"CONCERNS OF A CONGREGATION FOR LENT - 1970"
I. DRUGS
INTRODUCTION

week ago last Wednesday I mentioned to the students in the class
I teach at the Chapin School that I was planning to preach a sermon dealing with drugs on the First Sunday in Lent. I had hardly completed my announcement of this when one young laqy who apparently recognized that this was a
sort of "off-beat" sermon for Lent raised the question if it was my intent to ask
you to "give up" drugs for Lent.
A

I remember that it was just one year ago yesterday that I received a lovely
Valentine letter in the mail, along with a marijuana cigarette, or 11 joint11 as they
call them. The sender remained anonymous, but apparently he or she hoped it
would really "turn me on" for a happy celebration of the day. Later on I learned
that some 2),000 other people also received the same Valentine letter here in the
city. The problem is coming closer to home for all of us.
I know from time to time I encounter the addict prowling through the church
apparently with the intent to steal. Four years ago, our young church secretary
got in the way of one of them and came close to loosing her life. Within the
past month, a rehabilitation center for teenage ex-narcotic addicts has been
opened at 430 East 87th Street. Under the direction of Dr. Judianne Densen-Gerber
of Odyssey House, it may become a focal point of community controversy.
The headlines of recent weeks keep reminding us of the reasons for this
sermon. The son of a prominent man who is running for high office in our state was
recently arrested on a narcotics charge. A 17 year old Barnard college freshman
died over a recent January weekend after inhaling an overdoes of heroin. 224
teen-agers died from drug abuse in the city's five boroughs last year. A deeply
addicted 12 year old girl, daughter of a Manhattan psychiatrist, located at the
far end of a drug spree, boasted to newsmen who interviewed her in her expensive
East side home: "I take hash, pot, I.SD, heroin, speed- anything I can get". Dr.
Judianne Densen-Gerber who faces a jail-term for the overcrowding of Odyssey House
calls it an epidemic, and points out that a recent applicant to Odyssey House was
a nine year old boy.
The parade of similar headlines - and we are all familiar with them - should
be sobering enough. And the stories and the statistics we read reveal only the
visible part of the iceberg that is the drug problem in our time. No one knows
just how deep or wide the problem goes - but that it exists in most communities
in serious proportions, few open-eyed persons will deQY. There is a wave of
drug experimentation and drug dependency sweeping over college campuses, high
schools and even junior high schools. An article in one of our papers on Tuesday
of this week indicated that college students are turning to heroin. And so when
we talk about the drug problem, we are not tilting at wind-mills in this city
only, but rather we are dealing with something that is very much a part of the
scenery of towns, schools and cities across the entire land.
DEVELOPMENT

The problem is so massive and so involved that a preacher is
tempted to keep postponing a sermon on the subject. How can a
sermon get at an octopus that has so many tentacles reaching out in so many
directions. Nonetheless, silence has its dangers and sometimes speaks in negative
fashion. And so because I think that the church and the Christian gospel do have
some legitimate concern and some constructive responde in the face of the problem
of drugs, I ask you to think with me about it this morning.
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TL'IO PRELIMINARY CONSIDERATIONS

I think there are one or two preliminary considerations that we need to get on the table.
Firstoff: while this sermon is primarily concerned with a problem facing young men
and women, it has its clear implications for all of us - whatever our age. Ours
has been termed an "addictive society" - meaning that we are always reaching for
chemical solutions to our problems, and that very readily we become physically and
psychologically dependent upon these chemical comforters. We view with alarm such
danger drugs as heroin and morphine and hallucinogens like LSD - but what about
pep pills, sleeping pills, alcholol and tobacco?
up.

We use pills to put us to sleep, to wake us up - to calm us down, to pep us
In an article last Fall, a pro-football trainer was quo~ed as sayingt
"Some of the pros need almost a full week to get over getting
pepped up for Sunday. Afterward, they must either have tranquilizers or whiskey to bring them down. So they move through
a cycle: pepped up, drunk, hung over, depressed, then pepped
up again".

I hope this is an exaggerated and isolated caricature, but there is something, I fear;
in it that is uncomfortably suggestive of the scenery in society today. I started
collecting material for this sermon last October, and a friend who knew that I was
beginning work on such a sermon gave me a cartoon. It pictures a middle-aged
couple, somewhat frayed and frovTSy looking. Whether they are preparing to retire
for the night or struggling to get going in the morning is not quite clear, but the
wife is pawing through a medicine cabinet, replete with tranquilizers, sleeping
pills, pep pills. While the husband stands at a counter with a bottle of
alcohol and a tray overflowing with cigarette butts. On the floor is a paper
headlining the arrest of juveniles on drug charges. Says the husband to the wife,
"Wonder what's wrong with the kids of today. Bring me an asprin, will you dear?"
Granted that some of these chemicals can be a blessing to life, when
prescribed and controlled - but they can also be a crutch and a curtailer
of life when they are self-prescribed and get out of control. Judy Garland and
Dorothy Kilgallen are tragic and extreme examples of our addictive society. Young
people with their drugs and older people with their chemical comforters are both
part of that society - and neither extreme should try to excuse its own addiction
by focusing all of the fire on the other extreme.
proper~

Then a second thing that needs to be said is the honest acknowledgement that
all the facts about the consequences of narcotics are not yet known. There is
honest disagreement among men of integrity and competence about the angers and the
benefits of modern drugs.
Huston Smith, professor of philosphy at MIT and author of the book, "The
Religions of Man" has said that the refusal to take up this 20th century challenge
to determine the implications of psychedelic drugs for psychiatry, theology and
society under carefully controlled research - that this refusal would be equivalent
to churchmen's refusal to look through Galilee's telescope in the 17th century. His
analogy may be extreme, but he has a point. There is a place for openmindedness
and a concern for scientific research. There is merit in the proposal that a
national commission of stature be set up to come to grips with this problem - to
disclose what is known, and to try to determine what is not yet knowno But such
openmindedness is not to be confused with the empty-mindedness of the unwary who
undertake their own furtive experimentation with drugs.
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Thereby, of course, I tip ~ hand, and point to the direction of ~
own convictions. There are certain things that I would say to ~
self, to ~ own children, to any others of mature age who would listen about the
dangers of drugs that are not under the mirection of a trusted physican. Let me
try to build a ladder of steps now to suggest the bases of ~ convictions:
TIP MY HAND

LEGAL

The first is legal. I wonder - do young people really know the legal consequences they are courting when they start any involvement with drugs?
Do they know that conviction for the use or possession of a drug, including marijuana, for a person 18 years or older, and in some instances for a juvenile as well,
involves the whole process of being photographed and finger-printed as a criminal
and forever carrying a narcotics card? Do they know that the law treats the
possession of a drug as a high misdemeanor, with minimum sentences of $2,000 in
a fine and two years in prison. Do they know the blight that a criminal record
casts over a person's future -his employment, his privileges?
I am appealing not to fear, but to foresight. It is just sheer folly to put a
mortgage on a person's future in response to a dare or in search of a thrill. There
was a character in the Old Testament by the name of Esau who one day sold his
birthright, which carried with it certain privileges for the future, to a
scheming brother in return for a dish of bean soup, because he was hungry at the
moment. Every generation faces its own temptations to sell its birthright for some
cheap and passing gratification - and every generation has its Esaus, who get taken
in, branded as fools if not as criminals, denied some of the dimensions of life
which might have been theirs. Simply on legal grounds, a person should know the
consequences haocourts when he deals with drugs.
PHYSICAL

The second is physical. Granted that all the facts are not yet known
about the influence of drugs on physical and emotional health. But
there are enough danger signals to keep a responsible person from playing Russian
roulette with the health of his body and his mind. There are enough instances of
blurred vision and blurred judgment and subsequent depression to challenge the
notion, at least for me, that marijuana is always an innocent diversion. And
there are enough instances on record of the escalation of the drug habit from
marijuana to heroin and other hard drugs to give a person serious concern lest he
get started on a road without exits. There are enough instances of the tie between
LSD and psychosis and leumemia to keep any person from taking that kind of a trip.
There are enough unanswered questions about the effect of drugs on the yet unborn
children of the users to make potential parents think seriously about the manner of
life they wish to transmit.
To have one's health and to be free from crippling habits is one of the
greatest blessings of life. To become hooked and saddled with habits that erode both
physical and emotional health, that is one of the greatest tragedies of life. Of
course, no one ever starts out with the intention of becoming a drug dependent - any
more than one starts out to be an alcoholic - but that is the decided chance you
take when you play around with drugs.
SPIRITUAL

The third
Christian
influence of a person.
we are responsibile for

aspect is spiritual. To me, it's the most important. The
Gospel gives us a glimpse of the worth, the meaning, and the
It says that life is a gift - a trust - and that before God
its shaping.

"Isn't it strange
That princes and kings,
And clowns that caper
In sawdust rings,

And common people
Like you and me
Are builders for eternity?
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Each is given a bag of tools,
A shapeless mass
And a book of rules;
And each must make

Ere life is flown
A stumbling block
Or a stepping stone 11

Part of our responsibility as Christians is to others. This is what St. Paul
was talking about in our Scripture Lesson this morning. In the context of a particular problem of his day, he gave some sound advice to the Christians of every
age, "Take care lest this liberty of yours somehow become a stumbling block to the
weak 11 • What about those whom we read about who have pushed drugs in order to support their own habit? How many lives have they hurt and crippled? What about the
friends who encourage others to try drugs? Are they not in part responsible for
the resultant tragedies by drugs? And what about any person who dares or invites
or encolrrages just by his own example? Is he not then in part responsible for what
happens to his brother? Therefore, St. Paul declared the highest Chhistian response: "Therefore, if this is a cause of my brother's falling, I will not, lest I
cause rrw brother to fall". That kind of responsible maturity is desperately needed
today in people of all ages.
But part of our Christian responsibility is to ourselves and to God - toJmake
the most out of the time and the talents entrusted to us. And when we stop to ask
what our lives should be, we still find our clearest directions and our highest
hopes in the Man from Nazareth. Strange, isn't it, how the world and its knowledge
have changed so drastical~ in 20 centuries, but when it comes to personal living our highest aspirations and best guidelines - Jesus outspans all the changes,
outlasts all the other models for life. His style of life still persists and his
words and ways do get through our cold hearts and thick skulls - to remind us who
we are and what we are - to call out the best that is in us - to bring out the
music that we forget is there.
One thing he made quite clear: that life can be lived responsibly, without
forever seeking detours and escapes. For him, or for others, life was not always
easy. But he demonstrated that amazing concept that it could be accepted,
celebrated, used- without running away, or hiding's one's head, or drugging one's
mind.
CLOSING

There is a line in Mark's account of the crucifixion that I
very much about until it came to me in connection with this
is at the very beginning of the story of the cross: "They to0k him to a
Golgotha, and they offered him some drugged wine, but he would not take

never thought
sermon. It
place called
it 11 •

There in a sentence is the supreme Christian word and example about drugs.
When anyone through Christ catches a glimpse of what his life may be in terms of
stature and steadiness and usefulness, then he hnderstands why it must be said of
him, no less than of the Man on the Cross: "They offered him a drug, but he would
not take it".
LET US PRAY

0 Thou to whom all hearts are open, all desires knm~, and from
whom no secrets are hid, keep reminding us of all the strong and
glorious possibilities of our lives and save us, we pray thee, from every deed or
habit that makes life less than the dream and gift that is ours. In the name and
spirit of Christ, we pr~. Amen

It may be that her question was prompted by
the announcement in a recent church ·
bulletin regarding a pot-luck supper.
This is the way it read: 11 f-1embers are urged
to bring enough pot for their families".
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FIRST SUNDAY IN LENT
February 15 1970
ORDER OF

AN INVITATION

\~ORSHIP

11 a.m.
ORGAN
"Chorale Prelude"
Walther
CALL TO WORSHIP
HYMN NO. 7h "All Praise to Thee"
flL~YER OF CONFESSION (seated)
Most merciful Father, we have done little to
forward thy kingdom in this world, to foster the
brotherhood of man, and to establish love as the
law of life. We have allowed self to blind us,
pains to embitter us. Pardon our shortcomings;
forgive our neglect; give us a pure heart intent
on pleasing Thee. Help us in all our seeking to
seek first thy kingdom and thy righteousness.
And make us to come, as came Thy Son, not to be
ministered unto, but to minister. We ask this
in the spirit of Jesus Christ. Amen
SILENT MEDITATION - WORDS OF ASSURANCE - LORD 1 S PRAYER
"PSALTER
"A Clean Heart"
GLORIA PATRI
AF" IRH/\.TION OF FAITH

No. 571
No. 740
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Tallice
"If Ye Love I'1e Keep My Commandments"
ANTHEF-1
I Corinthians 8: 1-9
SC>UPI'URE
PASTORAL PR · ~R
ANNOUNCE~ffiNT OF CONGREGATIONAL CONCERNS
Bach
ORGAN
"0 Sacred Head Nmv 1~Jounded"
PRES G~TATION OF THE OFFERING WITH THE DOXOLOGY
HYMN NO. 416 "In the Cross of Christ I Glory"
SERW1~T
"CONCERNS OF A CONGREGATION IN LENT, 1970"
"I. Drugs"
HYMN .1 NO. 271 "Guide Me, 0 Thou Great Jehovah"
BENl~'niCTION

ORGfi', N

i4Ht-~}

· "Our Father Who Art In Heaven"

Interval for ushering

Coffee and tea will be served in the Community
Room after the service. Members and f r iends are invi ted to share in these moments of war·mth made possible
for us today by Miss Smith, Miss Bailey, Miss Johnson,
Miss Lodge, Miss Riggs, and Miss Tome.
ALTAI~

FLOWERS

The flowers on the altar this morning are given
by Miss Frances Ellison in memory of her mother, Sarah
Ellison Pritchard.
USHERS
The ushers today are Mr. \rJise, Mr. Boeckmann, Mr.
Cruickshank, ~~. Harlacker, Mr. Snyder, Mr. Story, Mr.
Ting, and Mr. Wallace.
CHURCH SCHOOL SESSIJNS
Church School sessions are offered each Sunday
morning on the fourth floor during the hour of church
1110rship. Child care service for infants and toddlers
is available in the fourth floor lounge. ~tr. Cook
and Hiss Christie are on hand to greet you and your
child.
YOUNG ADULTS TO NE"-T TODAY
Young adults in the congregation are invited to
eat together today at one-thirty in the Community Room.
~n interesting program and a delicious meal have been
arranged.
rHE "ADOPT-A-HOUSE" PROGRAM
Those involved in the "Adopt-A-House" program will
meet together at 12:45 in the south end of the Community
~oom for a progress report and planning session.

"CONCERNS OF A CONGREGATION IN LENT, 1970"
"II. Obscenity"
that a friend loaned me a copy of a thoughtINTRODUCTION

I think that this sermon first started stirring last summer
while in Maine on the day that 1 uas J?BaiiiAg a i;:RsligM:ii provoking book by Colin Morris. Dr. Morris is an articulate Methodist parson who
has served most of his ministry in Africa, most recently as president of the
United Church of Zambia. In recent months he has come back to London and now
serves as the pastor of Wesley Chapel. His book, entitled "Include Me Out11 is a
fresh and frank discussion of what it means to be a Christian and a churchman in
this time. A more absorbing, disturbing yet illuminating book I have not read in
many a month.
DE~LOPMENT

At one point in the book, Dr. Morris quotes Lenny Bruce, a
comedian who committed suicide a while back. The churchman had
come across this incisive statement of the comedian. Said Bruce:
"I know in my heart, by pure logic, that any man who claims to
be a leader of the church is a hustler if he has two suits in
a world in which most people have none".
And commenting on that biting epigram, this is what Dr. Morris said:
"Anyone in the house care to argue? We can comfort ourselves,
if we will, with the knowledge that Bruce was banned from
every public place of entertainment in the United States for
obscenity and died virtually penniless. Does that reinforce
our sense of virtue, or can we see that what he was describing
is a greater obscenity than all the filth that poured from
his mouth ? 11
And then he went on to talk in particular about the clergy:
"Obscenity is a strong word, but I know no other so apt.
Obscenity is the jewelled ring on a bishop's finger. Obscenity is the flash of my gold wrist watch from under the
sleeve of my cassock as I throw dirt on the coffin of a man
who died of starvation, murmuring, the while, the most assinine
words in the English language - 'Since it has pleased Almighty
God to take to himself our brother.' •••• Obscenity is the
cardinal who cries 'murder~' when a woman aborts a piece of
bloody tissue but keeps silence or indeed gives his blessing
while thousands of fully formed sons and daughters of women
are incinerated in Vietnam".

Maybe the word of the comedian and the clergyman alike are overdone and
overstated. I confess that I do have two suits of clothes and a wrist-watch, and
I am not yet under enough conviction of sin to renounce the other suit and the
one wrist-watch. Nonetheless, the point that the preacher was making does get
through to me in clear and convincing fashion - simply that there are deeper
meanings to obscenity than the common connotation of profanity and pornography
and that Christ's kind of religion digs those deeper meanings.
BEFORE GOING FURTHER

Now before anyone begins to interpret this sermon as
an indirect sanction of the freedom and often the filth
that flows in so much modern language and literature, stage and screen, let me
try to set the thermostat right here at the beginning of the sermon.
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We are here concerned about all obscenity - and that includes speech and
stage and books. If this morning we succeed in probing the deeper meanings of
the word, "obscenity" let it not be at the expense of a concern for the common
meaning of that word.
I think that even the people who live the most secluded lives must have
some notion of the salacious onslaughts on people's eyes and ears. Simply to
leaf through the entertainment pages of the "good, gray" New York Times nowadays
is to be reminded of the commercial profit in nudity and perversity on stage and
screen. You'd expect a preacher to take a dim view of such obscenity. But
listen to these words from TIME, a secular magazine, in an article of recent
weeks:
"A nation gets the kind of art and entertainment it wants
and will pay for. Thus to many serious critics, and they .fl,e,
are by no means all bluenoses •••• the explosion of s8~8et~
in cinema, theater, and book rack is disturbing. Esthetically,
pop sex may well reflect a stunting of the imagination, a
dilution of artistic values, and a cultish attempt to substitute sensation for thought. Morally and psychologically,
it may signal a deeper unease connected with a crisis of
values ••••• On any level of creative intent, it is hard to defend the bulk of salacious literature being churned out today.
Most of it is perverse, narcissistic, brutal, irrational. And
boring."

Sometimes people defend the modern obscenity on the grounds that it is
honest and realistic, and that people are simply telling it as it is. For myself,
I reject this defense as having no place in the life-style of a Christian.
Jesus, as I understand him from the Gospels, was no prim and prudish figure,
conveniently looking away or turning away from the dark and sometimes dirty
realities of life in his day. He went home to eat with the sinners, made himself
at home with the rough and tough fisherman, stopped to talk with the harlots on
the street, was finally sentenced to die between two thieves on the town's
garbage heap. He saw life in all its rawest and crudest fashion. But he never
adopted the manners or the language of the gutters. He kept insisting that man
was so much more than an animal - that there was more to life than the dark
cellars in which so many people live. And he drew people up - without himself
being drawn down.
There was a great Scottish preacher by the name of George Matheson. In
one of his congregations there was a woman who lived in a cellar that was dark
and damp and airless. She had lived there fore years, and then one day her
neighbors were surprised to find that she was moving - not very far - but to an
attic where there was light and air. They asked her why after all these years she
had decided to move. She answered very briefly, "Because you cannot ~ear George
Matheson preach and live in a cellar". In a much more profound way, you cannot
be immersed in the mind and spirit of Jesus - and be satisfied with cellar
communication that makes life cheap and obscene.
COME BACK TO STARTING POINT

•

..,.,.,_F'ICit!JtJ~

But now come back to the starting point of this
sermon. Consider that those of us who are concerned about obscenity in the traditional meaning of that word may be just
those who need to see that there is much more to the matter than that. Malcolm
Boyd, in one of his books, was getting at this truth when he said:

-
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"Obscenity cuts much deeper than words. It involves
actions and attitudes. 'Dirty words' are apparently a
greater shock (to many people) than the dirty realities
we have been conditioned to ignore, the dirty things we
do to each other every day, often in the name of highsounding words like duty, patriotism and religion. Why is
it that the people who campaign most fervently for 'decency'
are often reluctant to call so many realities by their
names: racism, napalm, sex, death."
And when you stop to think about it, isn't this exactly the problem that
Jesus faced in his dealings with the Pharisees? Here were people who followed the
rules - kept the letter of the law in speech and in deed - regarded themselves
as clean and others as unclean. Certainly, Jesus did not argue with them in their
devotion to a code of decency. It was the same code by which he had been raised
and by which he lived. But again and again, he kept making the point that something was missing in their understanding of the dimensions of righteousness. It
was so largely external - and it did not go deep enough really to touch their
hearts and shape their lives.
So the word pictures that Jesus drew of the Pharisees are pretty sharp and
scathing - nowhere more so than when he told them that they were like whitewashed tombs - beautiful on the outside, perfectly proper and neat - but on the
inside, filled with all manner of uncleanness. In a sense, he was telling
people who despised obscenity that they had missed some deeper obscenities in
their own lives.
Go through the Gospel and think of some of the obscenities that Jesus
described and decried:
The priest and the levite walking along the Jericho Road and
ignoring the victim of the thieves.
The pharisee in church boastfully proclaiming, "I am not as
other men are" and looking down his nose at the publican nearby;
The money changers in the Temple, exploiting the pilgrims, and
as Jesus said, making the house of prayer into a den of
thieves;
The crowd - ready to stone to death a sinning woman - blind to
their own transgressions.
The scribes, who as Jesus said, "devour widowsn houses and for
a pretense making long prayers".
The irony is that so many of these were the so-called "solid citizens" of their
day - people who went to church, paid their bills, and obeyed the law. Ah, said
Jesus - "These ought you to have done, without neglecting the weightier matters
of justice, mercy and faith".
Come across the centuries to our own day. What if Jesus were physically
present in our country and in our culture? What are the deeper obscentie$0that
now he would point to?

What would he say to the doctor who reaps a harvest off
Medicaid - or the publisher or advertising man who grows
fat from falsehoods - or the farmer who exploits migrant
workers -or the politician who wheels and deals •••• of landlords who
exploit poor tenants
What would he say to the young and the old who are eager
for violence and strife and callous to the value of human
life?
What would he say to a war that drags along with its relentless
toll in death and destruction?
What would he say to a peoples' reliance on drugs and alcohol
and every other escape route from responsible living.
What would he say to the mood of indifference and noninvolvement that so easily settles in upon us.
I read a book a few years back entitled, "North Toward Home". It was the
odyssey of a man who came north to live, but the incident that impressed me most
vividly had nothing to do with geography. One day the author was on a train from
Chappequa in Westchester County - into the City. He said that as they crossed
into the Bronx, the train unexpedtedly slowed down for a few miles as they
witnessed the after-math of a recent accident in which a boy had been hurt. This
is what the author wrote:
"In the orange glow of the late afternoon the policeman, the
crowd, the boy were for a moment immobile, motionless, a
small tableaux to violence and death in the city. Behind me,
in the next row of seats, there was a game of bridge. I heard
one of the four men say as he looked out at the sight, 'My God,
that's horrible". Another said, in a whisper, "Terrible,
Terrible'. There was a momentary silence, punctuated only by
the clicking of the wheels on the track. Then after a pause,
I heard the first man say, 1 1'-wo hearts •••• 111
I know •••• what can a person do on a fast moving train? What can anyone do for anyone who is hurt from the fast-moving train of his life. and his daily work. The
only thing is that I thought I detected some obscenity in that account - not when
the man said, 'My God, that's terrible" - but when later he casually resumed
bidding, "Two hearts" - and the most uncomfortable part of it all is that I
can readily see myself as related to that man.
Maybe it was this kind of obscenity that Jesus was crying out against when he
said:
"I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you
gave me no drink. I was a stranger and you did not welcome
me, naked and you did not clothe me, sick and in prison and
you did not visit mee ••• inasmuch as you did it not to the
least of these, you did it not to me. 11
CLOSING

The curtain on this sermon could go down in gray gloom and guilt.
But it really does not need to. This Gospel of Christ makes it
pretty clear that something very hopeful and exciting can happen 1oThen a man begins
with himself, and honestly says, "God be merciful to me a sinner".
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At any rate, there's quite a club of those whose honest to God goodness
began and continued with that kind of humility - Peter and Paul and Mary Magadelen and Augustine and Francis - Wesley and William Booth and Lincoln and John XXIII Andrew, the disciple and all of the anonymous, one-talented successors.
To me:
The good news of the Gospel is that that club is still very much open to membership.
PRAYER

Not for any less Vlslon to see the evils without us which are so
much in evidence, 0 God - but rather for more vision to see the sins
that are deep with us which are so stealthy and subtle, do we pray.

Grant us, we beseech Thee, on this Second Sunday in Lent, strength
from our worship this morning, that from being disturbed and made to feel uncomfortable
by the judgment of Christ, we may find our hope in a new sense of commitment and
obedience to His Lordship in our lives. In his name, we pray. Amen

alternate selections

Making Sexuality Human
by W. Norman Pittenger
DR. PITTENGER, distinguished theologian and apologist,
and author of over fifty books, turns his attention to the
ethics of sex in this, his latest work. He dismisses the socalled "Christian ethic" of sex as merely a canonization of
Victorian morality, which he feels actually contradicts the
genuine Christian tradition of acceptance of man's bodily
nature. This highly readable statement recognizes that
"the real obscenity in human life is not in sexual desires
and acts but in hatred, injustice, and lack of understanding of others." It recognizes and provides a theological
affirmation that sexuality is central to human personality.
All the more impressive because it is the work of a mature
theologian, this book shows an active, still growing, open
attitude and method seldom found in theologians so established. It is the author's purpose to challenge our largely
negative and repressive interpretation of sex with one that
is positive and forthright.
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CONCERNS OF A CONGREGATION, LENT 1970 11
III. Mobility and Mercy

INTRODUCTION

Today's sermon is the third in the present series, and I am grateful to the minister of the Methodist Church in Westfield, New
Jersey, Dr. Clark Hunt, for providing me with a starting point.
In a recent talk given to a group of ministerial colleagues, he told how he
and his wife had been weekend guests in the home of an English Congregational
minister last summer in a small town outside of London. At the breakfast table
on the morning of their departure from this home, their host in the blessing e>f
the meal included a phrase in which he asked for "travelling mercies for these our
friends from America 11 •
Dr. Hunt went on to mention that in the days and the weeks that followed, he
and his wife often spoke about that phrase, 11 travelling mercies", because they
felt the need for it, as in a rented car they travelled 1500 miles throughout the
British Isles. Dr. Hunt said that it took something more than the normal reactions
of a middle-aged mind to stay on the left-hand side of the road, to remember to
shift, to find and flick the proper directional signals, and to make quick decisions
in response to British road-signs and directions.
He also spoke of how grateful he was that the car-rental agency had thoughtful~
provided two stickers for the front and rear windows which proclaimed for all to see
that they were 11 Visitors To Great Britain". He said that this announcement helped
to bring out the patience and the endurance of the English people which has always
marked their 11 finest hours". He said that it seemed to them that on more than
one occasion the prayer for 11 travelling mercies 11 was answered.
DEVELOPMENT

o

!M!-~~~~~e

a:s :f!M' ~~k a,s g~~~.@O...J..s~a;;w;J,eut. This concept of a religion that takes to
the road is as old as the first book of the Old Testament. There was Abraham,
at the age of 75, under orders to 11 go from your country and your kindred and
your father's house to the land that I will show you" - and thereafter he was a
nomad on the move. And when later his descendants settled in Egypt, they were uprooted and driven out into the wilderness, where for forty years they wandered
around. And when they settled in the Promised Land, at length, they were overthrown by the Babylonians and driven into exile. So in the Psalms, in the one
we read for our Psalter earlier in the service, you hear the lament of those uprooted exiles, 11 How shall we sing the Lord's song in a foreign land? 11
And then as you come over into the New Testament, you are reminded that Jesus
never had a permanent address. Harvey Cox, in his book, 11 The Secular City11 tells
us that Jesus was:
11

Born during a journey, spent his first years in exile, was
expelled from his awn home town, and declared that he had no
place to lay his head. 11

And his early followers were known as 11 people of the way 11 meaning that they were
essentially travellers, with 11 no lasting city 11 e
On through the years, the missionary movement grew out of the conviction
that the good news of Christ could never come to rest j_n one country or in one
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community. Someone had to be on the move to publish the glad tidings. For instance, when Francis Asbury came to this country in 1771, he sta.rted travelling
and when he died in Virginia 4S years later, he had travelled more than 260,000
miles - an average of 6,000 miles a year - on horseback or on foot. He was the
first of the circuit riders, the preachers who in the early days of our nation's
history moved westward with the frontier. Teddy Roosevelt, in paying tribute
to the old circuit riders, once said of them: "They helped to keep alive the
divine fire in the heart of the pioneer".
That's the kind of travelling mercies that you find in the long sweep of
our religious heritage. From Abraham to Asbury - and in a way - to Aldrin and
Armstrong on the moon - "God on the go" - never letting people become too content
and complacent in one place - issuing travelling orders and promising grace and
guidance for the journey.
"Now the Lord said to Abraham, 'Go from your country and your kindred and
your father 1 s house to the land that I will show you, and I will bless you"'.
That's a pretty good description of "travelling mercies".
FIRST MEANING

With roots of that kind, I think there is also some present
meaning for us in this phrase today. In two respects, at

least.
First, it has something to say to people so much on the move in this contemporary American scene. The moving van is one of the prime symbols of our
age. The two year lease on an apartment in the city is another symbol. And how
well we know of these symbols in this city and in this church. Our people come
and go. Some who join this church in the Fall ane apt to be elsewhere come
Spring. I read a statistic somewhere to the effect that 40% of the people of
this nation do not live in the house that they lived in five years ago. The
percentage in this congregation this morning would probably be twice that.
People on the move - scarcely getting down their roots, before an order comes
from corporation or conscience or convenience, saying "Go •••• "
Which raises large problems for some people, whose love and loyalty are
bound to a particular locality. I see it often enough in two ways. I see
people moving here, refusing to adjust to a new residence, because they·are
looking back with longing on a town or a church or a people that they have left
behind. They find it difficult to come to terms with their new community. And
I also see people moving away from here (not as many in this category as in the
first) and writing back that they are simply lost and desolate and unhappy away
from the city, unable to find the fascinating features in their new scenery like
those they loved here. Either way - there is something wrong. It's what you
might term the idolatry of the particular place - as though God were confined to a 1 ~
locality. It's that kind of idolatry that the Bible keeps challenging. G~~~~~·
not a local deity, that you leave behind when you cross the county line~e goes·
P
with you - with sufficient strength for the journey and grace for the adjustment
to the new.
M~ny of ~ou have heard before the story about the Quaker sitting by the
town gate. He was approached by a new-comer, who glumily asked, What kind of a
burg is this ? 11 When the old Quaker asked him what sort of town he had come from,
the stranger was full of many complaints. The people, the stores, the church, the
local government - everything about the place was wrong. The old Quaker sighed
and said, "I'm afraid thee will find this the same sort of place •••••• "
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Soon another stranger came along and put the same question to the guardian
of the gate, but upon being asked about the town he had come from, this newcomer was generous and grateful in his description of the other town. Said he,
"I don't think I'll ever find another town so completely pleasant to live in".
"Yes, thee will" the old Quaker replied. "Thee will find this town pretty much
the same kind of place. 11
quite as simple as that - and that particular
But the story has a great truth to it that
t

Listen now to the whole paragraph in which Harvey Cox made reference to the
mobility of Jesus:
"Mobility is not the menace religious romantics paint it.
It has its pitfalls. Endless momement from place to place
can betray the same kind of unwillingness to take responsibility
for decisions which can be seen in switching wives. But by
and large the mobile man is less tempted than tbtimmobile man
to demote Yahwah (God) into a baal (that is a local deity).
He will usually not idolatrize any town or nation. He will be
more open to change, movement, newness. Perhaps the mob'lle man
can even hear with less static a Message about a man who was
born during a journey, spent his first years in exile, was
expelled from his own home town, and declared that he had no
place to lay his head. High mobility is no assurance of
salvation, but neither is it an obstacle to faith"
People on the move - the Bible is about them and the Christian faith is for them!
SECOND MEANING

Now there is a second and a subtler meaning to this phrase,
"Travelling mercies". I think that even for people who have
some roots in the same place li~e many of us do - there is a way in which we are
under orders to nevertheless be on the move. And this is not a matter of
residence, but of religion.
Look through the Gospel some time and note how frequently the word, "GO"
appears. 11 Go preach ••••• go sell ••••• go work ••••• go into the highv1ays ••••• go into
that place ••••• go into the deep ••••• go to your house ••••• go to my brethren •••••
go to the lost sheep ••••• go make it right with your brother ••••• go and see •••••
go and learn ••••• go in peace ••••• arise and go ••••• "Here Jesus was issuing some
marching orders to people 1orho might never travel beyond the town in which they
were born and now lived.
It was his way of saying that a man has a mission in life - that while worship
and rest and solitude all have their important place - that real religion is
much more than these - that it is service, it is action, it is witness. He made
j,. t uncomfortably clear that a man 1s life is finally judged b the wa. he moves
apd acts between the times ha he worships an prays; that he is judge , i you
will, by what he is and does when he is out on the road.
All of this leads me to say that if we are serious about this matter of being
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Christian people, then we are under orders to put some Christ-like meaning into
our motions. It concerns me more and more than people are voting for the
Christian interpretation of life by proxy. That is, they send in their financial
support (for which we are grateful and liThich we cannot operate without) - but
they want some one else to do their serving, their witnessing, and yes even their
worshipping. Gibran, in "The Prophet" reminds us that: "You give but little
when you give of your possessions. It is when you give of yourself that you truly
g;i.ve".
There are men and women in this congregation who traverse great distance bet<.veen Sundays, with business arrangements in far away places and on high levels.
There are men and women who holds positions in offices and are part of the action
and re-action in one of the most vital nerve-centers of the world. There are
lawyers and doctors and nurses who in their daily work and their personal
influence are in positions to lift lives to higher levels. There are mothers
fJA8 sl:top and guide lives and keep homes.
There are retired people wbo have time
to take trips and join groups and render service. There are young men and ,,ramen
who want to be where the action is. All kinds of people we are - and all kinds
of ways in which we are on the go. And that - Jesus said - is precisely where
a man reveals his real religion - the way he acts and the way he serves God when
he is on the go.
"Not every one who says to me, 'Lord, Lord' shall enter the
kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of my Father."
It's a big order and not many of us can claim conspicuous success. But at
least we can reflect and respond to the message of Jesus - that God is not confined to a particular church or a particular hour on Sunday. He, too, is on the
road - meeting us and giving us the opportunity to serve him - in the need of a
neighbor, in the climate of an office, in the direction of a moral decision, in the
witness of a ward and a deed. And at length, the life of every last one of us
mu;i>t be appraised in terms of what really 1-1e accompl-ished in the m-iles we
c vered the ste s 1-ve took the motlons 1.ve went through. Not by our standards but
by his'- and the divine standar seems o be some 1ng about "hungry and you fed
me ••••• inasmuch as you did it to one of the least of these •••• "
SUMMARY

"Wherever you go, I shall go with you".
This is the promise of God.
In some ways, there is great comfort in that. No trip, no move,
no adjustment •••• without the "travelling mercies".
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But in other ways, there is also a great demand in it. No journey, no motion,
no action - but that God is there - confronting us, expecting something of us in
the way of a personal witness, and still promising "travelling mercies" to match
that mission.

I

PRAYER

0 God, who hast gathered thy people together in this house of
worship and this place of prayer, grant that we may commit ourselves
to thee and to thy purpose for us, and that we may go forth from
this place, strengthened and renewed in body, mind, and spirit, to
do thy work and to let thy light shine through us into the world.
Amen

"TRAVELLING MERCIES"
INTRODUCTION

I am grateful to the minister of the Methodist Church in Westfield,
New Jersey, Dr. Clark Hunt, for providing me with a starting point
for today's sermon. In a recent talk that he gave to a group of ministers, he told
how he and his wife had been guests in the home of a Congregational minister just
outside of London. This was last summer.
At breakfast on the morning that they were departing from the home in which
they had been guests for several days, their host offered a prayer in which he asked
for "travelling mercies for these our friends from America". Dr. Hunt went on to
mention that in the days and weeks that followed, they often spoke about that
phrase "travelling mercies", because they needed it apparently, as in a rented car
they travelled 1500 miles in England and Scotland. He said that it took something
more than the normal reactions of a middle-aged mind to stay on the left-hand side
of the road, to remember to shift, to find and flick the proper directional signals,
and to make decisions in response to British road-signs and directions.
Dr. Hunt spoke of how the car-rental agency had thoughtfully provided two
stickers which from the front and the rear proclaimed for all to see that they
were "Visitors to Great Britain". He said that this announcement helped to bring
out the patience and endurance of the English people which has always marked their
"finest hours", and maybe those signs represented one way in which their friend's
prayer was answered •••• for it seemed to them that the prayer for "travelling mercies"
\vas more than answered.
DEVELOPMENT

"Travelling mercies" - I've found myself thinking a great deal about
that phrase in recent days. One reason, I am sure, is that it is
related to authentic religious experience as far back as experience is recorded.
This concept of a religion that takes to the road is as old as the fittt book of
the Old Testament. There was Abraham, at the age of 75, under orders to "Go from
your country and your kindred and your father 1 s house to the land that I will show
you" - and thereafter he was a nomad on the move. When later his descendants
settled in Egypt, they were uprooted and driven out into the wilderness, where for
forty years they wandered. When they settled in the Promised Land, at length,
they were overthrovm b the Babylonians and driven into exile. So in the Psalms
you hear the lament of those uprooted exiles, "How shall we sing the Lord's sooo
in a strange land?"
You cilime into the New Testament and you realize that Jesus Naa never had
a permanent address. Harvey Cox, in his book, "The Secular 6ity" reminds us that
Jesus was
"Born during a journey, spent his first years in exttie, was
expelled from his mm home town, and declared that he had no
place to lay his head".
His early followers were knmm as "people of the way" meaning that they were
essentially travellers, with "no lasting city".
On through the years, the missionary movement grew out of the
the good news of Christ could never come to rest in one country or
community. Someone must be on the move to "publish glad tidings".
bury came to this country in 1771, he started travelling, and when
Virginia 45 years later, he had travelled more than 260,000 miles,
6,000 miles a year - on horseback or on foot. He was the first of
riders - the preachers who moved with the frontiers. Years later,

conviction that
in one
When Francis Ashe died in
an averaged of
the circuitTheodore
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Roosevelt paid tribute to the old circuit riders. He said, "They helped to keep
alive the divine fire in the heart of the pioneer".
That's the kind of "travelling mercies" that you find in the long sweep of
our religious heritage. From Abraham to Asbury - and in a way - to Aldrin and
Armstrong on the moon - "God on the go" (if you will) never letting people become
too content and complacent in one place - issuing travelling orers and pnomising
grace and guidance for the journey. A poet caught something of that pioneering
spirit in some lines entitled, "The Explorer" "There's no sense in going further it's the edge of cultivation,
So they said and I believed it broke my land and sowed my crop Built my barns and strung mv fences
in the li'tle border station
Tucked aw~y below the foothills
where the trails run out and stop.
Till a voice, as bad as conscience,
rang interminable changes
On one everlasting whisper day and
night repeated - so:
'Something hidden. Go and find it.
Go and look beyond the ranges Something lost behind the ranges.
Lost and waiting for you. Go~•rr
Abraham would understand that perfectly. rrNovT the Lord said to Abraham, 'Go from
your country and your kindred and your father's house to the land that I will show
you, and I will bless you '"• That 1 s a pretty good description of "travelling
mercies".
PRESENT MEANING

With that kind of roots, I think there is also some present
meaning for us in that phrase today. In two respects, at least.

First, it has something to say to people so much on the move in the contemporary
American scene. The moving van is one of the prime symbols of our age. How well
we know it in this city and in this church. I read a statistic somet.vhere to the
effect that 40% of the people of this nation do not live in the house that they
lived in five years ago. People on the move - scarcely getting down their roots,
before an order comes from corporation or conscience or convenience, "Go ••• "
lnJhich raises large problems for some people, whose love and loyalty are bound
to a particular locality. I see it often enough in two ways. I see people moving
here, refusing to adjust to a new residence, because they are looking back with
longing on a town or a church or a people that they have left behind. And I also
see people moving away from here, and writing back that they are lost and desolate,
because they will never find features in the scenery like those they loved here.
Either way - it is all wrong. It is the idolatry of the particular place - as
though God were confined to a locality. It's that kind of idolatry that the Bible
keeps challenging. God is not a local deity, that you llieave behind when you
cross the county line. He goes with you - with sufficient strength for the
journey and grace for the adjustment to the new.
You've heard before - many of you - the story about the Quaker sitting by the
town gate. He was approached by a new-comer, who glumily asked, "What kind of a
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burg is this?" "When the old Quaker asked him what sort of town he had come from, the
stranger was full of complaints. The people, the stores, the church, the local
government - everything about the place was wrong. The old Quaker sighed and said,
"I'm afraid thee will find this the same sort of place" •••••• Soon another stranger
came along and put the same question to the guardian of the gate, but upon being
asked about the town he had come from, this new-comer was generous and grateful
in describing the other town. Said he, "I don't think I'll ever find another town
so com,Jletely pleasant to live in". "Yes, thee will", the old Quaker replied.
"Thee will find this town pretty much the same kind of place".
I know it is not as simple as that - and particular places do hold special
blessings for us. But the story has a great truth to it - simply that it is the
person and not the place which is finally decisive, that by the grace of God, there
are "travelling mercies" to match our mobility, to put meaning and satisfaction into
our lives whereever our residence.
Listeb now to the whole paragraph in which Harvey Cox made reference to the
mobility of Jesus.
"Mobility is not the menace religious romantics paint it. It
has its pitfalls. Endless movement from place to place ban
betray the same kind of unwillingness to take responsibility
for decisions which can be seen in switching wi~es. But by and
large the mobile man is less tempted than the immobile man to
demote Yahwah into a baal (that is, a local deity). He will
usually not idolatrize any town or nation. He will be more open
to change, movement, newness. Perhaps the mobile man can even
hear with less static a Message about a man who was born during
a journey, spent his first ye ars in excile, was expelled from his
own home town, and declared that he had no place to lay his head.
High mobility is no assurance of salvation, but neither is it
an obstacle to faith".
People on the move - the Bible is about them and the Christian faith is for them.
A SECOND AND MORE SUBTLE MEANING

Now there is a second and a subtler meaning
to the phrase, "Travelling mercies". Even
for people who have roots in the same place, there is a way in which we are under
orders to be on the move. This is not a matter of residence bft of religion.

Sometimes look through the Gospels and note how frequently the word, "Go"
appears. "Go preach •••• go sell •••• go work •••• go into the high1..rays •••• go into
deep ••••• go to your house •••• go to my brethren ••••• go to the lost sheep ••• go make it
right with your brother •••• go and see •••• go and learn ••••• go in peace ••• arise and go".
And Jesus was issuing marching orders to people who might never travel beyond the town
in which they were born.
It was his way of saying that a man has a miss.ion in life - that while worship
and rest and solitude ail have their important place - that real religion is much
more than these - it is service and action and witness. He made it uncomfortably
clear that a man's life is finally judged by the way he moves and acts between the
tjllles that he worships and przys, if you will, judged by what he is and does when
he is out on the road.
As Christian people we are under orders to put some Christ like meaning into
our motions. There are men in this congregation who traverse great distances between
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people who commute to offices and are part of the action and re-action in one of the
most vital nerve-centers of the world. There are mothers who chauffer and shop and
guide lives and keep homes. There are retired people who have time to take trips and
join groups and give service. There are young people who want to be where the
action is. All kinds of people we are - and all kinds of ways in which we are on
the go. And that, Jesus said, is precisely where a man reveals his real religion the way he acts and the way he serves God when he is on the go. "Not every one who
says to me, 'Lord, Lord' shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will
of my Father •••• 11
It's a big order and not many of us can claim conspicuous success. But at least
we can reflect and respond to the message of Jesus - simply that God is not
confined to a particular church or a particular hour on Sunday. He, too, is on the
road - meeting us and giving us opportunity to serve him - in the need of a
nei hbor, in the climate of an office, in the direction of a moral decision, in the
witness of a word and a deed. And at length, the life of every last one of us must
be appriased in terms of what really we accomplished in the miles we covered, the
steps we took, the motions we went through. Not by our standards but by his - and
the divine standard seems to be something about "hungry and you fed me •••
inasmuch as you did it to one of the least of these ••• 11
~'llherever you go, I shall go with you". '!his is the promise of God. In some
ways, there is great comfort in that. No trip, no move, no adjustment - without
"travelling mercies". But in other ways, there is great deamdn in that. No
journey, no motion, no actj_on, but that God is there - confronting us, expecting
something of us in the way of a witness, and still promising "travelling mercies"
to match that mission.

