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There was an elderly widow who lived in a large mansion. She considered herself to be quite generous as well as patriotic. The fact that she was also quite prejudiced and a bit full of herself was lost on her. Congratulating herself on her own beneficence, one year just before Thanksgiving she called up the local military base, and asked to speak with the lieutenant. 

“Please send up four nice young men to eat dinner here on Thanksgiving,” she said, “but please, don't send any Jews. I don’t want those kind of people in my home.”
The lieutenant replied, “No problem ma'am, and I am sure I speak for the army when I say we all appreciate your kindness.” 

When Thanksgiving rolled around, and the widow went to answer the doorbell when it rang. There standing in front of her were four black recruits. “But... but... There must be some mistake,” she stammered. 

One of them replied, “No ma'am, Lieutenant Goldstein doesn't make mistakes.” 
We have all heard the great commission. We’re familiar with the charge we have as Christians to bring the good news to the world. But because we focus on doing just that, we don’t realize just how radical these words were at the time. The risen Jesus did not say, “Take this message to all of the strict law-abiding Jews. He did not even say, “Take this message to the Jews. He said take this message to all nations. There is no room for prejudice in the kingdom of God.

Jews at the time of Jesus were not generally interested in reaching out to other nations. While there was some limited evangelism mainly among the Pharisees, for most their concern was for Israel only. Nationalism was strong at the time of Jesus. While the Romans looked upon the Jews with scorn, the Jews returned the favor. Some, considering the prophetic words of Isaiah we read this morning that the Temple would become a house of prayer for all nations, even went so far as to interpret these liberating words in a narrow and condescending way. When the Messiah came, those Gentiles who were better than others would be permitted to survive, as servants to the Jews. Jews living outside of Israel were far less Zionistic. They were realists when it came to being Jewish and sharing the world with others. They spoke other languages and lived as part of other cultures. They suffered along with the Jews in Israel, however, when nationalistic fervor eventually exploded into open rebellion and Jerusalem was crushed. 


Jesus’ message went completely against the powerful current of popular opinion. The kingdom of God for Jesus had nothing to do with national triumph. All of his parables about the kingdom defy political interpretation. Instead of violently resisting Rome, Jesus called people to be humble, to go the extra mile, and to pray for their enemies. It is small wonder he was killed! While the Sanhedrin worried about him as a potential political rabble rouser, the real political rabble rousers wanted nothing to do with him. By being critical of the behavior of his own people, Jesus was viewed as a traitor in the same way that Elijah and Jeremiah were. No one likes a critic. How popular would a leader be in our society who focused attention on addressing American greed, corruption and injustice? We want to blame our problems on outsiders too.

In a culture obsessed with ritual purity, with defining, categorizing and excluding, Jesus said to take the good news to all nations. And here we are, a more diverse group of people it would be hard to find on a Sunday morning. But we cannot just sit here and congratulate ourselves, because we too have our prejudices and our fears. There are groups of people, what we might term “nations” who WE do not want to sit down at table with. World Communion Sunday is about breaking down the barriers, and we all have barriers. 


Just who are these “other nations” that make us uncomfortable? They’re everywhere! Despite the fact that we have several African nations represented in this congregation, Africa is not one big happy family, and even within these nations there are tribal groups who do not get along with one another. There is hatred, fear, and deeply entrenched convictions that one’s own tribe is superior to all others. On this side of the Atlantic there is a huge divide between Africans and African Americans. The African Americans resent the Africans and tell them to go home. They blame them for taking their jobs. They blame them for selling their ancestors into slavery. The Africans return the favor, looking down upon especially the inner city African Americans as ignorant and low class. Into the mix are Latinos, some of whom are legal, many of whom are not. Then there are all the confused white folks. Some are bigots. Many are trying very hard not to be prejudiced because they know it’s irrational and wrong, and yet they automatically tense up whenever a young black man, or worse, a group of young black men, walks down the street. Racial profiling is alive and well, and getting pulled over for “driving while black” still happens. Conflict between other ethnic groups also erupts. Last year, African American students targeted Asian students in Philadelphia. And putting race and ethnicity aside, there are additional types of prejudice and fear that tear apart our nation as well. We have been tragically reminded of the deadly force of homophobia and bullying very recently in the heartbreaking case of Rutgers freshman, Tyler Clementi, who jumped to his death off the George Washington Bridge. The highest rates of suicide are among young gay people because of the intense level of hazing and tormenting they get from their peers.

We all want this church to grow. We believe that it is God’s will that this church grow. Here is the question: Are we ready to welcome the “nations”? The most explosive issue in the early church was just this. Jews were suddenly faced with Gentile converts, people that they had been told their entire lives were morally, spiritually and even ethnically unclean. It was a nonnegotiable decree: Do not associate with these people. Gentiles were ungodly and inferior. And now they were being told to welcome them with open arms?


So take a minute this morning to picture in your mind the group of people you are least comfortable with: bikers with tattoos, drug addicts, alcoholics, Africans from other nations or tribes, African Americans, middle class white people, poor white trash, people who love Glenn Beck and people who love Jon Stewart, gays and lesbians, drag queens, Latinos and Asians, Tea Partiers and socialists and everything in between, and then think about taking communion with them, and at a deeper level, being in communion with them, as friends, as family. Our level of discomfort is nothing compared to that of the first Jewish Christians who sat down at table with Gentile believers. They were beside themselves, but they obeyed God and did it anyway and we are here today as a result. When we celebrate World Communion Sunday we celebrate more than the fact that there are Christians around the world. We celebrate the good news that the barriers have been broken and cast aside. Jesus died for us all. Amen.
1

