“Living in the Reign of God, Part 1:  Opening our Eyes”
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The Rev. Canon Steven C. Bonsey

I have entitled this series of Sermons ‘Living in the Reign of God” because I want to talk about our human experience of what God is doing in our midst.

Jesus began his ministry by announcing, “The time is fulfilled; the kingdom [or reign] of God is at hand.”  We speak for the reign of God as both something God is inviting us into here and now, and also as a reality that will not be completely realized until some future time.  

We can express our experience of both the present and future reality of God’s reign by speaking of a process, a pilgrimage or a journey.  We are on a journey of transformation into the heart of God.  We are all created in the image of God, each of us uniquely; we may speak of this as the Christ-likeness that is within each of us.  We are each of us born with the seed of our true selves within us; this seed grows in time but comes to full flower only in eternity.  Throughout this life and the life to come we are converted more and more into the likeness of Christ, and we become more and more who we truly are.

In the very beginnings of the church, long before believers in the Risen Christ thought to claim a religion called Christianity, they called their life of faith, The Way.  They had a lively sense of life in the dawning reign of God as a journey of transformation.  I think that we can reclaim some of that original sense of the church for ourselves today.
I would like in these sermons to speak about this journey in terms of discernible stages.  In this I am drawing upon some emerging wisdom that I have come across in my reading and in conferences and retreats that I have attended.  This emerging wisdom draws on work in the fields of psychology and anthropology that have identified stages of emotional, intellectual and moral development in individual persons and correlated these with what we know of the historical development of human societies.  Simply put, each of us in our personal growth recapitulates the social evolution of the whole human family to date.

These stages of development, personal and historical, correlate also with stages of spiritual development as they have been identified in the ancient spiritual traditions of our other faiths.  These stages mark the progress of our personal journeys in Christ, but they also recapitulate stages an historical spiritual development in human civilization.  These stages are reflected in our scriptures.  

Voices that testify to these various stages exist side by side in the Old and New Testaments, just as societies in various stages of development exist side by side in the world, and just as various stages of personal development coexist within me:  somewhere in me are still the frightened child and the rebellious adolescent, as well as the mature adult who is a work in progress.
In these sermons I would like to pay special attention to the transitions that occur as individuals and societies move from one stage to another.  Typically we experience these transitions as times of conflict and turmoil.  They are filled both with a sense of promise and a sense of loss as well.  Something is dying, and something is being born.  We experience something being broken as we are opened up to the influence of something new and unknown.
My family and I have experienced one such transition in the last several weeks.  One son has graduated from college and gone abroad to begin his first job.  Another son has finished high school and soon will be leaving home for college.  Our daughter Annie remains at home, but for the first time in a long time my wife and I outnumber the children in our house.  We even have a sense of what it could be like one day soon to live in an empty nest.

The graduations and celebrations in these weeks have naturally been filled with joy and pride and promise, but there is sadness and regret as well.  We are happy for Josiah and Sam, but we will miss having them around.  And as a parent I am brought face to face with the recognition that I no longer have a chance to do some of the things I had hoped to do with and for them as they grew up.  Life has a way of calling us from one stage to another whether we are ready or not.

In every transition in our journey of transformation we experience a mixture of blessing and curse.  We find this in psychologists’ accounts of the very first transition in each of our lives, in the dawning awareness of ourselves as individual persons.  Newborn infants take in sights, sounds and smells without trying to identify them.  They move their arms and limbs, but without control or sense of purpose.  They take sustenance from their mother without differentiating between her and the universe at large.
Then gradually they come to recognize their mother’s face and to register the difference between her presence and her absence.  They become aware of their own bodies.  The child comes to recognize itself as a self and others as others.  It become aware of its own needs – their hunger and discomfort – but also of its ability to act to meet their needs: if it cries, the parent comes.  Eventually it will learn to feed itself, dress itself, use tools, and so on; it begins to learn and grow at a prodigious rate.  

This dawning awareness of self, of ego, comes at a cost.  Knowledge of being separate from the mother brings the awareness of vulnerability, dependency and fear:  what if the mother goes away and does not come back?
In this the child recapitulates the very earliest history of the human race.  Like the young child, the members of primordial hunter-gatherer tribes concerned themselves primarily with basic sustenance. They were vulnerable beings in the midst of a fearful world, even as they learned to use tools and to work together to insure survival.  They worshipped goddesses of fertility, and in their rituals they sought the magical means to compel the seemingly arbitrary powers of the universe to give them what they needed rather than abandoning them and leaving them to perish.
We find both blessing and curse in the Bible’s story of the first human beings coming to self-awareness as Adam and Eve eat the forbidden fruit in the Garden.  If we were able to unlearn our narrow interpretation of this as a story of Original Sin and the Fall – and interpretation that is not supported in the scriptures themselves – we might better understand this as the story of a crafty serpent posing a trick question that incites a woman to give birth to human consciousness.  As the first humans eat the fruit their eyes are opened to know themselves.  With self-awareness come vulnerability, hiding and shame, but also the knowledge of good and evil, the freedom to make choices, and therefore the possibility to love. Thus begins the journey of human transformation into Christ.
Jesus at his coming announced the good news of the dawning reign of God as a way of summoning the human race further on in this journey.  In our reading from Luke this morning, we hear that Jesus commissioned the Seventy to go into the world issuing the same urgent summons – ‘The kingdom of God has come near you!’ – but also bearing witness to the means and practices by which hearers of the gospel could begin living now in this new reality.  They were to share peace with strangers, to break bread with them as a new community, and to administer God’s power to heal mind, body and spirit.  

These are the same practices by which we live today as pilgrims on The Way:  Sunday by Sunday we gather to we share the peace with one another, to break bread, and to pray for our own and others’ healing.  These practices embody in us a wisdom that will guide and sustain us in our journey from stage to stage into our full maturity in Christ.
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