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50 long years of drugs and prison time were still evident as Rebecca told her story.  "My life was over...done...gone...finished.  I am half white, half black, born in the southern US.  My years were filled with the pain of racism,  addiction to drugs, and that terrible ache you get when you feel like you don't belong.  4 years ago, God's love changed my life.


"It's not always easy.  I still struggle.  But today my life is on the right track and I thank God every day. "


Rebecca's transformation  is credited to the Spirit of God living in and among people in her community.  She is a success story of her neighborhood.  It became one of many.  Rebecca's transformation was mirrored by the transformation of her community.   Highland Park, a neighborhood in Richmond,   Virginia  was   a community steeped in racism, poverty, drugs, alcohol, and crime.  It was once famous for having the greatest rate of people returning to prison of any city in the US.  But led by the Spirit of God, the people who lived there and cared about their neighborhood, transformed that community and many of their neighbors like Rebecca.  Highland Park began to flourish - the downtown began to thrive with successful small businesses.  Refurbished homes were filled with hundreds of neighbors living renewed lives.  It was now a safe, healthy, spirit-filled neighborhood in which people got to know and care for one another.


To this woman, this  community,   and the people who live in this transformed neighborhood.....God whispers,  "Behold, I am making all things new." Repeat.   God can transform individuals and communities.  And you and I can be beneficiaries and participants in the process!


The need for transformation in our lives individually and as a community, is not new.


How far do any of us have to go to meet an enemy called Temptation?  Who among us has not made a few bad decisions?  Have you ever found yourself unwilling or unable to stand strong for what is right?  It can take a person down a rough road.  Can you relate?



Our brokenness has a history.  As Creation was unfolding, the Spirit of God was calling humankind into caring relationships with the need to embody Faithful Presence.  Adam and Eve were living well in a great neighborhood called Eden.  God had placed them there Himself.  All living creatures were getting along nicely.  The land was being cared for.  There was one rule.  "Do not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  Enjoy all of this, but do not eat from this one tree!" 


We all know how this story ends, but here is the thing -  Adam and Eve did not want to obey any rules and regulations.  Not even 1!  They wanted to make all their own decisions.  They wanted to do what they wanted to do, regardless of the consequences.  Adam and Eve wanted to take power and control  into their own hands.  God was not going to be the boss of them!    "Go ahead, eat the fruit of the tree and you can have knowledge just like God."  Tempting! Adam and Eve did not want to be confined  by the boundaries God had given them.  They wanted life without limits. They were not willing to obey just 1 rule!


Wanting to be as wise and powerful as God.  Unwilling to live within limits.  Giving into  temptation.  Blaming one another, and then trying to hide! Relationships getting battered and broken.  Breaking faith with God.  Breaking faith with each other.  Breaking faith with the beautiful world  which they were supposed to take care of.


The notion of Faithful Presence......caring for the land, caring for one another, living by the Spirit  in the manner that God calls us to live...within limits, with responsibilities.  How did Adam and Eve do?  How are you doing?  How are we doing?  Faithful Presence-  being present in the world of one another and for the earth as an ambassador for Christ.  How are we doing? 


The message of what is sometimes referred to as the Garden Narrative is a frequent theme throughout Scripture   and throughout history.... our inherent desire to avoid limitations and escape responsibility.  It is about our desire to take control rather than put ourselves in God's hands, led by God's Spirit, obedient to His will.   We want our hands on the wheel!



We strive  to be people of faith...believing in that  which we cannot see, or prove, or measure- in the midst of a society obsessed with technology and technique and strategy that can be measured and weighed and seen.  Then we have control.    When it comes to false idols, a case could be made for human ingenuity and technological solutions and much of our society worshipping at its feet!  Overnight lineups for the I Phone 6!  How many people slept outside the church last night to make sure they got a seat here today?   The latest  "How To" book hits the shelf.  The latest leadership conference is sold out.  We see what that  church over there  is doing  and we think we had better do that  too!  The temptation of  technique and strategy seduce us and  become our idol.  They call us to put our faith in them!  I have yet to see a  pie chart or action plan that can even begin to express difference that the leading of God's Spirit and the power and complexity of  relationships, can have on the lives!


1 Corinthians 13 reminds us of the Power of Love.  Love Prevails.  Love Survives.  Love overcomes.  Love is essential.  Without the Spirit of Love, we cannot be a Faithful Presence of God for anyone.  Whoever lives in love, lives in God and God lives in them.  He is the vine, we are the branches....apart from Love, we cannot bear fruit.  Faithful Presence.  


One of the essential  differences I think between Adam and Eve's story and ours is this.  We have each other.  They had only each other.  No community of brothers and sisters in the faith....no brothers or sisters of any kind.  They lived in isolation.  


I have seen so many marriages struggle and unfortunately often collapse because the couple had no social network.  They depended only on each other to provide for all their needs.  That is an impossible request.  And so we develop  relationships with others  who can help to fill in the spaces that are left from our primary relationships.  One of the statements on the per-marriage program I use is:  After our marriage, some of my  needs will be met by people outside of my marriage.  Agree or Disagree.  Agree!  Please.  I love to ride horses.  Heather likes her horses stuffed!  I have had to develop some friendships with fellow horse lovers.  Heather loves to build things at the cottage.  So does our cottage neighbor.  He helps  her in all sorts of ways that I cannot.  I go away for a couple of days at a time once or twice a year with some very very close friends from seminary.  She goes away with some very very dear friends from her water polo days.  There  are parts of our lives that the other can simply not be a help with.


And so, unlike Adam and Eve, we have community.   We live in relationship with people who live near us, or are related to us, or who go to church with us, or who work with us.....      


Adam and Eve had no one to be a Faithful Presence for them in their parish.  We do.


As we explore this concept of the New Parish, we will continue to grow in our understanding of what it means to be a Faithful Presence in our church and in our community.


Imagine this person if you will-

-an openness  to the Spirit of God and its leading

-a desire to resist temptation

-a desire to be obedient to the will of God

-a willingness not to insist on being in control

-a concern for and a commitment to the neighborhood and the lives of the people who live there

-a  concern for and a commitment to the land


Lives and communities like Rebecca's can be transformed.  Do you want to be God's instrument in that transformation?


The New Parish.  To strive to be the presence  of Christ there.  A Faithful Presence.  

Amen
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