Second Sunday of Easter    April 23, 2006 

Today’s sermon takes the form of a story inspired by the Bishop Thomas Wenski of Orlando.  

Once upon a time there were three beans.  These beans were shocking pink, which could be noticed from far away.  They were unique and beautiful like all of God’s creation.  They sat upon a wall that surrounded a beautiful garden.  The garden was a beautiful place, full of color and shapes and textures.  God made this garden, and it contained all sort of variety and diversity.   The sky above was a deep blue that faded into a pale powdery blue of the horizon as it touched the almost black blue of the ocean which changes to turquoise and pales as it reaches the golden sand.  The clouds were towering and white.  All around were marvelous lush shades of green in the grasses and leaves from the brightness of the new leaves of the oaks to the powdery grayness of the sage.  Everywhere were flowers, deep red roses, yellow day lilies and purple pansies.
The first bean jumped off the wall into the garden and began to roll around it.  He looked up at the sky, and it was blue.  And he saw the clouds floating in the sky and they were a sparkling white.  Looking around he saw the grass and the leaves of the trees which were all sorts of shades of green.  The flowers that bloomed were yellow and purple and red.
The first pink bean looked around at all the different colors and textures of the world around him but never found another pink bean like him.   “What am I going to do?” he thought, “I am alone in this world; there is no one like me.”   Now there is a perfectly understandable reaction that this bean had.  He felt afraid.  And he rolled into a hole in the wall and hid there.
We feel afraid when we move into new territory.  Some of us have moved, and in going to a new place, where we don’t know anyone, where the routes we need to take to the grocery store and the post office are new, where the people in church are all strangers; we might be a bit afraid.
Perhaps something happens in our life, people we love seem like strangers to us, our family breaks up, or we lose our livelihood because of injury or decisions beyond our control, and we are afraid.
Very often we are afraid to speak the truth as we know it.  This is what was happening to the disciples in today’s Gospel.  Their whole world was turned upside down with the public execution of Jesus.  They went into hiding.  Christians still do that today – not Just in China or Sudan where you might be arrested, but right here in Florida.   Christians go into hiding when they get so busy at the church that they are never seen anywhere else in the community.  If you only play at church and have all your dealings with church members for business, then perhaps you are hiding from the world, not wanting to stand out like a bright pink bean in a world with no other pink beans.

The Second pink bead jumped into the garden.  She looked around and saw that the garden was very beautiful, the sky was blue, and the clouds were white; the grass was green and the flowers were red and yellow and purple.  She looked around and realized that there was not one other creature in the garden that looked like her, for she could not see the other pink bean which was hiding in the hole in the wall.  So she felt a perfectly natural feeling.  She felt ashamed.   Shame is that feeling of not being like others, perhaps hearing their judgment of you or remembering past rejection, and then internalizing that and telling yourself that you are not good and as God intended you to be.   And the second shockingly pink bean felt that judgment.

We know what that prejudice feels like.  Prejudice is making a decision before learning about the person or situation you are making a decision about.  Let’s say you see a new hymn listed in the bulletin, and your first thought is “I’ve never sung this before.”  And then your second thought is “I can’t sing this song.”  You have made a decision based on no information at all.   Now what if we saw a shockingly pink bean in our garden?  Would we stare or turn our back, or welcome the variety?  When I wear my clergy shirt I get all those reactions: stares and curiosity, rejection and even hostility, and acceptance.  

Now the shocking pink bean decided she had to look like everyone else – to go along in order to get along.  So she went to Home Depot, bought paint and camouflaged herself to look like the world around her.  We do that too when we just don’t speak up when we know that we should share our trust that God loves us all without qualifiers.  We camouflage ourselves when we vote like the rest of the materialistic and selfish society around us.  We lose our saltiness when we don’t defend those who need help, but don’t challenge those we help to become better.
Finally the third shockingly pink bean rolled into the garden, and looked around.  The sky was blue, the clouds were white and the grass was green.  All around were the flowers that were yellow and read and purple.  But the bean did not see anything that looked like a shockingly pink bean for the first bean was hidden away in the hole in the wall and the second was out but not being herself, she was camouflaged and looked like the other things around her.  But the third bean was not afraid, nor was the bean ashamed of being different.  The bean knew that God had made the world and all that was in it and declared it to be good: including shockingly pink beans.  And the garden needed pink.  

From all the people of the world, God chose Abraham and Sarah to create a nation that would look different and act differently.  God wanted the variety, and a people chosen to speak out about the truth of God’s love.  When Jesus was born of Mary and preached to God’s people, he expanded the vision of God in the world.  Jesus was the light, John writes, to shine into the dark corners, to make the colors brighter, to clarify our vision of God’s will for us.

And the light shows us we have all failed to be what God intended.  We have compromised and camouflaged ourselves, acting just like everyone else.  We have hidden ourselves away from the world behind walls so the world cannot see the life of a Christian, cannot hear our story of Jesus in our daily lives.  The world cannot tell the difference between faithful and unfaithful.  Today when Lutheran Christians have created whole nations that act like the first church, sharing so much in common and caring for each other without judgment.  We hear the selfish world, and the camouflaged beans call them evil, socialistic and ungodly.   And we ourselves end up in the hole in the wall when we don’t stand up and protest when the heads of corporations like Exxon get $440 millions because they made so much money for the company off the backs of American who have to pay $3 for gasoline.  In the top corporations today the AVERAGE CEO makes over 400 times more money than the average wage earner of the corporation.  In 1980 it was 20 times, in 1990 it was 40 times more. 
Jesus does not want us to be like this first pink bean, hiding away in the church or our homes.  He sent us out into the world to be the light, be the salt, to make a difference.   John tells us that on that day, a week after he rose from the dead, Jesus appeared to the disciples hidden away in the upper room and the first words he spoke were “Peace be with you.”  And then he said “As the Father has sent me, so I send you.”  
And Jesus sends us out with equipment to be his people.  “Receive the Holy Spirit.”  Every baptized Christian is the dwelling place of the Holy Spirit of God.  We never go out alone.  God provides for us the means of Grace, hearing the Word, and listening to the Spirit guide us; receiving the Sacraments and refreshed given the gifts of God to change the world.  And we receive the gifts of life and free will to go out into the Garden and make our mark.
