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Collective Fragments

It’s an honor to be with you here today both to preach and to lead you in a conversation at your Forum on the transgender community in the life of the church and the world. I also want to thank you for standing with the trans community this Spring during Transgender Faith week, as the community embarked once more on an effort to pass transgender-inclusive nondiscrimination legislation here in Massachusetts.  
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Nearly ten years ago, one Sunday morning in October of 2001, I awoke feeling like I’d been run over by a truck.  I was a candidate for Holy Orders in this diocese, a first year doctoral student 3000 miles away from my partner of eight years who had just started a post-doc, and I was just coming out as transgender.  The previous day had been strangely holy and angst-filled:  I had claimed my name and shared the milestone in phone conversations that vacillated between exhilaration and terror, encouragement and grief.  The following morning, as I arrived at Christ Church Somerville, where your own canon Steve Bonsey was then the priest in charge, I felt somewhere between “accursed and cut off,” as Paul put it in our second reading (Rom 9:3), and welcomed home.  When asked if I could do the first reading, I wearily replied, sure, why not, and then sat in a pew to look it over.  But as my eyes took in the account of Jacob and the divine stranger – which is our first reading this morning– chills ran down my spine.  It wasn’t just the new name that spoke to me, it was the combination of wrestling and inquiry, clarity and mystery, resulting in a body forever changed.  This unexpected encounter had undoubtedly marked a turning point in the life of Israel-who-had-been-Jacob, a moment when an individual life, claimed anew by God, took a collective turn. It was not a seamless transformation; this process of wrestling, of seeing God’s face and yet living, was a limping triumph, more like a beginning than an ending.  In a dauntingly direct way, this story dramatizes the transformation – the growth – into which God continually and unexpectedly ushers us, individuals who are always part of something larger.   

In its own way, our gospel passage points to this strange process of growth, and the unlikely ways in which we are invited into it.  The famous feeding of the five thousand story suggests more than the familiar refrain about abundance and scarcity, the idea that just when we feel like there isn’t enough, God provides—a message I admit we undoubtedly need this weekend as our elected leaders maddeningly wrestle with the debt ceiling.   But reading the story afresh in the context of the Genesis passage, I was surprised at how scarcity and abundance fit into a pattern of transformation marked by brokenness and healing.  In his fourth century homily on our story (Homily XLIX on the Gospel of St. Matthew),
 the early church theologian John Chrysostom (c. 349–407) emphasizes how, motivated by compassion and “intense mercy,” Jesus heals the wounded throngs before multiplying the loaves and fish for the evening meal.  To Chrysostom, both the healing and the feeding are akin to, and perhaps partake of, the very process of creation itself:  he argues, “It was no greater to produce fruits out of the earth, and moving things with life out of the water, than out of five loaves to make so many.”  The One through whom earth and sea were made offered the abundance of that creation to those who hungered and thirsted for so much more than their bodies could contain.  
But when that divine abundance was gathered at the conclusion of the feast, in what form was it found?  Here Chrysostom notes, God “made them even to exceed… not as whole loaves, but as fragments.” In other words, if Jesus was able to multiply the loaves and fish, why leave the excess in such a fragmentary state?  Why not keep the leftovers whole and tidy?  But he doesn’t, because there is something particularly powerful about the fragments.  Ragged and gathered into one, they could signify what had happened in a way that whole loaves (or fish) could not.  And what had happened?  Prior to their consumption, Jesus had looked up to heaven, had blessed broken, and distributed the loaves to his disciples, who in turn shared them with the crowd.  Their collective, fragmentary state at the end of the meal mirrored the transformation not simply of the food but of the community itself.  They were a people broken and healed, created anew but by no means complete, a people on the move, hungry for more, drawn inexorably and dramatically into the heart of the living God.  And as a fragmented collective, this people could in turn feed more, could grow far beyond the capacity of its limited imagination.  Together, the limping Israel and the gathered fragments, bodies improbably drawn into newness of life, bear witness to unfathomably good news.  They proclaim a God whose healing engrafts us, without erasing our differences and histories, into the dynamic community we call the body of Christ.  
Of course, as anyone in church over the last ten years, or the last several decades, can testify, being part of that body can be as trying as it is empowering.  The years of debate over gender and sexuality (pre- Bishop Robinson) were very much on my mind as I found myself overtaken by that wrestling match in the fall of 2001.  As I stood at the lectern that October morning, reading that story of divine encounter, I had no idea what relationships I would sustain or deepen, gain or lose.  And while I’ve faced some losses, I had no notion of how fortunate I would be— from being ordained to marrying my partner, finishing my doctorate to becoming a dad.  With that shard of recognition born of the intersection of experience and text, I felt my eyes being opened – pried– afresh to God’s larger work in the world:  creating, healing, drawing into newness of life.  With lovingly gathered fragments, God was then and is now inviting us to break open this strange story, to be vessels of hope in the most unlikely places, among communities where people feel utterly discouraged, “accursed and cut off,” from Norway to Israel/Palestine, from Washington D.C. to Boston, Massachusetts.  May we have the strength and openness to answer God’s invitation, to be collected and transformed amid our fragmentation, recreated in all our peculiarities, as agents of an “intensely merciful,” infinitely loving God.  Amen. 
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