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Introduction to the Scripture

What do we do after Easter? Besides have a nice nap after our ham or whatever. Perhaps the very fact that we have Easter
traditions, that Easter is a tradition that we connect with each and every year, prevents us from thinking about the
transformative power of the day, the story, the living, walking around Jesus. What should we do after Easter? Maybe just wait
until the next one comes around?

Nonetheless, that was what one community of Christians was trying to answer one day, some 70 to 80 years after Easter. Not
the annual day, the real, First Easter. Of the communities of faith that are recorded in our scriptures, this is one of the youngest,
the closest to us, and the farthest from Jesus. We don’t much about them other than the scripture that they left us, and the
name that they connected to it: John. Around the year one hundred, a community of Christ followers blazed awake in our
history. They created some of our most meaningful images and phrases, and they created some of our most challenging
testimonies and testaments of faith. They blended the philosophy and language of Greek thinkers with a deep and unknown to
that time faith in what God had done in Jesus.

They created the gospel of John, and then three small discourses to their own followers. Two are true letters to a church in the
grand tradition of other books of the Bible like the Corinthians. One is something different. Not quite a letter, not quite a sermon.
This first letter of John is perhaps the best known of these three “letters”.

There is good news in these letters, this 1st letter of John, you may have heard at weddings, for this letter will assert for us (not
today, but later on) God is love. There is also the kind of news that’s hard to hear and that has been misused in theologies and
churches and even families. Remember Mary’s sermon from a few weeks ago, sin just means hitting the target but missing the
mark. Remember God is Love. And then hear this.

Sermon

How do we go on together after Easter? We’re probably gonna need some ground rules. This is like when suddenly the baby
sitter leaves and everybody looks around to see who the oldest is. What are the rules going to be? So it was with the church.
And just like those adventures in finding out the ground rules,

We’ve talked about that some here… I mentioned Mary’s previous talking about sin. It’s really where we hit the target, but miss
the mark. It really isn’t the ‘do’s’ and ‘don’t’s’. It really isn’t just rules. There can be some aspects of that, sure… but the real
core of the question of sin is: where is the gravity in your life? And is it pulling you into closer relationship with God, and I might
add, your neighbor?

Lawless. What does it mean to be lawless? For us, our minds leap to criminal justice systems, to wrong-doing. We have to
remember that our ancestors knew “law” differently. “Law” to Jesus people meant loving God and loving neighbor as self.
“Law” to Moses people meant a covenant with God. “Law” was whole life framework for relationship.

So what was it about relationship to this church?

The Gospel of John, and these letters of John have wonderful, rich imagery, language totally unique in our Scriptures, they add
dialogue and speech to our understanding of the Gospel story… richness of relationship. There is a lot of sub-text, and there is
one subtext that I want to name for us before we go on, that is repeated over and over in the John works:

“We never wanted to be a part of your club anyway.”

If someone stands in front of a wall and you throw paint at them, eventually, you will have a great depiction of them, based on
where the paint didn’t land. At this point, biblical scholars agree that there is someone standing in the paint thrown by the John
community, and it is Jewish Christ followers.

We always forget that at the very beginning, in the wake of that first Easter, everyone that we might call a “Christian” was in fact
Jewish. They just asserted particular beliefs in Jesus’s teaching. Of course, as the word spread, and belief spread,
disagreements arose about what they believed and how. Some were more connected to their Jewish traditions, some were less,
some Gentiles began to join the crowd.

Around the time of this writing, we now believe that the community that would later be known to us by John began to state
something new: Jesus and God the Creator were one and the same. This was a revolution, and it flew in the face of thousands
of years of theology. God was God, and you didn’t put anything else in that box, certainly not anything that had walked around
and had a shape and a face. Suddenly the energy was too much to be held, and the larger whole split. And what we now know
as the Community of John was kicked out. No longer invited.

Imagine being kicked out of your home. Off your favorite team. Out of your town. Because of what you have done, or maybe
worse, because of what you believe, or maybe worse, because of what you are.

Sin is lawlessness, they say. What they mean might be something closer to “Something evil has broken our relationship.” This is
a cry of grief. And, I think, a bit of a cry of shame. You could stop here in this letter, but what it actually worries about is not the
do’s and don’t’s, but relationship. This letter worries above all else about loving sisters and brothers. It asserts that God is love,
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do’s and don’t’s, but relationship. This letter worries above all else about loving sisters and brothers. It asserts that God is love,
and so it holds up love as the target to aim for as the standard for behavior. It’s primary standard of what it means to be
righteous is to love, to be bound by “law”, to be bound to one another.

Shame is powerful and pervasive, because it is not really guilt. It’s not: I did a bad thing and I regret it, though guilt can be part
of it. Shame is: I am afraid that I will be abandoned and alone either for what I do or who I am regardless of how righteous or
unrighteous my behavior or self may be. The Community of John didn’t do wrong, and neither did the Jewish Christian
Community that could no longer hold them… but shame is there, at the heart of this experience of fear and isolation.

Shame feels especially present for me these days as someone who’s known as the technology person around here. Every day,
at one point or another, someone asks me to speak on behalf of or to the correct usage or benefit of technology. This would
seem to have nothing to do with anything except that I have a long background in and love of technology, of tools solving
problems and helping us do the tasks which set us free to be more creative, more engaged with each other… but also a severe
distrust of the ways in which the distance and anonymity of our online lives are cutting us off from each other, letting us forget
our connections and communities of life.

Then again, I’m not a “digital native” really. When I first “got online”, you took your phone off the hook and put the receiver on
top of your modem.

If we take this scripture at its very simplistic word we might start from a circular argument kind of place: How do you tell the
good people? They do good things. How do you tell the bad? Well, you know. But when you put this passage in conversation
with the experience of those who have known shame, who feel disconnected from everything they know, which leads to fear,
which leads to shame, which leads to questioning your whole self, which leads to anger, which leads to more shame…

Something is breaking our relationships.

Technology has seen its fair share of this. Shaming without regard for guilt or misbehavior, or sometimes shaming for absolutely
doing the right thing. Some stories from the past few years:

1. A young woman tweeted a politically incorrect joke, forgetting that she was just her, not a politically incorrect professional
comedian. Nobody got the joke: by the time she landed, she had lost her job, angered her family, and become the number one
Twitter trend. People joked and took her photo as soon as she landed, they said they wanted to capture the look on her face as
she understood that her life had been undone.  We do not know her yet, for what she will be has not been revealed, but we will,
for she is a child of God.

2. A brave woman name Anita Sarkeesian  started a web series called Tropes vs. Women, she wanted to lift up violent, disturbing,
and sexualizing depictions of women in video games. She got death threats, and worse. She had to move from her home several
times to seek safety. Her information was hacked and widely distributed. Someone made a video game in which all the user does
is beat up Anita Sarkeesian. We do not know her yet, for what she will be has not been revealed, but we will, for she is a child of
God.

3. Many of us know of a young man named Tyler Clementi, who died of shame.  Still in the process of coming out, he was
surreptitiously recorded by a roommate while he was having an intimate moment. The recording was widely shared, he mocked
mercilessly online. At 18 years old, he threw himself from the George Washington Bridge. We did not know him yet, for what he will
be has not been revealed, but we will, for he is a child of God.

4. Amazingly, his story stirred another person who lived through this, so—and I am not kidding about this—some of the best words I
heard this week as I thought about this were from Monica Lewinsky , who at 41, now has a lot to say about the experience of
having your 22 year old life choices paraded out for television, and papers, and this new thing the internet. We knew a political
drama, she knew personal shaming, derision, and loss. Moved by Tyler’s story, she quoted the shame researcher, Brene Brown,
saying “Shame can’t survive empathy.” So, from her empathy she felt moved to speak out for the shamed. We do not know her
yet, for what she will be has not been revealed, but we will, for she is a child of God.

Just one aside, if you think that it’s an accident that the majority of cases I’ve just lifted up are women, I’d invite you to think
again. Not because I’ve chosen those examples, but because overwhelmingly this is happening to women.

All of these start from disconnection. And disconnection feeds shame, and shame feeds our worst sense of ourselves until we
are pulled farther and farther from the truth of what we are: The children of God.

That’s what this hurting but loving and seeking community has for us today, a reminder: the world may not know it yet, but we
are all children of God. All our spirals and circles of shame ended by a cross. See, we just retold a story of a whole culture that
tried to use shame. That’s what crucifixion was, a public shaming. Naked, hurting, dying, on display, Jesus says, this cannot kill
me, I am a child of God. In his last moments in the gospel of John, he gives his friend to his mother as a son, and gives his
mother to his friend. He says, you belong to one another now. And so do we.

What shall we do after Easter, escape the shame, for either our faults or our successes. For when we do wrong, it is in
community we learn and correct. And when we do right, we can be sure we do so with the support and power of our
community. We do this by living into our law of love, we do it by refusing be nameless, but by being named as ones who will
stand with those who are cast out. Until turning and turning and turning, we come out right, named as what we are: Children of
God.

Amen.

1. Jon Ronson’s funny, weird, and more than a little blunt, So You’ve Been Publicly Shamed has this story in it. Think “creative non-
fiction” more than social analysis. Nonetheless, Ronson plays with the concept of shaming and what makes it so painful for us,
and so attractive for those who engage in it.  ↩

2. http://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anita_Sarkeesian  ↩
3. http://www.tylerclementi.org/tylers-story  ↩

4. http://www.ted.com/talks/monica_lewinsky_the_price_of_shame?language=en  ↩
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