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THE SEVENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Knit Together
Deuteronomy 6:4-13; Ephesians 4:1-16

I remember as a little fellow watching my mother knit.  I was fascinated
by the way her hands moved so quickly and easily, fingers reaching, wrists
twisting, needles flashing.  Before my eyes, those colorful balls of yarn
became scarves, hats, sweaters, and, her favorite, afghans.  Later in life she
would apply her skill to making little blankets for all of the babies born into her
church or into the lives of family and friends.

I wanted to learn to knit and begged Mom to teach me.  Patiently, she
equipped me with two of those long needles (which to me looked more like
fencing swords) and let me pick out the yarn I wanted.  I probably didn't knit
much more than a few inches of whatever I thought I was going to make.  As
an eight or nine year old, I quickly discovered that knitting wasn't my thing. 
About all I remember from my lesson is the mantra: knit one, purl two.

Those of you who are knitters know exactly what that means.  I had to
look it up all these years later.  After I realized that “purl” is not spelled like the
jewel of an oyster, I learned that a knit stitch connects from below to the stitch
above while a purl stitch connects from above to the stitch below.  They are
opposite stitches but, when looked at from the other side of the fabric, a knit
stitch will appear as a purl stitch and vice versa.  The amazing thing is that
using simple stitches like knit and purl (along with a few more techniques,
obviously), strands of yarn are knit together, resulting in clothing and
household items and even works of art in an unlimited number of colors and
patterns.  As we all know from the ladies who participate in our own prayer
shawl ministry, “knit one, purl two” often becomes a prayer that wraps people
in a blanket of love.

The Apostle Paul, himself a tentmaker, understood how common
materials and simple techniques can produce useful and beautiful things.  In
the Epistle to the Ephesians, Paul speaks about the church as the body of
Christ and mentions how all the various parts of a body are “knit together” by
the ligaments and connective tissue that hold it together and enable it to
function.  Listen to what he wrote:



I therefore, the prisoner in the Lord, beg you to lead a life
worthy of the calling to which you have been called, with all
humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another
in love, making every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the
bond of peace.  There is one body and one Spirit, just as you
were called to the one hope of your calling, one Lord, one faith,
one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above all and
through all and in all.  But each of us was given grace according
to the measure of Christ's gift.  Therefore it is said, "When he
ascended on high he made captivity itself a captive; he gave gifts
to his people."  (When it says, "He ascended," what does it mean
but that he had also descended into the lower parts of the earth? 
He who descended is the same one who ascended far above all
the heavens, so that he might fill all things.)  The gifts he gave
were that some would be apostles, some prophets, some
evangelists, some pastors and teachers, to equip the saints for
the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, until all of
us come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son
of God, to maturity, to the measure of the full stature of Christ. 
We must no longer be children, tossed to and fro and blown about
by every wind of doctrine, by people's trickery, by their craftiness
in deceitful scheming.  But speaking the truth in love, we must
grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, from
whom the whole body, joined and knit together by every ligament
with which it is equipped, as each part is working properly,
promotes the body's growth in building itself up in love.

Ephesians 4:1-16

Paul is writing to his friends about their calling, their vocation in life
which, incidentally, was not their job, not how they made their living.  He was
speaking about their ultimate calling which was to be children of God and
followers of Christ.  Faithfulness is our calling, our vocation, which can be
lived out in a multitude of ways as Paul mentioned.  God gives us various
skills, abilities, and interests that enable us to work day by day.  Even in the
church, each of us has different skills that together allow us to grow together
in faith and service.  Our purpose, our calling, is to embody Christ to the
world, to make the love of God tangible and accessible to everyone.

Paul reminded his friends that their calling was fulfilled only in unity and
he pointed out seven forms of unity that exist.  Remember, in Jewish
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understanding, seven is a number of perfection, wholeness, completeness. 
For unity to be complete, it occurs in seven ways.

There is one body which is the people of God, the Church.  There is one
Spirit, the Spirit of God.  There is one hope of our calling which gives us
purpose in life.  There is one Lord, one faith, one baptism, and one God and
father of us all.  This unity of body, Spirit, calling, Lord, faith, baptism, and
God combines in the realization that God is “above all and through all and in
all.”  In other words, through our unity with one another and God, we realize
that God is everywhere in our lives and seek to make God’s presence known
to other people.

The Jewish believers who heard Paul’s words would have immediately
thought of the Shema, the Hebrew prayer that was critical to their faith,
especially when the Hebrew people were wandering in the wilderness.  We
heard it earlier: “Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord is one.”  And
the Gentile believers, who were used to a pantheon of Greek and Roman
gods, would have taken notice of the uniqueness of this God who is not
separate and remote from the people but is immanent and involved with them.

As the human body is held together so that it functions, so the body of
Christ, the people of God, the Church, is knit together so that we function to
offer the beauty and wonder and care of God to the world.  It is a perfect
image of our calling and ministry.

In Ephesus, as in Corinth and Galatia, Thessalonika and Philippi, and
all of the other places where followers of Christ had come together to for
fellowship, the churches were not all sweetness and light.  True to God’s
intention, the Gospel attracts all people.  And when we come together, we
bring with us who we are, what we do, how we think, and how we act.  In the
mystery of God’s grace, all of those talents and interests and perspectives
and histories and futures, like so many colorful strands of yarn, are knit
together in a multitude of patterns all representing God to the world.  Yet, that
vast diversity of personality, perspective, and experience creates a challenge
for holding the body of Christ on earth together.

In Paul’s letters to the various churches he had helped start, he writes
about faith in order to help them hold together.  He knew that it did not take
much for the wonder of the Church to begin to unravel.  A pick here, a pull
there, a loose strand, a tear . . . and what was once tightly knit can too easily
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be pulled apart.  A great deal of Paul’s ministry was knitting the fabric of the
Church and then trying to keep it from unraveling.

His advice?  Mature in the faith.  Don’t act like children who are just
beginning to figure out how life works.  Grow up in faith.  Paul refers to the
Jewish tradition that Hebrew girls at twelve years and one day and Hebrew
boys at thirteen years and one day were considered adults and capable of
fulfilling the mitzvot of love.  That is, they were considered grown up enough
to be responsible to demonstrate love through acts of charity and kindness
toward other people.

Paul’s advice to his friends was to grow up in every way into Christ who
is the head of this body which we call the Church.  Mature in faith, he urged, 
so that all of the picks and pulls, the rips and tears of life do not unravel the
faith we share in Jesus Christ.

In Paul’s day, those picks and tears were things like should a Gentile
have to become a Jew before following Christ?  Did Gentiles have to follow
Jewish dietary laws?  Was it a sin for a Jew to eat with Gentiles if their food
had been sacrificed to an idol?  They were the same kinds of issues that the
Pharisees used to challenge Jesus.   Was it lawful to pluck a handful of grain
on the Sabbath if you are hungry?  Is it lawful to heal someone on the
Sabbath if they are suffering?  Is it lawful to eat without first washing your
hands in a ritual way?  Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar?

Anything that can divide people at home, at work, or in the marketplace
can divide people in the Church.  So what are the picks and pulls that
threaten the unity of the body of Christ today?  Masks?  Vaccines?  Politics? 
Racism?  Regional history?  Traditions?  Patriotism?  Gender issues?  Biblical
translations?

Anything that can divide us at home, at work, at school, on the playing
field, or in the marketplace can divide us in the Church.  Granted, many a
superficial issue is simply a symptom of a deeper, more important issue, but
the reality is that there are as many things that can threaten our unity as there
are people who are part of our unity.  This reality is at one and the same time
the wonder and beauty of the Church and the ever-present danger to the
Church.  The fact that we are knit together like so many different colors of
yarn, crafted into a multitude of different patterns, and formed into a variety
of useful implements is the gift of the Church to the world.  At the same time,
it only takes a pick here and a pull there for it all to begin unraveling.
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Throughout history, churches, religious groups, and denominations have
done amazing ministry in the world.  Those same groups have also come
unraveled by issues that today we would never allow to divide us.  What we
know as the Protestant Reformation began because Martin Luther and others
wanted to have a conversation about what they perceived to be abuses and
errors in church polity, chief among them, indulgences.  The Southern Baptist
Convention came into being largely because of the issue of slavery and a split
in the Triennial Convention between Southern and Northern churches. 
Individual churches have divided over issues as serious as the budget,
leadership, women in ministry, and an understanding of the Bible and as silly
as the length of the pastor’s beard, the kind of coffee served for fellowships,
whether to build a playground or a cemetery, “pictures” of Jesus, and whether
or not serving deviled eggs at covered dish luncheons is an homage to Satan.

The point is that we live in a world that is complex and challenging and
filled with issues that are both critical and ridiculous.  Our calling, however,
our purpose in life, is to embody–not just represent–but to live as Christ in the
world so that we help one another navigate all of the issues that come at us
daily.  Sure we are going to disagree on things that are both crucial and
mundane.  In the end, a good discussion of such issues helps us all grow in
understanding.  It is essential, however, that our primary goal is to remain
united in our calling so that we get through current challenges to deal with
more critical issues in the future.

Every church that I know of these days is challenged, not only with
moving forward through this pandemic, but with a variety of other issues that
will one day be in the rearview mirror.  Those concerns should never be
dismissed.  They are important, but we have to decide whether or not they are
issues that bring us closer together or divide us.  Paul reminds us that we are
mature enough to be kind out of love.  I agree.  Instead of unraveling what
God has created among us, let’s continue adding color and design and
purpose to everything we do so that, as the beloved hymn proclaims, “They’ll
know we are Christians by our love.”  Amen.
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July 11, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We gather in this place week by week seeking your presence, O Lord,
and often searching for answers, for community, for comfort, and for peace.
We are grateful for this family of faith called Lakeside and pray that in our
times of strength and in our places of brokenness, you would help us to be a
fellowship of unity and wholeness.  Remind us, Holy God, that your church is
defined not by the strength or beauty of this sanctuary but by the faith of those
who gather here, and that your Spirit dwells not behind these stained glass
windows, but in the lives we live outside these walls.  As we come to worship
you and as we depart to serve our neighbors, make us faithful to answer your
call to minister to your children everywhere.

We pray, O Lord, that as we embark on this journey of faith and mission
we call Gatekeepers Workcamp, you would go ahead of us to prepare the
way.  Open the hearts and lives of the homeowners and neighborhoods we
will serve that they might receive a touch of mercy and a word of hope
through us.  Open our hearts as well, we pray, that we might begin to see
more clearly the needs around us and would be moved to respond with
generosity and compassion.  Bless these servants who have answered your
call to step out in faith to offer their time, energy, and talents this week. Give
us the words you would have us to say, the message you would have us to
share, and so fill us with your love that it cannot help but overflow to all we
meet.  Strengthen us with the support and prayers of this church family, and
remind us all that loving and serving our neighbors is more than an event or
project. It is an openness of heart, a generosity of spirit, and a pattern of life
to which we are called as we seek to follow Christ.  Transform each one of us,
O God, that we might be bold enough to be about your work of compassion
and reconciliation wherever or whenever you call us.  In the name of the One
who came to give us grace and peace for all the journeys of our lives.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


