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Paul, Barack Obama and Us
A Sermon Preached by Dean Jep Streit

The Feast Day of the Conversion of Paul

Sunday, January 25, 2009
As you may know, my wife Sue and I went to Washington last week, to visit my family and to see the presidential inauguration.

A lot has been said and written about this election, about our new president, his wife, his children, his eloquence, whether he is up to the task or not.  You’ve all heard about the inauguration events, the Sunday concert, the ceremony, his speech, the inaugural balls.  I suspect that most people here this morning watched at least some part of the events, and that you’ve heard or read his speech.

I could easily talk for an hour or more about what it was like to be there, but there’s a lot going on today so I’ll restrict myself to 45 minutes.

The reality is that even if I did talk for 45 minutes, or an hour, or two, I couldn’t tell you all that I saw or felt or experienced.  There isn’t enough time, or enough words.  It makes me think of the words of Black Elk, the Sioux Indidan, describing a vision he had, And while I stood there I saw more than I can tell and I understood more than I saw; 

But I can’t have experienced this and say nothing, because that doesn’t feel faithful.  So let me say simply this.  

What will stay with me, what I suspect I will never forget, is that Sue and I watched and experienced the inauguration among people, over a million people, who had gathered there to be witnesses to something they thought would not occur in their lifetime.  We were all experiencing something we thought would not be possible.

Imagine that.

Imagine all the emotions that accompany such an experience:  disbelief, elation, sadness for those unable to be present, joy, astonishment, anxiety (Will he be all right?  Will he be up to the task?).  I suspect you can imagine these emotions because you probably had some of them.

But I come back to this crowd.  According to the Washington Post, more people came to the inauguration and to the parade than to any other inauguration.  1.9 million people were there, about  1.2 million on the mall, and about 700 thousand in place along the parade route.

There were close to two million people who were personally witnessing events they thought would not be possible.  As you can imagine, people came from all over.  We met a family on the Metro at 5 a.m., up from Florida with three little girls, ages 3, 4 and 5.  We met two college freshmen from North Dakota who had flown in the day before and were staying with someone one of their grandmothers had worked with thirty years ago, someone they’d never met.  We stood in the crowd on the Washington mall for over six hours, becoming friendly with a husband and wife from Atlanta, and even tried to go out for lunch with them afterward.  THAT was impossible.
What is also true is that everyone’s presence was an important part of this extraordinary event; our presence, was its own witness.  Never before had that many people gathered in Washington, D.C. for any reason, for any event.

Which brings me to Paul, who we celebrate today, and to us here at this Cathedral, named after him, as we gather for our annual meeting.  Paul experienced something he never thought would happen.  Something happened to him that he did not think possible.
His experience on the road to Damascus, the hinge point of his life, came to him with no warning, unexpectedly; it was an experience beyond anything he could have imagined.  He had been devoting his life, his energy, his PASSION, to stopping this new Jesus movement, doing all he could to curtail it, to arrest, imprison, even kill its leaders.  It wasn’t enough for him simply to do this in Jerusalem, where he was residing.  He felt compelled to go to other cities, other places as well, and so he was traveling to Damascus to try and round up the leaders, bring them back to Jerusalem for trial and punishment.

And on the way, the one who was at the heart of his anger, his antipathy, the one whose being Paul was resisting and resenting with all his heart, came to him, appeared to him, and asked, “Why are you doing this?  It’s only hurting you.  Don’t you know who I am?”

Jesus didn’t focus anger and judgment on Paul, but compassion and grace.  Jesus didn’t strike him dead, but in a way, struck him alive.    

I’ve heard people describe the Bible as God’s love letter to humanity, to the world, and while I understand that description, I’ve never liked it.  It’s too cute, and while I would say God is many things, cute feels wrong, inadequate.  Too puny.

But this week it occurred to me that the Bible COULD be described as a collection of stories and events that people thought were not possible, would never happen.  Over and over again, in Hebrew Scripture and in the New Testament, we hear of people experiencing things they thought were not possible, in some cases experiencing things they could not have even imagined.
Paul’s encounter by Jesus on the road to Damascus is just one among countless stories like this.  And this week, in Washington, was one more.

Whether you support President Obama or not, whether you voted for him or not, whatever your hopes are for him, it seems beyond question that this was an extraordinary occasion, which is to say it was beyond, above ordinary.  
This is important, I believe, because as much as we love the Bible, as much as there are stories in it that give us solace, comfort, guidance, it is easy to feel somewhat distant from these people in it.  The most recent of these events in the Bible occurred two thousand years ago, and they all happened in places halfway around the world from us.  But this week, in our own time, in our own country, something happened that reminds us that things are possible that we have imagined to be impossible.  

This is quite relevant to us, here, in this place, as we gather for our annual meeting.  Our congregation is not the largest in Boston, we are not the most powerful or wealthy group of people, and it is easy to dwell on how many limits we face when we try to imagine making a significant difference in the world.
When we’ve gotten convinced of how overwhelming the obstacles are, how much there is to do and how little we have to try to do it, we need to remember this inauguration, and the fact that things ARE possible which seem not just daunting or improbable, but impossible.  

It is also true for us, as individuals; we can be so aware of our own shortcomings, how thin our faith feels, how inadequate we are to all that faces us.

We need to remember the words from the Letter of Paul to the Ephesians, not a bad observation for the events of this past week:  Glory to God whose power, working in us, can do infinitely more than we can ask or imagine; Glory to God from generation to generation in the Church, and in Christ Jesus, for ever and ever.
Amen.
