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WHO IS SAVED?

By The Rev. Don Williamson

I hope you will forgive me for departing from the lectionary passages.  Tonight it is a personal agenda which dictates that change.

My sermon this evening is the result of a recent and somewhat painful personal journey.  I guess the question of who’s saved is one I’ve wrestled with a good part of my life; but the question took on a new intensity with the death of my wife this past year.  And if what I say to you this evening seems heretical of helpful, I hope you’ll let me know.

Last Sunday was Reformation Sunday, marking the insights of Martin Luther and other reformers that we are saved “by faith alone,” not by “works.” 

I read for you from Paul’s letter to the Romans.

PASSAGE:  Romans 3:28

Whether works means the keeping of a religious law or the doing of generous and charitable things, it’s faith that matters most.  For most Protestant Christians, that sort of “wraps it up.” “Le jeux sont fait,” as they say in French.  Game over; the fat lady has sung.

But every now and then we have to face up to how Jesus answered that question.  Let me read for you a bit from the Gospel of Mark.

PASSAGE: Mark 10:17-22

That doesn’t sound like salvation through faith to me.  Much more like getting there by works.  Jesus and the young man agree on five crucial commandments; they all have to do with how we treat others.  And Jesus ends his advice by asking the man to give up his wealth on behalf of the poor.

Nothing like salvation by faith alone, is it!  And you and I take this teaching seriously, don’t we.  We try to keep the commandments; we try to support the poor, be a good neighbor, and practice compassion.

Which means we sort of try to live by both faith and works.  We have the faith, and we try to do the works; and we hope our bases are covered.  And maybe they are.  I mean none of us is apt to give all we have to help the poor; but we try to help.  And we believe.  We sort of rely on both faith and works.  And maybe that’s the best we can do.

So much for us.  What about all the rest of the world? 

What about those outside the faith?  What about Muslims, or Buddhists, or Mormons?  How about our own kids who are good kids but haven’t embraced the faith?  Or the countless unchurched, or shall we say “unfaithful” of the world?

And what about Lotty, my deceased wife.  I wrestled with that in the past six months.

Let me tell you about Lotty.  She was born in Switzerland and raised in boarding schools in Europe…Cathloic  boarding schools.  (Plural, because she got kicked out of a couple of them.)  She referred to herself as a recovering Catholic.  When I met her she had no use for Jesus.  The thought that he was somehow the son of God was absurd to her.  She thought the Church had a nasty history and maybe had done more harm than good…with wars, persecutions and trying to change people of other faiths.

We were a strange couple; but we loved each other and fit together well in many ways.  We married; and while I was in Cathedral City she never missed a Sunday in church; she sang in the choir…some of the stuff a good pastor’s wife is supposed to do.  And let me tell you a funny story about her.

After out marriage, at the first meeting of the Women’s Association, the President introduced her to the group…and then proceeded to ask her to give the prayer before their luncheon.  Caught totally by surprise, as the women bowed their heads she prayed.  After which all the women said, “Amen.”  That night a home she told me about it.  And of course I was curious; and asked her what she said.  She said she had prayed in Switzer-Doitch.  “But what did you pray?” I asked.  “Now I lay me downs to sleep…it was the only prayer I knew.”

So Lotty was a good sport; but she was not among the “saved” according to the usual standards of the Church.

What about her…and others like her…all the “unfaithful” according to the church?  All the myriad to “outsiders?”

It’s a knotty question, isn’t it.  It bothers me and I have tried to work it all out.

I am convinced that to begin to answer that question – and even the question of our own salvation - we need to start with our concept of God.

First of all, we have to stop thinking of God as a person.

Anthropomorphisms don’t do God justice. God is not a human…even a very big and powerful one.  God is simply God.  We have to think of God in new ways.  And maybe there’s a reason the Hebrews forbid the speaking of their word for God…there’s a mystery to it.

Certainly God is not the images we have believed in.  We need to do better.  Let me share with you my own ideas.

I see God as the context of all creation.  God is the context of all creation.  Paul Tillich called God the Ground of Being, but that seems inadequate to me.  I prefer God as the context of all creation.

Let me tell you a story that illustrates this idea.  Two little fishes are swimming along one day when a big, older fish swims by.  Says the older fish, “How’s the water, boys?”  And he swims away.  As the little ones swim on, one turns to the other and says, “What the hell is water?”

God is the water.  God is the context of all creation.  It’s what we mean when we say the “in God we live and move and have our being.  The theologian Marcus Borg calls this panentheism.  Not pantheism, which is God in everything, but panentheism, which is everything in God.

So where do we go from there?  Well, we need to reaffirm what we know of this “context” God by looking at the Scriptures, at Christ, and at God’s creation.

God is benevolent beyond belief; I mean, as God said to John Denver in the movie Oh God, “You have everything you need to make it work.”

This creator God is generous with forgiveness. 

God is orderly, and made creation likewise.  

This creator God wants all humans to be equal, and is forever on the side of lifting up the dispossessed, the forgotten, the outsider, the neglected, the left out and the left alone.  

This God desires peace in creation, but with justice.

And ultimately…ULTIMATELY…the Creator wants all of creation to be in harmony with the Creator…the content of creation in harmony with the context.  And God is at work to make it so.  That’s God’s number one job: to bring the content of creation into harmony with the context.  God will never – never – give up on that.  It is God’s work.

I know God didn’t give up on Lotty while she was alive.  After her husband died of a heart attack at a young age, Lotty went for a black belt in the fine art of drinking Scotch.  She was an alcoholic.  But God didn’t give up on her.  God came to her in a clever disguise…the disguise of Alcoholics Anonymous.  And she came to know – and depend on - a higher power.

And finally I believe that Psalm 139 tells us something else which we need to reaffirm about this context of life God.  Listen to these words from Scripture.

PASSAGE:  Psalm 139:7-12

Of course the Psalmist knew nothing of molecules and cells, of planets and other solar systems, other galaxies, infinite space; but I think his faith is sound: there is nowhere in all of creation where we can escape this context of creation God…who is seeking to bring all of the content into harmony with the Creator.

The conventional Church thinking tends to consign the outsiders, the non-believers, to some kind of everlasting hell.  One contemporary theologian (A Presbyterian, by the way, with a large congregation in New York City) puts it this way in his recent book: “They chose to wander off away from God, and God lets them go…forever…away from God’s presence.”  

Really?  Away from God’s presence.  I believe the Psalmist had it right: there is nowhere we can go to be away from the presence of God, in this life or the next.

So does that mean that God will forever be after Lotty, or any of those outsiders, to bring them home and into harmony with God?  I have to believe so.  Maybe not by our standards, but by God’s own standards.

But…I also believe that this context of life God may be after all of us to bring us where we belong…to God, in harmony with God.  Yes, even you and me.  And while death may seem like a boundary to us, it may not be that at all for God.

I remember as if it were yesterday: I was doing a funeral service where the Clerk of Session was the musician.  As we met in the back room of the mortuary, she said to me regarding life after death: “I think we may all be in for some surprises.”  I think she was and is absolutely correct.

It is my faith that that this context of life God will forever be seeking to redeem the lost; to bring order and establish peace; to redress the ugliness and torment of the past; and to establish God’s reign in God’s creation.  And that just may be what the vision is all about in the book of Revelation.

I’m not sure…and never have been…about who is saved.  But more than ever before I trust in God, who is the saving One…who is at work always to bring the content of creation into harmony with the context.  That’s the good news for me.  And perhaps for all of us…for those we love…and for all of creation.

It’s a gospel I believe.  Amen.


My thanks to the Rev. Richard Watts for the illustration of the fishes.

