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Text: “And no one puts new wine into old wineskins; otbrwise the new wine will burst the
skins and will be spilled, and the skins will be destyed. But new wine must be put into
fresh wineskins.” (Luke 5:37)

One of the sharpest debates that is taking place aroundaysconcerns the role of
religion in our society. Over the past wedkse Magazine, Newsweek Magazine, and a number
of other news periodicals have featured stories abagiorelin our society. Some maintain that
religion plays less and less of a role in our sociétyiers maintain that religious faith is actually
on the increase.

Several weeks ago, | had the privilege to speak to a gragnaddates of Union
Theological Seminary/PSCE here in Charlotte. | notatlithmany ways, these are the worst of
times. The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), like aimdsifdéhe mainline Protestant churches, has
suffered dramatic membership losses. The financial @ff@sting our nation today has dealt a
very severe blow to all non-profits, including churches.

Yet, there are encouraging signs as well. The predgof Karl Marx and Friedrich
Nietzsche have not come true. Religion continues paraimportant role in the lives of so
many people. One of the most encouraging aspects ofitimnof this church over the past
years has been the presence and strong support of youitgand young families in this
church.

This tension between old and new is present in the Nestament as well. In Luke’s
gospel there is a section (Luke 5:27-6:11) in which Jesusdeddo deal with three
controversies: his association with tax collecemd sinners (Luke 5:27-32); fasting (Luke 5:33-
39) and the Sabbath (Luke 6:1-11). In each of these casas,idgoduced a transforming
element of religious faith that went beyond whatlthes of Moses had taught.




The first was his association with “tax collectoasid “sinners.” Luke tells us that Jesus
called a tax collector named Levi (Matthew) to be higigie. Moreover, Levi gave a party in
Jesus’ honor. Now, tax collectors were hated inslewsociety. They were agents of the Roman
government who did Rome’s dirty work. They milked peopléhefr money. For Jesus to
associate with this kind of person was a grave offense.

Now, let me put a little color in this. Let’s supposedanoment that you and your
spouse had attended an event at the Performing ArtsrCémntéhe way to your car, you passed
by one of the night clubs in the Uptown. Suppose that gppdned to look inside and there
were three of our ministers (Katie, Katherine, and Mifesde this club. But this wasn'’t just an
ordinary club. There were people dancing on tables, tisepce of strong drink, and even a
thick smell of smoke that wasn’t exactly cigarette sméel let's suppose for a moment that
you went up to one of them and asked what they were dothgsiplace and they replied by
saying, “This is what ministry is all about!” Would yoa bffended? Jesus said that he was like
a physician. He came to heal the sick, not to attenc thbhe were well.

Or, take the issue of fasting. John the Baptist wasastrict leader. His disciples were
very ascetic. They wore simple clothing. They prayedeatgieal. They fasted. Jesus’ disciples,
on the other hand, were, on one occasion at leastsed of being drunkards and gluttons. In
fact, in one passage the New Testament has Jesuag s&yat | think a lot of ministers might say
about criticism. He accused his followers of wantirigpith ways. They didn'’t like John because
he was too serious. They didn't like Jesus because haavagrious enough.

The point that Jesus makes about fasting is not teeg th anything wrong with fasting.
Jesus’ point was that this was not the proper occésidasting. Jesus said that the present
situation was more like a wedding. It was a time fgoiceng. Jesus knew that his time with his
disciples was limited. He would not be with them alwaysere would be a time for fasting, but
for now, it was a time to celebrate as with a weddin

And, there was the issue about the Sabbath. In Luksjse)(6:1-11) as well as in
Mark’s gospel, Jesus was accused by the Scribes andd@isanisviolating the Sabbath as a holy
day of rest. On one occasion, his disciples were lyuagu as they were passing through a grain
field, they took grain and began to eat. On another aota¥esus healed a man with a withered
hand. On each of these occasions, Jesus rebukedritresSmnd Pharisee by saying that the
Sabbath was made for man, and not man for the Sabbath.

Again, this was a revolutionary statement. Jesus plao®di need above institutional
need and that is something that the church has to ahemgmber.

All of this, of course, leads to the final saying whichte the text of the sermon this
morning — the saying about pouring old wine into new wineskins

So, how does a church find a balance between old and new?
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For one thing, the church has to understand its ownrhiatal tradition. It has to recover
the language of faith: the narratives and the singaeHhings of Scripture. Some years ago, there
was a widespread understanding of the Bible. Today, ihergreat deal of illiteracy concerning
Scripture. When Winston Churchill was Prime Minster ofBnd during the early years of
World War Il, he made a speech urging his fellow countrytoestand firm against the potential
German invasion. Then, quoting from the Old Testament bébBlaniel, he said, “But if not, we
will fight to the end.” Almost all of his audience kmdne was quoting from scripture.

Contrast that to the time in January 2001 when Prestdeorge W. Bush, in his
inaugural address, referred to the role in American liftn@f‘Good Samaritan.” After his
speech, one of the ABC News commentators turnedegabhis fellow commentators and said,
“What was that reference to a ‘Good Samaritan?”

Allen Bloom, in his remarkable book, Tosing of the American Mind, noted that for a
number of years he had taught freshman college studehts dhiversity of Chicago. Bloom
noted that as a professor, he observed that almasta@ming freshmen entered college with
two very ingrained notions. One was the belief thatrathtwas relative to culture. The second
was the belief that all ethics are a matter of pexkpreference.

Edward Hirsch of the University of Virginia, in his boGkltural Literacy, noted that
almost all cultures have a rite for young people tanberporated into a religious tradition. By
age thirteen, Catholic young people are confirmed in linect, and Jewish boys and girls
undergo the rite of Bar or Bat Mitzvah. All of theges carry with them memorization as a
means of carrying on the tradition.

Today, it is critical that we teach our children th#H, including the children’s catechism
and the basic aspects of our faith:

1) A number of key Bible passages and the Apostles’ Creed
2) At least two of the classic hymns of the church
3) Two or three traditional prayers, including the Lord’syera

These basic aspects of our faith take precedent ogey ether subject. To be sure,
young people today need to study about the issues of taventsexuality, the environment and
a host of other subjects as well. But fundamentally, thest be grounded in the faith of the
church.

1.
A second critical dimension of the balance betwblerntd and new is the concentration

on basic human issues. Fundamentally, our faith msstearthe most basic human questions:
Where do we come from? Where are we going? Why arteenwe?
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Shortly before his death several years ago, Dr. lelth wrote that the most serious
problems facing our society are not economic, socigdpbtical, but theological. The great
guestion that each person must face is the question “WiHyhare? Does my life have meaning,
or is it simply a senseless, meaningless episode inishary of the universe that will end
without purpose or meaning?” The second most importantiqnestthe question of guilt and
salvation. Is there some power in the world that enaldess human beings to overcome the
dominance of instinct and impulse?

Dr. Leith went on to say that the church is involved yoidamany incidental activities
that other institutions and communities in our societyadso involved, but there is one service
that only the church can offer that no one else istabddgfer, namely a witness to what God has
done for our salvation in the coming of Jesus Choistyhose death and resurrection God has
given hope to everyone who believes.

V.

Then, too, the church must address itself to the crissaks of the contemporary
situation. Peter Singer, who teaches at Princetonddsity, has recently published a book
entitledThe Life You Can Save, in which he makes the point that most of us maybeas good
as we like to think we are. He observes that 18 millieople die unnecessarily each year in
developing countries. Singer raises the troubling questitwwfa world as rich as ours can
allow this massive scale of human suffering.

The same is true in our community. During the last motiitise has been a tremendous
increase in hunger, homelessness, and more and more phopdruggle to find the basic
necessities of life. On several occasions, the IGttarObserver has called for business and
community leaders to rise to this challenge. But vettetut the church? What would happen in
Charlotte if our churches would bind together to address thesebasic needs? To be sure, our
churches do a lot. First Presbyterian Church certaindg @olot. Our Loaves and Fishes pantry is
the largest in the community, providing over a hundredlfasnéach week with food. There are
countless other programs, including our Sandwich KitchenUtthan Ministry Center, and a
host of others as well.

But that is not what | am talking about. | am talkingatba concerted effort by the
churches to ban together in these difficult econdmies to be sure that no one in our
community is denied the basic service of food and shelter.

One of the sharpest debates in the early church cdrdaréhe question of the
fundamental nature of the church. A British monk by theeaf Pelagius argued that the
church was called to be a group of perfect people. Thexioof Pelagius’ argument was the
pagan and corrupt Roman society.

On the other side, St. Augustine saw that the churchmvaae of sinful people and that it

could never be perfect. Augustine argued that the churclmetascommunity of perfect people.
Rather it was more like a hospital or an “inn for cdeseence.”
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As Christians, we are called to build a society thaafe for all children. We should not
shy away from the possibilities that are before usvgushould always understand that while
there are an indeterminate number of possibilities dodgthere are also an indeterminate
number of possibilities of evil. Christian hope shoulddrism that neither despairs nor
expects utopia.

We must strive for perfection without the illusion tiag can achieve it.

Jesus reminds us that you cannot place old wine in newsking. Therefore, as a
church, we must be confident that we are rooted in ouragasell as committed to being that
which God intends for us in the future.

Amen!
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