several hours gently, sudden motion angers bees, without gloves or a veil, dismantling the bee hive, carefully cutting apart the honeycomb, and moving it and the tens of thousands of bees that lived in it, to a small box that he would later pack up, load into the back of his car and take away, giving the bees a new home.  

It was amazing. As Ray worked he talked to us about bees and how they live. This week it was this conversation with Ray that came back to me as I reflected on this passage from Paul’s letter to the Galatians that we read together this morning.  Life would have been a whole lot simpler for Paul and the Galatian church if people were more like bees, but for better and for worse sometimes, we are not.

The session of our church asked me, at our last meeting, if I would preach today on diversity. How does a community of people with a diverse collection of life experiences, social, political, economic histories and value systems hold together as the body of Christ in the world today? The question is not a new one. The issue at hand for the Christians in Galatia was how like a Jew does a Gentile need to be in order to be a Christian? It was very much an issue for this community. What rituals, customs and beliefs did one have to adhere to before one could become a Christian? 

Jesus was a Jew and the emerging Christian faith was coming out of Judaism. So the laws and customs of Judaism were central to those who were coming to Christianity out of this Jewish tradition. But to the Gentiles, the non Jews, who were coming to the faith as well, those customs meant nothing and in some cases were offensive. It was to this struggling little church with this diverse collection of people that Paul wrote these words we read today. “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.” (Galatians 3:28) It is hard to overestimate the importance of this brief letter, then or now. The issues have changed but the fundamental question is still acutely relevant. How do we live together as a people of faith with all of our diversity?

Bee communities are not very diverse. There is the queen, the drones and the workers. There is one queen, who lays the eggs. All the other potential queens are killed. There are a few drones who provide for fertilization of the eggs. And then there are the workers, who do all the work and then die in 6 weeks. Hives can have 100,000 bees; one queen, a few hundred drones and many thousands of workers. As I listened to Ray I was struck once again by the miracle of God’s creation. This system of bee life is elegant and beautiful and a vital part of the great web of life that exists on our planet. 

But we are not like bees. We may be elegant and beautiful at times but we are also creative, thoughtful, headstrong, fearful, protective, vulnerable and diverse in our values, our upbringing and our circumstances. And so there is conflict. We do not all agree on how things should be done or even who should be in and who should be out. Our hive, our homes, our churches are not nearly as neat and orderly as the honeycomb in the beehive. And yet, Paul reminds the Galatians, and us, that above and beyond and around all of our differences we are ultimately one in Jesus Christ. Paul writes, also in these verses in Galatians, “in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith.” (Galatians 3:26) Children of God through faith.

And this is where we struggle. The conflicts of Paul’s day are replaced in our denomination and also in our congregations with disagreement over the ordination of gays and lesbians and how we define marriage. Over what are the best ways to work for peace in the middle east. Over immigration laws and what is appropriate in our worship.  

“No longer Jew or Greek, no longer slave or free, no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.” We struggle. For we are created as unique individuals, yet we are through Christ, called together in our faith. How are we to do this? Where and when do we compromise? Where must who we are and what we value and have grown up with give way to something larger, what Christ is creating? And when is our standing up and standing firm in what we believe the word of God for the world today? This is difficult stuff and we do well to keep Galatians 3:28 in front of us always. 

Ray, the beekeeper, refused to take payment for his work moving the bees. We had to force him to take gas money for the two trips he made to our house. He said, ‘Some people call me a hobbyist. I am not a hobbyist. That word comes from some old English associated with riding a small horse. I am an amateur. Do you know where the word amateur comes from? It comes from the Greek word for love. I love bees and I love what I do.”  Clearly it was love that guided every gentle, caring move Ray made that day in our back yard. 

We do not think of God as an amateur, although in the purest sense of the word I suppose it fits.  It is God’s love for us, for all of creation that changes our world, that gives us a new home, a new way of being together. God sent Christ into the world that we might know God’s radical, reconciling love for us. And because of that love we are forever changed. 

This new way of life will not be without struggle. It was only a few years after Jesus walked the earth that Paul wrote that letter to the Galatians. And the conflicts, because of our differences continue. But the truth of Christ’s love is as strong as ever.

I feel blessed to be part of a congregation that takes this call seriously. I have added to our order of worship today an affirmation of faith we have not used before, although it will look familiar to many of you. Last year our Trinity family met in several house meetings to talk about what we believe God is calling us to be and do as a congregation in the years ahead. A church mission statement was created. The document in its entirety is on our church website. These words comes at the beginning of the mission statement. I believe it summarizes well our congregation’s acknowledgement of both the challenge and the call to be faithful Christians in our diversity. 

As we continue to live and work together here at Trinity let us stand affirm our faith. 

Trinity Statement of Faith

Trinity Presbyterian Church is an open and inclusive church that is both Christ-centered and mission-driven. 

We are traditional, welcoming and honoring those who think and live in traditional and conservative ways, religiously, politically and in their lifestyles. 

We are also progressive, welcoming and honoring those who differ from the traditional in their thinking about matters of faith, politics, or lifestyles. 

At Trinity, we believe the Holy Spirit leads us to serve and nurture our congregation, our community, and our world—spiritually and materially—as we search for truth and promote social justice. We value the opportunities and responsibilities we have to care for one another in our local and global communities. 

Our faith is both broad and deep…and within our humanity, we value and love one another through the depths of our faith. We accept our responsibility, as followers of Jesus Christ, to think and act locally and globally.
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