Preached at First Baptist Greenville

April 25, 2010                                                                  Mark 8: 22-25

May we pray together? Dear God, Please go with us into the study of your word. Keep our ears and minds and hearts open to a fresh word from you. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.  
Seeing navy


The summer before last I went shopping at the end-of-season sales, as I often do. I bought a light-weight Ralph Lauren summer sweater. It was white with navy blue trim around the neck and sleeves, and it had gold buttons on the shoulders.


It had that navy and white nautical look that designers re-tool every summer, no matter what. 


Over the next 18 months I didn’t wear the sweater a lot, but I wore it maybe six or seven times. And I always wore it with navy capris.


Well, in November, my younger daughter, Madison, came home from college for a doctor’s appointment. I went with her to his office, and I wore that sweater with navy slacks.


 And as we were sitting there, chatting, before the doctor came in, she said, “Mom, why are you wearing navy pants with a black and white sweater?”


Now let me pause for a moment to say Madison is just one-half of the fashion police force in our family. She and her older sister, Dustin, ruled over my closet brutally for 20 years. 


They told me my beloved polka-dot pantsuit made me look like a clown. 

They said my double-breasted navy and red suit made me look like an elevator operator – though I wasn’t sure how they even knew what an elevator operator looked like. 

And they got so incensed at my “old-lady jeans” that I finally had to give them to a homeless woman.

But that day in the doctor’s office, Dustin was out terrorizing someone else, so Madison was left alone to hold the line for Vogue. “Why are you wearing navy pants with a black and white sweater?”


Well, I wasn’t falling for that. My reply was automatic: “Don’t be silly! This sweater is navy and white.”


She said, “No, it’s not. Look in the mirror.”


So I got up to prove her wrong, and looked in the mirror. And lo and behold, I was wearing a black and white sweater with navy pants.


I couldn’t believe it. How could that be?


For 18 months I had been sailing around Greenville in navy pants and a black and white sweater, thinking I matched.


And suddenly, it was so obvious it was a black and white sweater. How could I have ever thought it was navy?

I hate to admit I am so shallow, but at the point I felt a little funny about the doctor coming in. I was afraid he’d take one look and think, Does this woman dress in the dark?


Even now, when I see that sweater in my drawer, and it is so obviously black and white, I wonder, “How did I ever see that as navy?”


Because that is what happened. For 18 months, I truly saw it as navy.

My brain was so convinced it was navy because of the whole nautical theme … that navy is what my eyes saw.                   

This is a true, silly story to start us thinking about today’s Scripture passage, about things we think we see, about things we think we know.


The gospel writer Mark played around a good bit with stories of people who truly saw Jesus and people who didn’t. In the middle of his gospel, he placed three stories of Jesus foretelling his death and resurrection to the disciples. And three times, the disciples reacted with obtuseness. Or self-absorption. Or worse. 


To make his point more vivid, Mark book-ended this whole middle section with stories of Jesus healing two blind strangers. I think he was saying, Look at these two people who had no pretensions of understanding Jesus. They really saw him, while the disciples who spent so much time with him were blind.

Our Scripture passage today is the first bookend.

Please turn in your Bibles to Mark 8: 22-25.


22 They came to Bethsaida. Some people* brought a blind man to him and begged him to touch him. 23He took the blind man by the hand and led him out of the village; and when he had put saliva on his eyes and laid his hands on him, he asked him, ‘Can you see anything?’ 24And the man* looked up and said, ‘I can see people, but they look like trees, walking.’ 25Then Jesus* laid his hands on his eyes again; and he looked intently and his sight was restored, and he saw everything clearly. 

We had a rock band from the Salvation Army recovery program play during a church service at Triune. The band’s name was Men Like Trees, Walking. That’s the way the King James phrases it. And one of the songs they performed was Johnny Nash’s “I Can See Clearly Now.” 

I can see clearly now, the rain is gone,

I can see all obstacles in my way

Gone are the dark clouds that had me blind

It’s gonna be a bright (bright), bright (bright)

Sun-Shiny day.


These men were in recovery, many of them from years and years of drug abuse and alcoholism. They could see some truth, but at times, things were still fuzzy, like trees walking around. 


But they knew a day would come when their blindness would be completely healed, when they could see clearly.                    

When I worked for The Greenville News, I was the newsroom’s barometer of “average.” An editor would tell a writer that a reference was too hip or too esoteric or too colloquial, and the writer would say, “Well, let’s ask Deb. If she gets it, anybody will get it.”


I should have been insulted, but my daughters had pretty well inoculated me against insults.

 
And so when I arrived at Triune with no knowledge of a population who quite literally lives under bridges, in abandoned buildings, in the woods, I thought, “If I didn’t know about this population, I bet a lot of other people don’t either.”


So one of my first goals was to help Greenvillians see homelessness. 
To know what they were looking at when they saw people sitting up, asleep, at the library.

To know what they looking at when they saw adults on Main Street with backpacks.

 To know what they were looking at when they saw cardboard under bridges or beside buildings, that it meant someone had slept there the night before. Because we don’t have to be physically, optically impaired to miss what’s going on around us.


Two weeks ago, a group from Simpsonville UMC stood under the Pete Hollis Corridor bridge, talking to a mentally ill man living in a tent, and looking up at evidence that another 5 to 10 people were living under the girders. One woman put her hands over her face, and said, “How did I not know this?”


We all need to see how some of our citizens live.


 My second goal was to offer a way out of homelessness, primarily through freedom from addiction, then by accessing jobs and housing. We have sent 350 people into drug rehab, and a few into jobs and housing. And it is important to offer people a way to get on their feet. 

But after awhile, some things about Triune confused me. I wondered, for instance, why so many homeless people started coming there during the week to volunteer. I kept wondering, “Why aren’t they out trying to find jobs?”

Then a very wise woman gave me a book. It was by a former journalist and former atheist in San Francisco, Sara Miles. Sara came to know Jesus through the communion table at an Episcopal church out there. This church had its communion table in the narthex under the theology that the communion table might be the first place we meet Jesus, not the last. The church didn’t require you to go through baptism before you could take communion.  

Well, Sara was so taken with this idea of sharing communion, of sharing food as community, that she opened a food pantry right there on the communion table. And of course, who comes to a food pantry? Drug addicts and homeless veterans and laid-off workers and the mentally ill and immigrants and disabled people and hardworking people who just aren’t making ends meet.


After a couple of months, Sara noticed that some of the people coming for groceries started showing up early to help give out food, and she was perplexed.

And I’m reading that, and thinking, ‘Oh, I get that, Sara. They want to be community.’ ”


And then I stopped cold. That was exactly what was happening at Triune, and I hadn’t seen it. All those homeless, addicted, maybe mentally ill volunteers were there because they wanted to be community. 


Oh, now I see.


All those trees walking around, sweeping and mopping and packing groceries at Triune, were actually people. I saw a community at worship.


I think God is calling us to do more than those things our secular society is trying to do. I think God is calling us to live in community with the poor. To welcome the poor and the homeless and yes, the literally unwashed, into a worshiping community.


To let them know they are welcome and respected and beloved of God. This morning, your own Kathy Sharp is preaching at Triune. But homeless men and women are handing out the bulletins, taking up an offering, leading a responsive reading, and leading the singing.


They may or may not realize recovery and jobs and housing. We see it work out both ways. 


But sometimes, sometimes, the welcome is enough. Sometimes being told, “we are so glad you are here” is enough.

Just two Sundays ago, I motioned for a man named Henry to help take up the offering during a service. Henry is dying of cancer, and we had helped him get him off the streets and into a little apartment. He still comes to eat meals and worship with us.


After that service he came up to me and said, “You’ve never asked me to take up the offering before. It made me feel so good.”


 Such a little thing. Such a huge thing.


 Robbie Boman is a member of Buncombe Street UMC, but she spends a lot of time at Triune. She’s known as the Prayer Lady, and she goes through the dining hall during Sunday dinner, gathering prayers from our guests. Then she delivers them as prayers of the people at our Sunday night service. 


If you don’t remember anything else from that service, you’ll remember Robbie’s prayers – for a job, for a healed foot, for a child in prison, for a place out of the rain, for our soldiers in Iraq.  

Robbie has published two books about miracles in South Carolina, about people who felt God at work in their lives. And her first story is set at  Triune and is about this concept of welcome and community. 

One Wednesday morning, she was making her customary sweep through our dining hall as we handed out groceries and clothes. A jittery woman named Angel agreed to go with her to the City Prayer we hold at noon in the sanctuary. The way Angel was shaking, Robbie suspected she was in drug or alcohol withdrawal.

Angel told Robbie she wanted one of the free Bibles she was offering. So the two women walked into the sanctuary.


 When she entered, Angel immediately calmed down and stopped shaking. She looked up at our beautiful stained glass windows in awe. She was mesmerized when Robbie flipped the light switch on the stained glass window of Jesus in Gethsemane that hangs above the choir loft.


“Angel was home,” Robbie wrote, “truly at home in church.”


Robbie took Angel into the back hallway where we keep donated Bibles. The first one she picked up was falling apart, and the print was too small to read.


Robbie put it down and picked up another. This Bible was in a little better shape, but it was still old and worn. It had belonged to someone who used it well. 


Robbie flipped open the front cover and there in large, penciled, capital letters these words were scrawled: Welcome Home, Angel. 


Angel looked at the words, and sat back, stunned, silent.


Robbie didn’t know what to say either. But then she found her voice.  “Clearly, Angel, this one’s for you,” she said.

Angel took the Bible. Robbie told her it had been autographed by God Himself. She clutched it and knelt on the floor during City Prayer. After a half hour of praying right there in the floor, Angel asked Robbie if she could sing Psalm 121.


“I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills from whence cometh my help. My help cometh from the Lord, which made heaven and earth.” (Psalm 121: 1-2)


It is a psalm of thanksgiving, of homecoming.


Robbie never saw Angel before or after that day. But she is convinced that God sent that personal message, that personal Bible, to tell his wounded child, “Welcome home.”


You are welcome in my church.


This is how I see mission now. I see it as welcome, as camaraderie, as standing alongside, as walking beside. This is how I see it now, but I may still be looking at trees, walking. 

God is still working with me. And God is still working with you. Our sight as Christians, our perspective as Christians, is always being refined, refocused, clarified. We’re always blinking, trying to see if those trees walking are really people.         

At the other end of this middle section of Mark’s gospel, he writes about the healing of blind Bartimaeus. That’s the matching bookend. But Bartimaeus is healed immediately. There’s none of this blurry, men-like- trees-walking stuff. In fact, I can’t think of a single other healing in which Jesus had to take two swipes at it.

There’s a reason Mark told his odd little story this way. There’s a reason the blind man at Bethsaida saw first through a glass darkly, and then clearly. I think Mark was commenting on the way we see Jesus, the way we learn, the way we discern. 

A little bit, as we step out on faith. Then a little more, and a little more.        

We can certainly go through our days blind to the needs of others, blind to the teachings of Jesus to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, welcome the stranger.  

We can refuse to see the broken, the poor, the homeless, the Angels of this world. We can insist upon seeing navy because that’s the way we’ve always seen.


Or we can invite Jesus to touch our eyes. Again and again and again.

Amen.
