
Our family’s first house was dominated by a Japanese cherry tree that rose higher than our little bungalow.  As one of the first blooming trees of the spring, it brought joy to many after a long winter.  In fact one day my husband overheard someone say in a restaurant say, “Have you seen the cherry tree on Gracelyn Road yet?”  Well, that was our tree.


I came to treasure that tree all the more when I learned its history.  According to the lady next door, the gardener who once owned that house found the tree on the garbage heap.  He took it home, and the rest was history.  So the very tree that was the jewel in the crown of our neighborhood had once been a reject.  Someone believed in that half dead plant and allowed it to flourish.  What was rejected by another became a joy to many.


God as well chose what was rejected by others.  God chose the very stone that the builders rejected to be the cornerstone of the church.  God gave us a Christ who had none of the qualities we might seek for the savior of the world.  Yet Jesus of Nazareth became the cornerstone of the church, the living stone that gives spirit and vitality to all the other stones.  


We learn all this in a letter to the newly baptized, perhaps dictated by Peter.  It is a confirmation letter, as it were, guiding new Christians into a life of continued spiritual growth.  It urges them to reach out for spiritual food, beginning with milk and progressing to every more substantial food.  Eugene Peterson’s translation reads this way:  “You’ve had a taste of God.  Now, like infants at the breast, drink deep of God’s pure kindness.  Then you’ll grow up mature and whole in God.  ….Present yourselves as building stones for the construction of a sanctuary vibrant with life….”  The new Christians are given a picture of what they are becoming:  “…you are the ones chosen by God, chosen for the high calling of priestly work, chosen to be a holy people, God’s instruments to do his work and speak out for him, to tell others of the night-and-day difference he made for you—from nothing to something, from rejected to accepted.”

This week I asked some of the wise and experienced Christians among us how to share this vision with the newest among us.   Their personal stories of faith development issued forth.  It was clear that they had not always been so focused on faith and spiritual growth.  Like everyone, their earlier years were filled with the issues of the first half of life—building the container of home and work that gives structure to life.  A common thread was a movement into a focus on giving of themselves to others, giving of themselves to their faith community—in other words, being church.  Somehow in that process spiritual growth flourished.  Reaching out had led them to grow deeper within.


As I look around the life of St. Barnabas’, I see that happening in the ministries of our Caritas Team.  Here are the neighborly ways of acting out Christ’s love by caring for others in the faith community.  A variety of persons exercise their various spiritual gifts for the benefit of others—writing notes, delivering flowers, cooking food, providing rides to church or medical appointments—the list goes on.  We all do some of those things for friends and family, but there is something different going on when we do it for someone we may not really know, when we do it because that person is a member of Christ’s body.  
I remember being in the home of a woman quite new to Baltimore.    Her husband had just died at age 48, having just come to Johns Hopkins as a highly recruited specialist.  Oddly enough, his academic career blossomed because of a surgical technique he developed during his many mission trips to Africa.  The doorbell rang, and a woman came in with supper, introducing herself as a member of their Baptist church.  This family still lived in a temporary apartment, so new to the church that they did not recognize each other.  Yet that casserole shows what the Body of Christ is all about.  Here is the way we become a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a spiritual house.  This is what happens at St. Barnabas’ in our caring ministries of Caritas.

Sometimes we find ourselves asking how we are to be followers of Jesus.  Like Thomas, we ask how we can follow when we do not know the way.  Jesus tells us, as he tells Thomas, that it is all about following a road.  He simply gives himself as the way, the road we are to follow.  It is all about staying with him, remaining with him, abiding in him.  We may think we do not know how to get started, but the path begins wherever we are—with the particular life each of us is given, with the particular people who surround us, with the setting where we live each day.  

Spiritual growth is not something that will come some day when we have time, leisure, and energy for it.  It comes as we follow the path, as we start out exactly where we are.  We have already had a taste of God.  That taste of God got us to this place today.  We are already in heaven with Jesus, invited to move from one dwelling place to another, growing spiritually as he guides us along.


Recently I was intrigued by the CNN ads for a program with Morgan Spurlock, something I had never watched before.  He was to be visiting with various communities of faith and atheism alike, even entering the pulpit.  Early on he mentioned that he had grown up in the Methodist Church.  Then as he interviewed worshipers at a church, he said, “I don’t go to church.  What am I missing?”   The older woman before him did not miss a beat.  She looked him straight in the eye and uttered one word—“Life.”  Life indeed.  Years of following Jesus had taught her that this way, this road, gives her life.  Jesus said, “I am the way, the truth, and the life.”  For all its failures and limitations, the church is like nothing else.  It is a band of pilgrims following a guide through the wilderness.  It is a motley crew, just people like any other random group of people with ordinary gifts and talents, blemishes and weaknesses.  Yet when we gather as Christ’s church, we find Life, life as we know it no other way.

Indeed this body, the church, is a strange mystery.  It is composed of merely human building blocks—the same materials as any other social institution.  Then why is it so different?  It is different because it is based on Jesus Christ, the cornerstone, the sure foundation.  Carlyle Marney, a great Baptist leader of the church, said it this way:  “This is why the church is like nothing else on the face of the earth; why it must never use the tools of the world for its gain; why it has to wait; why its members who are becoming persons have moral, ethical, relational, and personal obligations.  This is why its fellowship is like nothing else you have tasted; and this is why its oneness is holiness, its baptism is a death, its bread is a strengthening, its wine is a toast to resurrection, the dust shaken off its feet is a testimony to God and those who have heard, and its failure is a sacrament.”


So let us then look again at ourselves and one another.  We are a cherry tree chosen from the garbage heap to grow into a thing of great beauty.  Let us then brush off the garbage and let ourselves be planted in the fertile soil of Christ.  Let us grow into that sacred calling that is ours.  We are a spiritual house with Christ as our foundation.

In closing, let us join in a prayer that is said on every Good Friday, in the Great Vigil of Easter, and in every ordination of the church.  It is just that basic to who we are as the church for whom Jesus died and rose again.  Let us pray:  O God of unchangeable power and eternal light: Look favorably on your whole Church, that wonderful and sacred mystery; by the effectual working of your providence, carry out in tranquility the plan of salvation; let the whole world see and know that things which were cast down are being raised up, and things which had grown old are being made new, and that all things are being brought to their perfection by him through whom all things were made, your Son Jesus Christ our Lord; who lives and reigns with you, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen. 
