“Looking Out For God”
Without a doubt, there are certain places we expect to find God.  This very morning, every single one of us chose to wake up, put on our uncomfortable dresses, long pants, and woolen sport coats in order to come to church and commune with God, all of this, despite it being in the high eighties outside.  In his book The Sacred and Profane, Mircea Eliade describes this in a purely practical way: 


For a believer, the church shares in a different space from the street in which it stands.  The door that opens on the interior of the church actually signifies a solution of continuity.  The Threshold that separates the two spaces also indicates the distance between two modes of being, the profane and the religious.  The threshold is the limit, the boundary, the frontier that distinguishes and opposes two worlds- and at the same time the paradoxical place where those two worlds communicate, where passage from the profane to the sacred world becomes possible.

However, I think we would all agree that God is certainly just as present outside the walls of the church as within.  Therefore, the threshold that Eliade describes seems to serve more as a barrier between us, as individuals, and God.  Now, this is certainly not an attempt to devalue the church as an institution or a community of faith.  Rather, the point that I am trying to make is that we shouldn’t be so surprised to find God in unexpected places.  In fact, God’s presence shouldn’t be unexpected at all.  Despite its ability to reify God into something easily recognizable, separating the sacred from the profane can also inadvertently hide God’s presence from our everyday lives, and in some cases, it seems building a house for God serves as a way to keep God out of our own.  In her book An Altar in the World, Barbara Brown Taylor gives St. Francis as an example of faith free from the separation of Sacred and Profane describing him in the following way: 

Francis of Assisi loved singing hymns with his brothers and sisters- who included not only Brother Bernard and Sister Clare, but also Brother Sun and Sister Moon… He did not know where to draw the line between the church and the world. 

A more modern example of this would be local mountain man Eustace Conway, who runs an environmental education program in a place called Turtle Island, just outside of Boone, North Carolina.  Now forty-eight, Eustace has been living completely off the land since the age of 17.  Out of respect, Eustace makes special effort to kill animals only out of necessity, which often means salvaging the meat off animals that have already passed.  But in either case, Eustace never neglects to thank God for what has been given to him.  In her book depicting Eustace’s life, Elizabeth Gilbert describes his powerful response to Jesus turning the tables over in the temple, and even more, going into the wilderness to find the big answers.  And there is an all-encompassing vastness, mirroring that of God, can be found in such an outdoor setting.  After finishing a thru hike of the Appalachian Trail, Eustace wrote in his journal, “I have learned to pray often and have accepted many gifts from the most Holy Provider.  I believe God helped plan this trip before I even knew of it… My reason for doing the trail started out fairly simple and grew in depth with time and experience.”  What can be taken from this is that there is a continuity of God’s presence that is often masked by our own agenda, and the mundane tasks of our everyday life.  It, therefore, becomes our own responsibility to take a step back and recognize who is already there sharing our laughter during the good and our tears during the bad. 

Two years ago, I had the opportunity to attend Triennium, which can only be described as Montreat on steroids.  Overall, I really enjoyed the experience.  However, there is one particular moment that put a damper on the whole thing.  After finishing my first year of college, I had made the decision that I was going to major in religion and pursue a career in some sort of ministry.  Well, as you may know, the most frequently asked question of any college student is “What are you majoring in?” which is followed almost immediately by, “What do you plan to do with that?” These questions unavoidably arose during small group, to which, I responded with my standard well-rehearsed answer.  However, by mid-week we were mingling amongst ourselves when one girl says to the guy sitting beside me, “I think you would be wonderful for the ministry,” and then immediately turns to me and said, “Make sure the going into the ministry is really what you want to do.”  Now, my first, and might I add, still lingering reaction to this was, “Who does this girl think she is.”  In one fell swoop, this single person had put into serious question one of the most important decisions of my life, and it took a whole year to find an affirmation as strong as this girls comment.  


This past summer, I worked as a counselor at Holston Presbytery Camp, and living in such close quarters with the other counselors, there is very little you don’t know about them by the end of the summer, which can make it hard to separate once camp is over.  To remedy this, we each wrote letters to each other commemorating the fun we had together, and of all the letters I received, I remember only one, from a girl whom I counseled a group of high-schoolers with.  In it she wrote, “I think you are one of the coolest people here because you don’t turn Christianity into a club.  I would have left a while ago if I hadn’t met you.”  Now, it would be easy to say that God was more present in this letter, and it would be even easier to say that these two events are completely unrelated.  However, doing so would, once again, be failing to recognize the continuity of God’s presence.  There is no doubt in my mind that this letter would not have the same impact that it does if it had not been preceded by such an earth-shattering comment.  Like Eustace on the AT, my reason for going into ministry started out fairly simple and grew in depth with time and experience.


The same is true for the disciples struggling out on the sea.  Jesus had been with the disciples almost continuously since recruiting them, and he had just fed 5,000 people before their very eyes.  Who else did they expect to see coming toward them as they struggled in the boat?  Knowing what they knew and seeing what they had seen, if they had taken the time to look out of the boat, they would have known that Jesus was there to share in their struggle.  Quite simply, the disciples shouldn’t have been surprised at all, and neither should we.  So remember to enjoy the beautiful space we worship but, leaving here this morning, make special effort to look out for God’s presence, and try not to seem so surprised when it becomes apparent.        
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