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Text: “One of them, when he saw he was healed, came bapkaising God in a loud voice”
(Luke 17:15).

Today we celebrate children and families, as Chrigtyrrded us in her Minute for Mission, and
there is much to celebrate. Celebration is demonstrajaieing, perceivable thanksgiving, and
invitational summons. During the lunch on the lawn aftership, to which you are invited,
there will be perceivable thanksgiving and demonstraldgcreg. For now | want to say a word
about celebration as invitational summons. True cdiplorhas everything to do with mature
seriousness, honesty, and courage, as exemplified ildigal readings, to which | will turn in
a moment.

G. K. Chesterton sums up the thesis of his magnifidéetbook, Orthodoxywhen he says:
“Joy, ... the small publicity of the pagan, is the gigasecret of the Christian.”

“The small publicity of the pagan” is a fabulous turrpbfase and a wonderful insight. Think of
the red carpet at any awards ceremony. Such stilted, seagedtterly small joy! Yet these
“awards” ceremonies are where, allegedly, we celelirat wide and wild accomplishments of
our culture at its best. Take another apparently “biggerthei@ What joy would there be if the
Panthers won the Super Bowl? In the stands, in fromsf and on the streets, Carolina people
would be “losing it” with joy. But after that Sunday—offsome hoped for future—there will
come another Monday, another week of work and routimethar set of obligations, demands,
and duties. And the ecstasy of victory will give wayhe agony of normal life. Even “Super”
Bowl joy is “small.”

Our small pagan joys are mere punctuation marks in twar@nmarch of our everyday life.
What then of our “gigantic secret?” What then of oumplie@ithful capacity for celebration?

We, the people of faith, are the ones, if Chestaganrrect, who know real joy, real
celebration, and who can feel its profound invitatiom@hgions. Can we taste this before hand?

—




We can, but only if we know how to test for it. Test t? A taste test for a capacity for the
gigantic secret? What might that look like?

Hans King is perhaps known to many of you. A German pofed theology and a Roman
Catholic, Kiing has over many decades battled the powetwstes of the Roman Catholic
Church and run afoul of papal authority. In a serieschblarly books—ranging through the
academic disciplines from history, sociology, psycholagg on through New Testament
studies, to Systematic and then Historical Theology— Kiagghdeen a powerful, distinctive, and
insistent voice for reform and for hope.

In 2001, anticipating the end of the papacy of John Paul ijrbte a simple little book intended
for wide lay reading. He abandoned his usual scholarlg stydl without footnotes or references
he wrote with disarming simplicity. He called this bodke Catholic Church: A Short History

It is a marvelously readable history of the broad charmtha keen analysis of Christianity in its
many forms, its relationships both within itself andoasrto other world religions. Behind all its
winsomeness, however, Kiing inexorably mounts a casese for the people of the church,
their needs and longings and gifts, for the heart@f3bspel, and against the structures of
hierarchical power which, he argues as ever, stultifgatien, and even destroy the Gospel.
Kiing is nothing if not persistently and courageously coesisLet me read briefly from his
“Conclusion”

For forty years now, problems have been suppressed, atmwsed up, reforms prevented, all
opposition suppressed ... Outwardly the whole wretchedt&in has been masked by
demonstrations of power and pomp ... If the Catholic €hig to be saved from this deep crisis,
then the next conclave must bring to us a pope who setarine course of renewal begun by the
Second Vatican Council.

Now, you may well be wondering: what is Miller talkingout? What has Geneva to do with
Rome? What do Charlotte Presbyterians have to do witbpggan Roman Catholics? What does
all this have to do with our celebration of children aawhifies? Be patient, bear with me, and
listen.

King for all his brilliance and bravery, waits for eustural solution to the crisis: the elevation
of a different kind of pope, which did not happen; the cor®sn of a new kind of bishop,

which is not happening. It would be as if Martin Luther hadyéx only for the creation of a new
Committee or been satisfied with an appointment to & Fasce. Luther knew something else,
and in knowing this he caused the Reformation. Luthewkmeat was needed was a change, not
of structure in the church, but spirit in the heart! peofair: Kiing knows this.]

You remember our Old Testament reading? Perhaps nand.etmind you: it is a story of
spies; of fear and cowardice, on the one hand, andnviation and courage, on the other hand.
It is a story which made all the difference to Isr#tak the story of the great step, the step that
takes the people of God to where God intends them to be.

When the people of Israel stepped out of their slavedsonsEgypt and entered the desert, they
were not yet where God intended them to be.
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When the people of Israel stepped into the muddy bottatredRed Sea, then onto the far shore,
they were not yet where God intended them to be.

When the people of Israel stepped forward at the fooinafl $ receive the Torah of God, they
were not yet where God intended them to be.

When the people of Israel stepped forward in worship witienTabernacle, they were not yet
where God intended them to be.

When the spies returned from their expedition intoRf@mised Land and the people of Israel
stepped forward to hear their report, they were evenrtbeyet where God intended them to be.

To get to that special place of God'’s intention, theytbagtep over the Jordan, step out of the
desert, step beyond their past so imprisoned by the s€dipeircown vision, so captured and
conditioned by their own hopes. They had to step forwaadthe expansive future God intended
for them; they had to step forward into the PromisemtiLa

But, they were reluctant to take that step! The landpines told them of was full of enemies.
When Abraham had entered it so long before, we readomsiyin Genesis 12:6, “The
Canaanites were then in the land.” Archaeologicablsebhip has shown us that these people,
native to the land, were a highly developed civilizationngj in walled cities, with professional
armies. And there they still were: the “descendahfsak:” the Amalekites, the Hittites, the
Jebusites, the Amorites, and the Canaanites. Theseserous foes for a shepherd people of
former slaves; serious enough to call in question timtireenotion of being God’s chosen
people. Better to conform than confront! Better comfeantconflict!

The Promised Land is never empty; it is no mere glggsyo take, unwrap, use and enjoy. It is
a deep promise to seize and to create. To get where @odsnis people to be requires
courage, struggle, and conflict with his foes.

The people of Israel were wilting at the prospect. Thesthted to take the next step.

The spies had anticipated this. They knew their owrd o, with them from the land they had
spied out, back to the people who had spent a generatiba desert, they brought—a “cluster
of grapes;” a taste, a glimpse, a hint, of the fullndédigeowith God in the place he intended
them to be.

The cluster of grapes is the promise of joy unbounded wieelive where God intends us to be.
It can take many forms.

“Were not all ten cleansed?” Jesus asked the onaethmed and fell at his feet. We know that
all ten were! Luke tells us so. “As they went, thesrevcleansed.” [Luke 17:14] What Jesus
really means, | think is: Why did not all ten retukii®y did only one take the step: the step
back to me; the step of joy unbounded; the step of ceileb?a

The nine, of course, were simply doing what Jesus hadheid: “Go, show yourselves to the
priests.” [Luke 17: 14] We have to remember that a lepdrandociety was more than someone
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who was ill. The nature of the iliness created hugeifetire community and so there were strict
laws barring lepers from any contact with others. Thege sick, yes, but they were also isolated
outcasts. In order to return to society they needed d pfa@oire. This was in the form of a
certificate issued by the priests.

The nine who did not return were Jews. They needed ¢hidficate. They were bound by it; by
the rules; by the committee structure of Judaism, d@nl gut it that way. The one who returned,
Luke explicitly tells us [Luke 17:16] was a Samaritan. ldd ho need of a Jewish priest’s
certificate; he had no need to follow the rules; he hadesal of the committee structure. He was
cleansed; he knew it; and his heart burst with love,goy, gratitude; he ran back to Jesus to
celebrate his new life! When “he threw himself at 3efeet” [Luke 17:16] he took the step. He
stepped forward in celebration to be where God intendeddhba. He stepped forward to taste
the cluster of grapes!

Faithful, celebration is three things: all neededhedemanding.

Faithful celebration is satisfied with God’s promise @oes not need to meet the world’s
measure of success. All the people of Israel needed t@sldrust the promise of the cluster of
grapes. Trusting that, they stepped forward into God’s futurdaéon. We in the church perhaps
sometimes are tempted to despair by our community seraide wur mission trips, and our
best intended efforts to help. We have been at alfdhiso long and yet remain in triage mode.
Despair not! The witness itself is tasting the grapg#stter yet, the witness is offering them to
others.

More than this, though, and perhaps more of a challemgesfis this: faithful celebration is an
abandonment of rule obedience; a giving up on structural@edytsetting aside the naive belief
that if we only had a special committee we would be solnmore faithful in our service. The
Samaritan spontaneously, personally, individually, aritdomt any regard to what others thought
of him, ran back and fell at Jesus’ feet with a hearsting with joy. With such a heart, and

with such a response, each of us can take the only s¢gleeh. Without such a heart and
response, with no individual ache of joy, no structuredmany good whatsoever. We can never
have a committee of celebration!

Thus, finally, faithful celebration is an invitationalremons. Each one of us as we celebrate is
invited to continue and never give up. There is little sts important in the life of faith. In turn,
all of us as we celebrate invite the world around us tedenq to follow the lure of our joy, and
in following find for themselves the Lord of life.

This, faithful celebration, is our “gigantic secret.”

[ Soli Deo Gloria]
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