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? For this reason, since the day we heard it, we have not ceased praying for you and asking that you may be filled with the
knowledge of God’sl#l will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding, ' so that you may walk worthy of the Lord, fully
pleasing to him, as you bear fruit in every good work and as you grow in the knowledge of God. " May you be made strong
with all the strength that comes from his glorious power, so that you may have all endurance and patience,

joyfully 2 giving thanks to the Father,[”] who has enabled!¢! yould! to share in the inheritance of the saints in the light. * He
has rescued us from the power of darkness and transferred us into the kingdom of his beloved Son, '*in whom we have
redemption, ¢! the forgiveness of sins.

15He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation, '®for inl!l him all things in heaven and on earth were
created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers—all things have been created
through him and for him. ' He himself is before all things, and in!¢l him all things hold together. ' He is the head of the
body, the church; he is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that he might come to have first place in

everything. ' For in him all the fullness of God!!! was pleased to dwell, ° and through him God was pleased to reconcile
to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross.

One of the renaissance humanist watchwords and mantras that led to new discoveries and better translations
and new insights in modern biblical and theological scholarship was the Latin word, ad fontes, meaning to the sources,
back to the earliest source material, back to the earliest accounts, back to the original text, the primary sources, those
close to Jesus. In fact, that is one of the ways our New Testament was put together by asking how many eyewitnesses,
disciples, and original followers were connected to or were source material for the letter or gospel or account.

And so we have an inclination sometimes, to look at things like the Nicene Creed or Apostle’s Creed, with all this
language about begotten not made, consubstantial with the Father, or things like ‘on the third day he rose again from the
dead, he sitteth on the right hand of the Father, and will come again to judge the quick and the dead,” and we are told
whether by Dan Brown and the Da Vinci code or some other provocative teacher of the New Testament that Jesus was
never meant to be worshipped and believed in, he was a human being whose teachings and morals we should try to
follow but the rest of the material is simply background and framework, and that somehow Jesus’ divinity was a creation
of later Christians and not something central to his first follower and the early church. I have even seen social media
memes, which I think are the 21 century version of bumper stickers, shared by my own colleagues in ministry that say
things like: ‘when did we start worshipping Jesus instead of following him?’ I guess my first response is to recommend
doing both...because Christians are called to worship the living Christ and to follow him. We don’t need to choose
between some false binary. We are called to do both. Worship and follow. But what about the early Christians, the
disciples, the early Christian communities in Corinth and Philippi and Jerusalem and Colossae? Did they believe Jesus

was divine? Did they have a strong sense that we were supposed to follow Jesus and to worship Jesus, too?
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As you are probably aware, I am no scientist or data analyst, but if [ were, I would guess that whether you are 14,
34,54, 74, or 94, much of the working theology that formed you and sticks with you and helps construct the ways that
you think about God, pray to God, and interact with God, came to you not through scripture lessons or even home-run
sermons, not through weekly lessons from eucharist or even from your favorite teacher or Sunday School class. What you
and I believe about God that forms us most deeply has been transmitted to us through the hymns we sing. As we await
this organ (I'm plugging it Steven), we should note that music has a way of infiltrating the deepest recesses of our brains
and memories in ways that great sermons or special theological insights or even special people do not.

I remember hearing the story of my grandmother who memorized Psalm 103 at an early age of her faith as a young
person, and while T am not sure she committed the psalm to song, when she was near ninety and struggling with
dementia and the challenges of increasing infirmity, it was determined that she would need to move out of the house with
my grandfather and into full time skilled nursing. This was not an easy decision for anyone and on the day this transition
occurred, the family gathered for morning prayers as they did regularly, and the psalm that was read for the day was
Psalm 103, and as it was read, my grandmother, riddled with an ailing body and a fragile mind, was able to mouth every
word of the psalm. ‘Bless the Lord, O my soul, and all that is within me, bless God’s holy name.’

It is very likely that verses 15-20 of our scripture lesson today were an early hymn of the church, maybe the
earliest, alongside Philippians 2:5-11, that would have been known immediately by, not only the recipients of Paul’s letter,
but by every early Christian community throughout the region. ‘Christ is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of
all creation, in him all things in heaven and on earth hold together, and all things have been created through him and in
him, and in him all things hold together. For in him the fullness of God dwells, and through him God has reconciled, not
only us, but all things in heaven and on earth, through the cross of Jesus Christ.’ These are very likely the words the
earliest Christian communities knew by heart, sang in worship together, and could recall all the way to the end of their
lives. And what did they have to sing and say about Jesus? That he is the image of God, that he holds together all things,
that in him the fullness of God dwells, and that he has reconciled us and all creation through the cross. Not exactly a
mere mortal with all the divine stuff added later. Not exactly a moral teacher with no other powers or scope to his life.
Not exactly someone we should follow but not worship. At the center of everything, the earliest Christians sing, is Jesus
Christ, the image of God through whom all things were created and in whom all things have been reconciled.

In some ways, it might be easier to try and follow Jesus than to believe he is alive and active and at the center of
the pendulum in which the whole cosmos swings, but that is what the earliest Christians tell us and sing to us through

the Colossian community. That we don’t have to spend our lives trying to reconcile ourselves to God, but that God has



already done this through Jesus Christ. Now we are to no longer see or be distracted by our distinctions and divisions,
there is no longer Jew or Greek, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and free, but Christ is all and
in all (Col. 3:11). Believing that Christ has done this and holds all things together, even if it often feels like it is being done
with duct tape and bailing wire and bubble gum, makes it both more challenging and more transformative when we then
try and follow Christ. Because the Colossians hymn is clear...that there are not any gradations or degrees of humanity,
some more human than others, but in the words of Mississippi Baptist preacher, Will Campbell, we got to love them all.

I think the more accurate name/descriptive name for a church is a place where we try to worship God and
practice Christianity, whatever the circumstances. We are not a museum of saints nor are we a religious club, but rather a
place where we come as amateurs who hear a vision of God’s reality and then try and put it into practice in opposition
with our own priorities, comforts, and preferences, not to mention the world’s.

I have shared with you before the story of the Reformed church in France, in a mountain village, Le Chambon sur
Lignon, that sheltered over 3500 Jews and a total of 5000 refugees from deportation to Nazi concentration camps during
World War II, all at the risk of their own lives. Recently I read an account about the pastor and his brother who did end
up being arrested and sent to his death at a concentration camp. In 1941, the pastor of the village church Andrew Trocme,
shared that one Saturday evening, ‘automobiles followed by police cars surrounded by motorcycles appeared in the
market square. Policemen got out, stationed themselves everywhere in the village, and set up headquarters at the mayor’s
office. I was soon called to the mayor’s office, where I found myself in the presence of a senior civil servant, police chief for
the department. There was none of the politeness that had characterized [earlier visits]. The chief was brutally direct:
‘Pastor, we know in detail about the illegal activities you've been involved in. Several Jews—whose names I know—are
hiding in this town. I have an order to take them to headquarters for a police check. Everything must take place in orderly
fashion. You will give me the list of those people and their addresses, and you will advise them wisely, so they don’t try to
escape.” ‘T don’t know the names of these people, I replied to the police chief, Trocmé recounted; then he added (I did not
in fact know their real names because they had all been given new names upon arrival in the village), but then the pastor
added this: ‘but even if T had the list you request, I woundn’t give it to you. These people came to the Protestants of the
area seeking refuge and protection. I am their pastor, which means I am their shepherd. The shepherds’ role is not to
denounce the sheep confided to his care.

As you can imagine, this news was not well received—Pastor, replied the chief, ‘what I told you is not advice but
an order...if you opposed the authorities, you are the one who will be arrested and deported..furthermore, the Jews are

not members of your flock. They are foreigners, suspicious types, and black-market peddlers. You are not responsible for



their well-being.” Pastor Trocme’s response: ‘I refuse to give you information that endangers their safety.”! He never
backed own and continued to work to hide and shelter thousands of people during the war, not out of some general sense
of duty or altruism, but because that Colossian hymn had been sung, recited, and had formed and shaped him that there is
no longer Jew or Gentile, commoner or elite, alien or citizen, but Christ is all and in all.

It may not always seem like reality or even a possibility. But as Flannery O’Connor reminds us through her own
middle-class Southern higher up on the food chain character Ruby Turbin, God has a way of giving a vision of this
kingdom come that can penetrate even the hardest present reality. ‘As she lifted her head,” Mrs. Turpin saw ‘a purple
streak in the sky, cutting through a field of crimson and leading, like an extension of the highway, into the descending
dusk. She saw the streak as a vast swinging bridge extending upward through the earth through a field of living fire.
Upon it a vast horde of souls were rumbling toward heaven. There were whole companies of white-trash, clean for the
first time in their lives, and bands of blacks in white robes, and battalions of freaks and lunatics shouting and clapping
and leaping like frogs. And bring upon 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. Ye she could see by
their shocked and altered faces that even their virtues were being burned away,” by God’s grace, by Christ’s coming
kingdom, by the fellowship of the Spirit.?

Even in an oft-fragmented world, where we all live in our own versions of reality, Christ’s coming reign has a way
of overcoming it all and upending it all and embracing it all, holding it all together, holding us all together, as those early
Colossians sing, Christ holds all things together, even when it feels at times he’s got us by not much more than bubble

gum, duct tape, and bailing wire. Amen.
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