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The birth of a child has a way of turning the world upside down.  Every parent knows this.  
It’s especially true of a first child.  Even in the best of circumstances, nine months of happy expectation suddenly climax in a state of unanticipated crisis that begins with the first contractions of labor and continues for approximately three decades.

Why does the upheaval of childbirth always come as a surprise?  Birth is not an uncommon occurrence.  Every human being on earth has been born at least once.

My wife Elisabeth and I certainly should have known better.  When Noah arrived, Elisabeth was in the midst of becoming a nurse-midwife.  Childbirth was her profession.  And yet it was only when my mother-in-law came soon after Noah’s birth that we realized how completely unprepared we were.   We hadn’t even thought through how or where we would change the little guy’s diapers.
As crises go, childbirth is not a bad one, of course.  I was quite pleasantly unprepared for the strength and depth of the love I felt for my child immediately.  I knew that my life was being changed forever.  I knew that God was giving me a new calling, a new vocation as a parent. 
I knew that I would willingly sacrifice anything for my child. Why, I was ready even to give up my night out with my seminary buddies in order to be home taking care of him.  I was appalled, however, to learn that my new vocation would demand also that I also give up things like daily morning chapel services and my work as editor of the seminary journal.  Those were good things!  They were part of my vocation in becoming a priest.  Surely God did not intend for me to give those up!
Thomas Keating describes the spiritual dilemma of the double-bind.  “The double-bind,” he writes, “does not consist in the choice between what is obviously good and obviously evil – that is temptation – but [in being unable to] decide which of two apparent goods is God’s will.”
  Keating describes Mary as being in just such a situation.  Here is a pious girl, a virgin betrothed to a respectable man, being asked by Gabriel to become pregnant, somehow, and bear a son.  “How can this be?” she responds.  She faces not only the biological paradox of virgin birth but the spiritual dilemma of being asked by God to choose between irreconcilable goods.  God calls her to turn off the path of godly life as her religious culture defined it for a young woman, in order to follow an unexpected, incomprehensible path featuring a childbirth that promises to turn the world upside down.
Have you ever faced such a dilemma, a moment when, as Keating says, “you are absolutely certain that God wants two things that seem to be completely opposed”?  It’s a pregnant moment, to be sure.  For those of us who strive to live faithful lives, to seek God’s will and live by it, the double-bind challenges our very notion of God and of godly life.  Is not God one?  How can God will contradictory things?  How can God call us to irreconcilable vocations?  And yet God seems to use the double-bind to call us out of one understanding of being faithful and into another.  “The double-bind,” says Keating, “is sometimes designed to free us from the last vestiges of cultural conditioning, including our religious cultural conditioning.”  Through the double-bind God frees us to follow God in a new and unexpected way.
The double-bind, then, is a kind of Exodus, a calling out into freedom, and it may well be experienced as a time of crisis and confusion.  Think of Abraham and Sarah, or of Ruth, called out of their families and cultures into something unknown and unsure.  Think of the Hebrews in the wilderness, feeling lost and longing for the fleshpots of Egypt.  Think of the righteous backlash against prophets like Amos and Jeremiah who told the priests and kings of their day that they must change their ways.  Think of the double-bind that Jesus put Peter, James and John in, calling them to turn aside from the sacred obligations of work and family in order to follow him.  Think of the accusations leveled – with justification! --  against Jesus by the religious culture of his day, that he violated the commandments, scorned the Temple, and committed the unpardonable sin of heresy in claiming to be the equal of God.
Through all of sacred history God has continually put God’s people in one double-bind after another; in fact, sacred history consists of nothing other than a series of moments in which faithful people face an impossible dilemma by which God calls them out of one God-given order  and into something new, unexpected, incomprehensible, and upside down.
Many of us could tell such stories from our own lives, and it is no less the story of our present time.  I believe that our church and our culture at large face a double-bind, here and now.  There is a way that we have lived together up to this day; a way taught to us as good; a way that we believed, with good evidence, to be faithful to God’s will; and now God is threatening to turn our world upside down.

I know for myself that there was a way that I was taught to be loyal to my country, and that was good; now that is being turned upside down, as I believe I must learn to be a citizen of the world.  I was taught that my financial security and prosperity would depend upon my individual initiative and hard work, and that was good; now I see that my security depends upon the prosperity of all my neighbors.   I was taught to put my family first and to care for those near at hand, and that was good; now I am called to understand myself as a member of the human family and to see that there is no one in the world who is not my neighbor.
I was taught to use the gifts of the earth for human flourishing, and that was good; now I must see that human flourishing depends on my putting the earth first.  I was taught to claim my Christian faith and defend it against all enemies, and that was good; now I see that the very notion of my faith having enemies is itself the threat.

Finally, I was taught to love the Episcopal Church and the Anglican tradition; to love our prayer book, our hymns, our church buildings, our vestments, our every gesture in worship; our bishops, our dioceses, our canon law, our committees and councils; every bit of it, our whole culture of being church.  God called me to be a priest in this church, and I understood it to be my responsibility to embody this culture and to defend it, preserve it, extend and perpetuate it.  And all of this was good and is good.  I still feel the faithfulness of this commitment, and I honor it in others.  And yet…
It may be that Mother Church is facing a pregnant moment, a double-bind, the dilemma of a choice between two paths, both of God, but completely opposed, one known and justly revered,  the other leading into something novel, unexpected, even incomprehensible.  I see signs of the emergence of a church whose worship is deeply rooted and yet creative and responsive; whose leadership is less hierarchical and conservative and more shared and adaptive; a church that views itself as a new community living a new economy that is sustainable and equitable; that sees other religious communities as fellow seekers who might have light to shed on our path; a church more concerned to give its treasures to the world than to gather more in.    
It may be that in our generation of the church something is being born, and the world is being turned upside down, made new again, and not for the first time.  Amen.
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