Salvation
Luke 7: 36 – 8:3

June 13, 2010


“It’s a safe place,” she said.  She smiled, and she said it again.  “It’s a safe place.”
We were in our church parlor, but Anne Mulligan wasn’t describing the room itself.  Now, the Building and Grounds Committee certainly hopes the room itself is physically safe, but Anne was describing the group that meets in that room every Wednesday at 5:30 for Bible study and prayer, the safe place that’s created.

Last Wednesday, since two newcomers were present, we began by going around the circle and introducing ourselves.  But Anne went a step further.  After introducing herself, she then introduced the group itself to the newcomers, describing the group’s “groupness,” if you will, the group’s own style, shape, personality, sort of like a living body with its own way of being.  She named the group “a safe place”, and, in so naming it, she named it as different from many other groups.  See, while a rose is a rose is a rose, you can’t say a group of people is a group of people is a group of people.  Although it is true that all groups of people share at least one characteristic in common:  there’s a cohesion of some kind, a joining together with some kind of “glue” which keeps them together, at least for a while.
Groups aren’t just a bunch of random individuals who happen to be in the same space at the same time, whose lives are running parallel but aren’t intersecting.  Groups are people connected, and as they connect, they create the group’s identity, its own “groupness.”

“Groupness”:  it’s created as each individual’s life becomes a thread woven with and among the threads of the others, to create together one tapestry, a tapestry with a pattern which displays that group’s way of weaving, that group’s way of being a group.  Consciously and unconsciously, all groups do that, but the tapestry woven by one group may not be like what other groups weave.
Now, that isn’t to say that the Wednesday group is unique.  There are other groups with the same way of being, that weave tapestries which display the same pattern of being.  But groups that weave this particular tapestry aren’t common place, aren’t found everywhere, and that’s a shame, because the pattern in this particular tapestry is so very, very beautiful.  It’s multi-colored, wonderfully multi-colored, but there are two certain colors which are primary.

One is the color of hospitality.  It’s that beautiful color of welcome, the deep, warm, embracing, hugging-with-a-big-hug color of real welcome, that’s really glad to see you, that’s so glad you’ve come, and sings out, “Come on in!”
The warm color of welcome and hospitality:  it makes a place a safe place for you, it makes the Wednesday group a safe place for the real you, as you are – no danger of being unwanted, no danger of being excluded because you aren’t dressed according to some dress code, no danger of being excluded because you don’t know enough about the Bible or about praying, no danger of being excluded because your beliefs aren’t orthodox or because you don’t know what you really believe or because you have lots of doubts and questions, no danger of being unwanted because you don’t have it all together or because your life is just so messy.  The warm and wonderful color of welcome and hospitality:  when a group weaves that color to shine in the pattern of its tapestry, to shine and color everything in its way of being, everything in its “groupness,” then the place of that group becomes a safe place – for you, for me, for anybody.  Surely every church as a group, and every group that’s formed within a church, ought to be colored the warm color of welcome and hospitality – the color of open arms inviting you in to be embraced and cherished, isn’t that the color of the robe Jesus himself wore?
The second color:  it’s the color of intimacy, beautiful intimacy, a closeness built on deep care about one another, deep respect of one another, deep trust of one another, beautiful deep knowing of one another built on the freedom to share your real self, your real life, the group itself a cradle for everything in you that’s glad and everything in you that’s tender and vulnerable.  That intimacy in which you can let go of the burden of trying to be somebody other than your real self, that intimacy in which you can let go of the burden of wearing masks and playing games and hiding, that intimacy in which you can let go and let yourself be known and cherished, that intimacy which will vouchsafe everything you share – no danger of betrayal, no danger of being judged, no danger of being shamed – the beautiful color of profound intimacy, when it’s woven into a group’s tapestry, that group becomes a safe place.
But some groups aren’t safe places, are they?  The group which the woman in today’s Bible story encountered wasn’t a safe place, not for her.  Now, of course, the space close to Jesus was a safe place for her, a place of welcome and of profound intimacy, in which she could pour out her deepest feelings.  Jesus’ own way of being, it was that pattern of beautiful welcome and beautiful intimacy which makes a place safe.

But the group in that room, no doubt all of them Pharisees like Simon their host, they had absolutely no interest in creating a safe place for her.  She was a woman, unclean because of her gender, and especially unclean because of her “reputation.”  They’d want to kick her out and none too gently either.  The Pharisees wondered why Jesus was allowing a person like that to be in his company, but we wonder why was Jesus there, in the company of those Pharisees.  If he believed what he taught, that God’s children are supposed to create in love safe places for one another, maybe he there to denounce the Pharisees, to denounce the wickedness of their style of “groupness”.  But no; he was there because he loved those Pharisees.

To be sure, he didn’t love any group tapestry woven of land mines, such that in order to live as a group member you had to be very, very cautious, ever hiding and guarding your real thoughts and your real feelings, ever building around your real self a wall to guard your vulnerability.  He didn’t love any style of “groupness” that forced people to hide, to be afraid of being known, really known intimately.  Nor did he love any group tapestry woven of inhospitality, any group pattern void of welcome.  He didn’t love any style of “groupness” designed to exclude anybody deemed dirty, that pattern of “groupness” which labels some people less than and not good enough.  

But Jesus loved those Pharisees, and he understood how their pattern of “groupness” had come to be woven, that it been woven long, long ago and colored through and through with old, old fear and with an old, old desperate need for safety.  The tapestry of the Pharisees, ironically, it was all about being safe, all about being saved, all about salvation.  See, they weren’t experiencing a safe place; they were experiencing a dangerous place, in which they perceived God’s wrath to be ever hovering.  The tapestry their group wove, it was all about keeping safe; it was all about being scared and desperately trying to be safe, desperately trying to be pure enough to merit God’s grace and be saved from God’s wrath.  So, Jesus was right where he was most needed, with some children of God he loved, precious children of God who weren’t living abundant life joyfully, but who were living every day haunted by their fears.  He was right where he was most needed, with a group that wasn’t creating a safe space of warm welcome and intimate hospitality because they were too afraid to do so, too afraid that somebody might get in and taint their purity, their safety.  Jesus was right where he was most needed, with a group that couldn’t create a safe place because they’d never experienced safety themselves, just didn’t get it, what salvation is.  But that woman got it, what salvation is, that it isn’t all about being good enough and pure enough, that it’s a gift.  So, she became a teacher. 

She became a teacher, co-teaching with Jesus, teaching the Pharisees about salvation, that it isn’t something you have to earn by being ever so pure, that salvation is God’s beautiful pattern, a continual creation of a safe place for us, a really, really safe place where there’s complete welcome and exquisite intimacy, where you can be your real self and know your real self really loved, impurities and all.  And when you get it, when your faith opens up to God and you see God smiling, loving you as you are, that’s when you get saved… from yourself, from your old way of living in fear, that fear of not being good enough or pure enough.  Salvation:  it’s faith opened up to experience what’s been there all along, God’s love, and it’s faith opened up to see what’s been true all along, your real self cradled in that safe place, welcomed intimately, right up next to God’s heart.  And when faith opens up like that, well, you see yourself in that woman, your own tears of joy and of joyous gratitude.  And this faith experience, this understanding of salvation, somehow it changes you.  You become a person who feels safe and who now loves to create safe places for others.  And when a whole group starts weaving that tapestry, loving to create hospitality, intimacy, a safe place, well, you catch a glimpse of something profoundly holy.
“It’s a safe place,” she said.  She smiled, and she said it again.  “It’s a safe place.”
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