“A Hopeful People”

I Peter 2:1-10

In her short-story Revelation, Flannery O’Connor introduces us to Mrs. Turpin, a white middle-class woman living in the deep south during the mid-20th century.  According to Mrs. Turpin, everyone has their place in the structure of society, and of course, her place is in the upper echelon.  From her high middle-class position, she often looks down, a bit contemptuously, at all the poor, common folk beneath her.

The story takes place in a doctor’s office.  While her husband sees the physician, Mrs. Turpin sits in the waiting room.  With her thoughts and a few snide comments, she sizes up everyone else in the room, finding them all inadequate.  But with her best effort at mercy, she acknowledges their lot in life is no fault of their own.  “They can’t help the ignorance into which they were born.”  And in this thought, she finds great comfort in her own place in life.

“If it’s one thing I am,” Mrs. Turpin said with feeling, “It’s grateful.  When I think who all I could have been besides myself and what all I got, a little of everything and good disposition besides, I just feel like shouting, ‘Thank you Jesus for making everything the way it is!  It could have been different.’”
In response to her little soliloquy, a young college girl throws a book at Mrs. Turpin and shouts, “Go back to _________ where you came from, you old wort hog.”  (I’ll let you fill in the blank.)  The girl is quickly restrained, and all the ‘common’ folk in the waiting room came to the aid of Mrs. Turpin.

But as she goes home that day, Mrs. Turpin can’t stop thinking about the words of the young girl, and for a moment she examines the structure of reality that she has built.  She thinks about the way she treats the men who work on her farm and all the people she judges inferior.  But this only lasts for a moment.  She quickly reminds herself that that young girl was a “lunatic.”  But even though Mrs. Turpin “comes to her senses,” the young girl’s words continue to haunt her.  And standing by the pigpen of her farm, she receives a vision.  Listen to the closing words of Flannery O’Connor’s Revelation.
“A visionary light settled in her eyes…Upon it a vast horde of souls were rumbling toward heaven.  There were whole companies of white trash, clean for the first time, and bands of black(s) in white robes, and battalions of freaks and lunatics shouting and clapping and leaping like frogs.  And bringing up the end of the procession was a tribe of people whom she recognized at once as those who, like herself and Claud, had always had a little of everything and the God-given wit to use it right.  She leaned forward to observe them closer.  They were marching behind the others with great dignity, accountable as they had always been for good order and common sense and respectable behavior.  They alone were on key.  Yet she could see by their shocked and altered faces that even their virtues were being burned away.”
“Burn away your virtues!”  Perhaps that’s a good paraphrase of what the opening verse of our scripture reading is trying to say.  Get rid of everything in your life that you use to measure yourself against others.  Let go of your inflated sense of pride in your virtuous Christian maturity which leads you to slander those you deem to be less than yourself.  Let go of your virtuous false modesty, which leads you to say, “Oh, I know that I too am an unworthy sinner,” right before you judge those whom you see as far less modest than you.  1st Peter says to the Mrs. Turpins of the world and in the church, “Make a clean sweep of all malice and pretense, envy and hurtful talk.”
Instead, think of yourself as a newborn baby.  You see, a newborn baby doesn’t have to be cute enough to deserve his mother’s milk.  A newborn baby doesn’t have to work hard enough to earn her mother’s milk.  A mother simply gives her child milk because it’s her baby.  Long for the pure spiritual milk that our Lord Jesus Christ wants so much to give you so that you can grow into the abundancy of life and salvation that God wants so much for you to have.  Taste and see that the Lord is good.  
But it is so hard for us to believe that.  We stumble and fall over the bedrock promise of God’s unconditional love, grace, and mercy.
Now I know what some of you must be wondering.  What does Flannery O’Connor’s story have to do with 1st Peter?  Well, at first glance there may not appear to be any similarities between the recipients of the letter we call ‘1st Peter’ and the ‘Mrs. Turpins’ of our world.  Most scholars assume the recipients of this letter were lower-class members of their society, possibly slaves.  And they weren’t living the comfortable life ‘with a little bit of everything’ like Mrs. Turpin.  They were being persecuted.  Their concern was not an over-inflated opinion of themselves.  Their concern was a severe sense of inadequacy.

At first glance, there appear to be very few similarities between the recipients of this letter and the Mrs. Turpins of our world.  But I do see one similarity—a big one.  If you scratch beneath the surface of self-righteousness, pride, and prejudice, do you know what you find?  You will find a severe sense of inadequacy, someone who feels so inadequate that they must tear others down in order to lift themselves up.

Mrs. Turpin is an extreme example.  But it seems to me that all of us feel a bit inadequate at times in our lives.  “I’m not smart enough,” we say.  “I’m not pretty enough.  I’m not fast enough, strong enough, funny enough, nice enough, rich enough.”  (I’ll let you fill in the blank.)  It seems to me that we all feel a bit inadequate in our lives, perhaps quite a bit.

And it seems to me that most of us take one of two roads in coping with inadequacy.  Some of us take the road of honor, so we work-work-work to prove to ourselves and others that we are indeed adequate.  And so, we worry about this, and we worry about that.  But no matter how hard we work we never can get rid of that feeling.  You know the feeling.  The feeling that sooner or later somebody is going to come up to you and say, “I’m sorry, but you don’t belong here.  You don’t deserve to be here.  You’re going to have to leave.”  I’m talking about the aching feeling that sooner or later our inadequacy will be discovered.

On the other hand, some of us take a different road in dealing with inadequacy.  We’re forced onto the road of shame.  Some of us just give up.  The weight of the shame the world heaps on becomes too great.  “To heck with it,” we say.  “I’ll never measure up, so what’s the point in trying.”

And so, the whole world seems stuck in the ruts of one of two roads—the road of the anxious honored or the surrendered shamed.  And the biggest tragedy of all is that neither of these two roads leads to salvation and life abundant, because the road of the anxious honored is paved with self-righteousness and the road of the surrendered shamed is crumbled by our lack of trust in the goodness of God.  We stumble and fall over the bedrock promise of God’s unconditional love, grace, and mercy.
But let me ask you this: What does God say about you in our scripture reading this morning?  God says, “I have chosen you.  I didn’t get stuck with you.  You didn’t sneak in the back door.  You are here because you belong.  You are here because I chose to make you mine.  You are here because I have something in mind for you to do.  I have a role for you in my plan for the world’s redemption.”
What does our scripture reading this morning say about you?  “You are part of a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation of God’s own people.”  Now, this is so—not because you have earned this status.  God simply chose to lift you out of the darkness of the world’s perpetual game of the anxious honoered and the surrendered shamed and into the light of God’s unconditional love, grace, and mercy.
What does our scripture reading say about us?  “Once we were not a people; now we are God’s people.  Once we had not received mercy; now we have received mercy.”  Our Scripture calls us living stones.  When we gather together, we form a community, one stone built upon another, no one stone any more important than another.  And together God builds us into a church.  You see, a church is not a physical building.  A church is the people.  And the walls of this spiritual house are built with living stones—you and me.  We are the church, whether we stand inside the church building or not.
We gather together, to rid ourselves of all malice and guile, insincerity, envy, and slander.  We come together to receive the spiritual milk of God’s unconditional love, grace, and mercy.  And then we are sent out to proclaim the wonder of God’s love, and grace, and mercy.

Let me put it this way.  If you walked into a church building in the dead of winter with the electricity cut off for weeks, how would the building look and feel?  It would be dark, and cold, and lifeless?  Right?  Well, the sad thing is that many spiritual houses look and feel the same way, even in a warmth of summer with the electric bill paid in full.  Why is that?  I think it has something to do with its spiritual construction.  You see, if the church is built upon the foundation of our virtues and our accomplishments, our good deeds, coming from our own determined efforts—then the church is built with lifeless stones. 
But if a church is built upon Christ’s deeds of love, mercy, and grace—coming from God’s work through us—then we become living stones.  The hope of Easter is what makes us a warm, vibrant, and hopeful people.  The stone that was rejected by the scribes and the Pharisees and the Mrs. Turpins is now the cornerstone.   The Risen Christ is the living stone who gives life to all the stones whom God has called and chosen as his warm, vibrant, and hopeful people.
Let us pray:

Gracious and merciful God, how could we ever thank you for a love that transcends all our categories of love?  How can we acknowledge our gratitude in being claimed as your children?  Our hope and our prayer are that our thanks and gratitude might be expressed by witnessing to your world a humble heart, a forgiven and forgiving spirit, and your unconditional love for all of creation.  Help us, O Lord, to grow into our salvation, placing our hope im the righteousness of Christ that makes us adequate.  Help us to be your spiritual house, a Christ-filled church.  Amen.

David A. Cagle
May 15, 2022
5th Sunday of Easter
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