September 8, 1968 /
"On Mistaking Pebbles"

Who needs another pebble? That's really the title of my sermon this morning. The other
day I read a very startling statement. It read, " The people are unable to see any differ-
ence between religions. They are ready to say that one religion is just as good as ancther
one is just as true as the other. And since we are essentially trying to gain the same thing
in our religion, then we ought to make no distinction between one religion or the other, "
Now what's startling about this statement is that these were words of Edward

describring the status of people in their religious life, one of the contributing factors to
the fall of the Roman Empire. I say this is startling because this is a contemporary ob-
servation as well, We have long recognized this trend, We see it more clearly every
day. This idea that one religion is just as k good as = another so long as we're trying

to achieve the same thing and gain the same ends. A few years ago, the Supreme Court
ruled that it was unconstitutional to have devotional exercises in the public classroom.
Immediately there was an outcry from every corner of our nation as offended. People rose
up to say, "What's happening in our country¥®' That we are denying the opportunity to
learn about God and to worship him? " But this was short lived. Soon we began to ac-
commodate one another with this observation. "Well after all, what right have we to
force Christianity upon a non-believer?" Doesn't a person have the same right to be
Jewish as Christian? Doesn't a person have the same right to be a Muslum or a Budhist®
As to be a Christian? Doesn't a person have the same right zvszggz be an Atheist assx to be
Christian ? What right have we yo impose our beliefs upon other people? Doesn't the
Atheist &x hawve the same right to impose his belief in the classroom? And so feeling our-
selves benevolent and magnanimous in our tolerance toward other people and their beliefs
we have begun to move head long into that area of thought, after all, on e religion, one
belief i s just as good as another. So long as we're seeking the same ends.

But now wait a minute, this isn't what Jesus said. Jesus said, "One is a pearl, and

the others are Pebhles." So what right have we in our contemporary minds to announce

to the world that %mx religions ae pearls or all religions are pebbles. Let's take a look
at Jesus' description here. It was on an occasion when he was trying to interpret to his
hearers the thing that he had come into the world to Ho and that was to reveal the kingdom -
of God. And this was beyond their ken, they just couldn't take hold of this concept it
was so far beyond their ability to understand and so he tried to express it to him in a
number of ways and here he used a number of different analogies trying to depict to them
what the kingdom of God really is. And finally he came to the point of saying, "The
kingdom of God is like a pearl of great price, so that when a merchant of pearls discovers
this one, he is willing to go and sell everything that he had in order to go and to buy that
one pearl." Now if I take this concept of the kingdome of God and its likeness to a pearl
and the church itself, I don't think I'm stepping out of reason here, although the church
and the kingdom of God are not one and the same, but at the same time the kingdom of
God sxexmxtxgrE on earth is incorporated in the church, for the Church is the body of
Christ. Christ is the herald of the kingdom of God. And so the Church today facing up
to the task of interpreting the Kingdom of God to the limited minds of all of us, & we have
come to a point in our growth, to a seeking for revelence, if we can imprint the Church
today with one stam b that would best describe its current venture, I think we would be
safe in saying that the Church is attempting to become relevent. There are great changes
that are taking place in the structure and the outreach of the Chruch today. We incorpor-
ated it within the United Methodist Church when last Spring when we chose for our qua-
drennial emphasis a new Church for a new age. And this is facing up to the fact that

the Church must become unigue. It must relate. It must not stand apart from k what is

hap%ening in the world but it must become involved. And yet the very thing that will make
her b great that will impregnate her with new strength and purpose, at the same time can
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be a distructive element to drain the Church of its uniqueness and its power, For in trying
to relate and become relevant to people quite often the Church profanes itself, becomes
common and ordinary in an attempt to identify, this seems to be the concept in so many
of our minds, the fact that we can speak the same language as the people who make up
the world., If we can be recognized in places outside of the Church walls, than we have
achieved the purpose of the Church. But simply because we are willing to take the church
and disguise it as a pebbleand throw it out into the world of pebbles so that it lies upon
the beach of humanity as just another pebble upon the beach then we have denied to people
the real gift of Christ. Now there are lots of things that are happening in the Church that
thrillx me. The New appearance, the new ideas and the new concepts, architecture for
one thing. To me there's nothing quite so beautiful as a Gothic church, so long as there
are Churches, I will always lean to the Gothic, k there is something Grand and stately
in the architecture. Now modern architects say that the Gothic Church is outdated, it was
designed for another age, it doesn't {%}ta%nto the contemporary forms, but it does, it reflects
ity majesty, a power and omnipotence, strikes at the very soul of a man when he walks into
& dark cavern, We can overdo this idea of making everything current and relevant. There's
a trend toward liturgical jazz today, that's fine, I think that the message of the gospel can
be portrayed in many ways, it doesn't have to be through the music of Bach, yet I cantend
that the swelling of Bach's music, has no peer, at the same time if one can take a jazz
composition and express their feelings, that's well and good. All of these modern aspects
of the Church today perhaps are not as satisfying to some of us as others, but at the same
time they're not offensive if they are achieving the purpose of communication between the
Church and people that's what we're out to do. But while I'm not disturbed at these over-
tones there is one thing that disturbs me and that is that which is missing. In an attempt
of the Church to relate itself, so often times there is something missing. For instance
conviction. Our fathers knew what they believed, they didn't know w everything, their
mind could not grasp the full spectrum of Christianity. Many times their ignorance became
#hex stumbling blocks to them in service and yet at the same times there were convictions
at the heart of their lives. St. Paul said, "I know in whom I have believed.," And Peter
recognizing this need in his life said, "Lord, I believe, Help Thou my unbelief."” And
yet somehow we have lost sight of the fact thet there must be conviction, something we
believe that we believe, something on which we can stand, something unshakable, that
is vitally important in any man's religi ous experience. And the second thing that's missing
is excitement. I love to read in the Bible where it says, "and they went away rejoicing, "
A fire glowing in a persons face because he has been in the prescence of the Lord. When
Moses came down off the mountain, those who lowvked upon him said his hair had turned
white, said there was a radience that glowed in his face. And of the disciples, it was
said, They knew by looking in their faces that they had been with Jesus. Such a joy,
such a thrill to the Christian life that is so often abszent in so many of our lives. An
excitement about Christ so that we can™@ntain it within ourselves, but are constantly
proclaiming it to the world. When Jesus went into Jerusalem at the beginning of the pass-
over week, thexexwrrex those who looked upon him became so overjoyed that they shouted
and cried accolades to him so much so that the rulers of the emple came and said, "Can't
you quiet this group?" Jesus said, if I were to attempt to quiet them, the very stones
would cry out." There needs to be an excitement in our faith today. Then there needs
to be an expectancy. I think perhaps we encounter this lack more than anything else
in our relationships within the Church. I dream of the day when a body of k believers

will come together and say'what can we do" "Show me how I can broaden my influence,
Show e me how I can extend my service, wone time, not to be fazed with, How little
can I get by with?' A constantlyx of thinking, this is beyond our reach

it's more than we can do. I dream one day of a Church that will adopt a program that says,
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"Let us extend our abilities to the limit, and then let us find ways in which to spend it."
Instead of constantly saying, As we grow more and more affluent in our own lives, "How
can we cut back in our contributions to God?" "How can we draw in the breadth of our
service so that we do less and less?" Instead of growing and flexing our muscles and
saving, "Give me a greater task to do, so that more can be done." There's not a real
sense of expectancy in the church today bexcause we have little faith that God will en-
able us to do what needs to be done. But we're saying to God, "You draw in the horizons
of your will to fit my willingness to serve." These things are missing in the Church today.
And because of it people are with drawing from the Church and they are with drawing from
the Church. Not any denomination has escaped this, back at th e beginning of this decade,
we said, "The Church is at her height.” Then we began to see a decline of interest in the
Church. And I think it might well reflect one attitude;on the part of people who are sin-
cerely trying to discover the will of God, they may be saving, "Who needs another pebble ?
Show me a pearl.' For that's what Jesus was talking about. He said, the kingdom of
God is like a great pearl that one has found, so beautiful, so valuable, that one is willing
to take everything that he has and give in exchange of that one thing. Now, we can realize
that in the beginning that Zkex@kureix as we talk about the Church being the pearl, in a
world of pebbles, let's not thing that we found our way home simply by acknowledging

that because the troubles here have just really begun. If I were to go to a jewelry shop
and buy a pearl necklace for my wife, there are three things that I could buy. I could

put down a few pennies and I could take home an immitation pearl, I could pay just a

little bit more and I could get a cultured pearl, or I could dig deep and I could get the

real thing. And chances are, on the surface, when I took it home, my wife wouldn't know
the one from the other, because I'm sure I wouldn't, on the surface. But the value differs
greatly. Now there's a lot of immitation in the world when axlx we talk about the Church
and Christianity. Chad Walsh said that there came the time in his life when he was re-
pudiating classical Christianity. He did not find the virility in the Christian faith that
represented what it claimed to be. And he outgrew, intellectually the religious forms of
his youth and moyxmx so gaining maturity, he simply turned his back upon the established
Church altogether. And it was while he was in graduate school that he a group of his
companions came together in the evehing and each of them, being one who had repudiated
Christianity, began to talk about philosophy, they began to experiment. He said, "We
came one evening to the point in which one suggested, well lets create a church of our
own, let's forget about all the concepts that we once held to be true and be completely
original and unique that would fit our needs but not be encumbered by these superstitious
beliefs,and so they did. It started out simply as a joke, something to do, but he said,

we found that as time grew that we began to rely more and more upon this expression of
our needs. Ultimately, he came back into the Church and became an ordained minister

in his denomination, but it was by first building up a superficial Church, an imitation of
the real thing and wherein he grew out of it, there are a lot of us today who have not
grown out of it and who are still living in the imitation. Talk about the movements upon
our college campuses today, in a sense this is a groping for a religion by by-passing

the authentic thing and trying to restructure something to take its place, And that's why
hippie~dom today is in essence a religion, because here is a strivign a groping for some-
thing with an unwilligness to tlet the Church take that place. Buth then it doesn't just

our off groups or our fragmented groups of society that falls victim to this thing, some of
us k do the same thing, We who are deeply spiritual at the root of our lives, many times
& express our convictions and spend our energy in community and social organizations
which are not the church, but which we let take the palce of the Chu ch. For Jesus

taught us if he taught us one thing, there is only one genuine article and everything else
is an immitation.
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"I am the way, the truth and the light and no man comes to The Father except by me. "
Last week at Kiwanis, we had a guest present who announced that he had 23 years

of perfect attendance at Kiwanis. That's wonderful, but how far would you have to look
to find someone who had 23 years of perfect attendance at Church. Many of ® us are
boasting constantly about the contributions that we make to the world through the various
organizations to which we belong, and one man who belonged to a fraternal group said

to me, "If we were to live up to ideals of this fraternity, it would be equal to the church".
No, by no means, because Christ is not at the center of that fraternal agroup. When can
we realize that that which is structured upon anything other than Christ, no matter how
good it is is simply an immitation of the real thing. Jesus said, "Whosoever doeth it in
my name", you see ther is a difference, So when we try to build up immitation Churches
in our society, were playing around with pebbles, overlooking the real thing. Well, there's
the cultured pearl and once again we fall victim to creating a church that conforms to our
standards anqgré;%liﬁgedstanc%aédsd fnghrist. We need to rediscover what Christ said about

the Church an lat 15(,) e?nan e of us 88d in order to be a part of it rather than our

taking a preconceived notion and our concepts of k¥ what the Chuch ought to be and im-
posing that upon Christ. One of the real spokesman of this problem Diedrick Bonhaufferand
ixx the book of his writings entitled, '"TheC.ost of Discipleship" begins with this statement,
"The most deadly enemy of the Church is cheap grace. Now, cheap grace comes simply from
our watering down the real thing xzxdmr to satisfy us in what we really want it to be. "

He went ahead to enumerate ways in which we have cheapened costly grgce and made it
satisfy our own needs, He said, "we substitute intellectual assent for remission of sins. "
If intellectually we can embrace Christianity, then we don't go all the way ar® to be ab*
solved of sin, he said, "we substitite justification of sin for justification of a sinner."

A man b imsglf needs to be caught up and transformed and not simply to erase sins, indiv-
idually pefse, but the sinner, one who is drawn and capiivated mmikdx by sin. The third
thing that he said aoubt cheap grace was that it preaches forgiveness without repentence.
Well, now Jesus said this about the Kingdom of God, he said, "It's not cheap, it's costly,"”
Well, if we have grown beyond the immitator and one who cultivates, who cultures the Church
to suit his own needs, that brings us to the one pearl, the true thing the pearl of great price
and what is there significant about that that we must recognize if we are to achieve it.
Well, when an oysters manufactures a pearl, it begins by a foreign object finding its way
into its shell. And then the oyster begins to build up portective coverings in order to shut
off the irritation of that foreign object. And then when the shell is opened, out drops a
beautiful pearl, of the making of the oyster itself. I don't belief that we woudl offend
Christ if we were to take this story of the pearl and projected it just a little further than

he did, if we were to - sy that the Kingdom of God is like a pearl because it begins with
and intrusion, and that's what happens when he becomes a Christian, a follower of the
way. If there is no intrusion in a persons life, then he has not been converted to the

way of Christ. This one thing we know, k it has to begin with something specific, an
intrusion from outside ourselves. to take hold of ourselves from within. Or might we

say simply, to have an encounter with Christ, to meet him and to admit him into our

lives and the second thing is that it builds up as we put ourselves into it. We can't

drain msekexwarxdk upon the energies of the Church and upon the Kingdom of God without
putting something back into it because real growth takes kplace by our putting in equally

to our taking out I like to think of it this way, the irritations of the soul thekpsnrexzxinz
pRIIcE RIKE Rz xR pekenrsebres for it is the irritations of that foreign object in the shell
of an oyster that causes it to build up, it is the irritations upon our soul that cause us to

produce and to project ourselves into the world at its point of needs. John Wesley had
an irritation of his soul, when he looked upon a complacent and uninvolved Church.
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Albert Swietzer had an irritation of his soul when he thought about the poor, forgotten
people of Africa. Walter enbush had an irritation of the soul when he was
confronted with man's inhumanity to man. And surely our souls are irritated today when
we look out upon the world and to see the frailties of man and man's disregard for the
rights and the feelings of others. Well, the thrid thing about the true pearl is that

its value is dependent upon two things, its size and its flawlessness. The size of

a Christian is dependent upon his rate of growth, the way in which he becomes involved
and gives more and more of himself to the kingdom of God. In the scripture that we read
a moment ago, Jesus said, "Unless one is willing to give up everything, his father, his
mother, his sisters, his brothers, everything that he has, #X& unless he is willing to
give ewer give all of that up, he cannot be a part of the kingdom of God." Now this dis-
turbs some of us because we cannot understand how Christ would want us to give up
things that we cherish this much. He hasn't ask anybody to give it up and he's not going
to ask anybody to give it up, but he says if you are unwilling to give up even something
so dear as that then you have not come to the place where you can accept the kingdome
of God. And the flawlessness of the pearl, is the flawlessness of the Christian life.




