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Proper 10 C

July 10, 2010

Amos 7:7-17, Psalm 82, Colossians 1:1-14,Luke 10:24-37
God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.


Thomas Ellsworth tells this story entitled “A Wrinkle in Time.”  My husband and I both look very young for our ages.  In fact, we’ve hardly aged a day since we first laid eyes on each other in college—at least, that’s what we tell each other.  But our children have a way of bringing us crashing back to earth.


Recently my husband and I were discussing a man who was running for public office.  “He’s a Vietnam vet,” commented my husband.


“What’s that?” queried our young daughter.


Try to answer the question in terms a four-year-old could readily grasp, my husband replied, “Well honey, that means that the man fought in a war that happened when Mommy and Daddy were little.”


Our daughter regarded us both thoughtfully for a moment and then asked, “So was he a Viking?”


This is a second in a series of historically focused sermons that attempts to fully answer the question about the historical connection of Henry VIII to the Episcopal and Anglican church.  It also attempts to help us explain to “outsiders” who ask about his being the “head” of the Anglican church.  I am not going back, however, to the invasion of the Vikings.  As we discussed two weeks ago, there is no short answer to the question.


But first to set the stage, a quick summary of what we covered in Part I.  If you would like to read the full text of the sermon, it is on the website. Although Henry VIII broke away from Rome to start the English or Anglican church in 1549, it is really Elizabeth I who solidified the Anglican faith.  Henry was obsessed with having a male heir to the throne and wanted a divorce from his wife, Katharine.   However, many feel that the real reason that Henry wanted to break away from Rome was political and economic so that he instead of the pope could be head of the English church and take over all the land and monies that the church possessed. 

   
Henry died shortly after the split from Rome.  First Edward and then Mary reigned in times of political and religious chaos.  In 1559 Elizabeth became queen and crafted the Elizabethan Settlement which sought to be an inclusive middle course between the Catholic and Puritan religious positions.  Much of the traditional Catholic faith and practice was retained but without submission to papal authority.  Much latitude for individual conscience was allowed enabling faithful Christians with differing theological convictions to find a home in the English church.


In the New Testament reading from Galatians, we discussed how Paul’s statement, “ As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourself with Christ.  There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ,” is what we hope to model and live as modern day inheritors of the Anglican faith.


But the story did not stop in the 1500’s, so I thought to complete the historical roots of our Anglican faith, it would be appropriate to discuss how the Anglican faith was translated into the modern Episcopal church.   Just an FYI… In the interest of time I am skipping quite a bit of history that took place from Elizabeth’s death to the settling of the American colonies.

   Interestingly,  another reading from Galatians is topical.  For Galatians 5:1 begins,”For freedom, Christ has set us free.”  Although Paul is talking about spiritual freedom, our forefathers came to colonial America seeking freedom to worship God as they felt they should, not as they were told they should.


As the thirteen colonies were settled, many Anglicans came to Colonial Virginia and some of what would become the Mid-Atlantic states.  Because there were very few clergy available in colonial America, many congregations worshipped with lay leaders rather like some of the western rural areas of Nebraska today.  The difference was that there was no bishop in America which meant all ordinations had to be in England.   So for the entire first 200 years of our country prior to the Revolutionary War out of necessity, the Anglican church in the new world developed with a strong laity and no bishop.


Once war was declared, many of the Tories who were Anglicans returned to England.   But when the war was won, those Anglicans who had remained behind as Americans and wanted to keep their faith tradition had to do some serious tweaking of the tradition they inherited.  For they could no longer have the monarch of England as the head of their church and as there were still no American bishops, confirmation and ordination could not occur.  


The first step was to craft the canons or laws of the new church and decide what to call it.   Interestingly enough many of the same people who were crafting the Constitution of the United States were also working on the canons and structure of what would become the Episcopal Church in the new United States.  These men would work on the U.S. Constitution by day and at night walk down to Christ Church in Philadelphia and work on the canons of what would formally be named the Domestic and Foreign Missionary Society or the Episcopal Church.   That is why the political structure of the Episcopal Church is so closely aligned with our national political structure.   They named the new church The Episcopal Church because it was decided to retain bishops but have them elected by the laity and clergy rather than being a political appointment as the office of Bishop was in England.   The word Episcopal is from the Greek word episcopoi meaning bishop.   Each bishop was given full authority over his diocese.  No centralized authority or control like the Vatican and Pope in the Roman Catholic Church was recognized.  Instead power was vested in the local church and shared by the rector and the laity.  That shared authority departed radically from our English roots.


There is way more to the story, such as the fact that our first  American bishops were ordained in Scotland.  Why Scotland? Because in order for a priest to become a bishop at that time in England, it required him to declare fealty to the King which obviously Americans could not do.  In order to become a bishop, it also did and still does require three consenting bishops to consecrate a new bishop.  After the Revolutionary War the three consenting bishops were only available in Scotland. So Samuel Seabury, the first Episcopal bishop of the United States was consecrated in Scotland.
As the years since the American Revolution have passed and  as the United States grew geographically and in every other way, our faith also has adapted from a rural society to an industrial society and now into the postmodern age of technology.  I find the story a fascinating one and hope you do as well.    So although Henry VIII began the English church, he definitely would not recognize the modern Episcopal church.  Just as Samuel Morse who developed the telegraph might have a bit of trouble comprehending the internet or Blackberry smart phones.


Our roots in the Episcopal Church are comprehensive and inclusive, catholic and protestant but neither Roman Catholic or  Calvin or Lutheran protestant.   We look to the via media or middle way based on tradition, reason and scripture.    As Episcopalians we attempt to live out Galatians 5:13 and 14. “But you were called to freedom, brothers and sister; only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence, but through love become slaves to one another.  For as the lawyer says in today’s Good Samaritan gospel, the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, ”You shall love the Lord you God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself.”

Or in a modern setting, what this story sent to me by David Tomka entitled “Biscuits” illustrates.  When I was a kid, my mom liked to make breakfast food for dinner every now and then.  And I remember one night in particular when she had made breakfast after a long, hard day at work.


On that evening so long ago, my mom placed a plate of eggs, sausage and extremely burned biscuits in front of my dad.  I remember waiting to see if anyone noticed!  Yet all my dad did was reach for his biscuit, smile at my mom and ask me how my day was at school.  I don’t remember what I told him that night, but I do remember watching him smear butter and jelly on that biscuit and eat every bite!


When I got up from the table that evening, I remember hearing my mom apologize to my dad for burning the biscuits.  And I’ll never forget what he said: “Honey, I love burned biscuits.”


Later that night, I went to kiss Daddy good night and I asked him if he really like his biscuits burned.  He wrapped me in his arms and said, “Your Momma put in a real hard day at work today and she’s real tired.  And besides—a little burnt biscuit never hurt anyone!”


Life is full of imperfect things…and imperfect people.  I’m not the best at hardly anything, but what I’ve learned over the years is that learning to accept each other’s faults—and choosing to celebrate each others differences is one of the most important keys to creating a healthy, growing and lasting relationship.


That’s what we attempt to do as Episcopalians to live out loving one another choosing to accept each other’s faults and celebrate each others differences.  We try to take the good, the bad and the ugly parts of life and lay them at the feet of God.  Because in the end, God is only one who will be able to give us a relationship where a burnt biscuit isn’t a deal-breaker!  And Jesus is the one who urges us to show mercy and “Go and do likewise.”
In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen

