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The question that forms the title of today’s sermon, whose side are you on, is really a rather slippery slope.  And the writer of the 124th Psalm, the disciples in Mark 9, and any choir who sings Paul’s words from the 8th chapter of Romans
 are poised to also slide down its slick side.  And we, because of our cultural propensity to size up people based solely on their choice of sides, are also in danger.

Here is what I mean.  According to the 124th Psalm the people of Israel have just escaped a terrible situation.  It seems that either because of an invading army or some other local skirmish – the Hebrew people are about to be overcome by a Battle Royale – a battle they seem destined to lose.  But, in the end they do not lose, instead they are able to sing, If it had not been for the Lord on our side when men attacked us, if it had not been for the Lord on our side we would have been swallowed alive, we would have been completely engulfed.  But thanks be to God, because God was on our side.  Just like a bird who has outwitted the fowler’s nest, the snare has been broken, we have escaped and we have been saved.  Based on this Psalm, the Israelites are certain God is on their side.

And the disciples, Jesus’ sidekicks seem to operate in the same vein.  According to Mark they really, literally, think Jesus is only on their side.  After all, he walks with them and he talks with them and though he could have chosen from thousands, no millions, of people, he chose them!  They were sure, very sure, that Jesus was on their side.  And, what is more, their actions convey, if you aren’t on our side then you are not one of the good guys.  According to the disciples, if you aren’t part of our team don’t cast out demons, don’t heal the sick and don’t do anything else that Jesus’ boys are called to do.  That’s why in this morning’s text the disciples come to Jesus and say, Master, there was this man over there healing in your name.  WHAT NERVE!  We told him to stop because; he was not one of us.  

Then there is our morning anthem, an anthem I chose for the choir to sing.  The beauty and certainty of its words have brought comfort and strength to generations of God’s people.  “If God is for us, who can be against us?”  No matter what Paul meant by this statement it has, for generations, been interpreted as, If God is for us, who can stand against us?  If God is for us then we are the ones with power, we are the ones who are right, we are the Triumphant and Glorious.  If God be for us, get out of our way!  If God be for us, line up with us or we will treat you like the disciples treated those outside their circle, we will castigate you and tell you, you may not serve God unless you do so as we do.
Oh my!  This way of thinking, that God is on our side, that God is on anybody’s side, has gotten the church, capital “C” and small “c”, into more trouble than we know how to face.  Whose side are you on, gets asked in ways that divides and does not bring together.  Whose side are you on presupposes that only one side may hold what is right or true and that all others are mere distortions of what must be pronounced and proclaimed.  Whose side are you on, gives in to dualistic thinking that denies the wisdom available only when diverse interpretations find space in the dialogue.  Whose side are you on presumes the correctness of trying to persuade another of your point of view by any means necessary as opposed to understanding the power of listening to another to learn from another something you might not know.  In our current culture, the question Whose side are you on, is dangerous and seems destined to divide in ways that kills and cannot not foster hope or growth.  

Oh that it might be, that never again any who love and serve God, any who claim the name of Christ, any who seek to bridge the gap between belief and non belief would stand and declare that if you are not on my side then damn you to hell.  Oh let it be that none who are of the body of Christ would ever be so arrogant as to proclaim God is only on my side.  Yes, let it be, that we who follow Christ would be so humble as to always and only ask, do my actions place me on God’s side.  

For no human, born since Eden saw its first light has the ability to say that God is on their side.  We, who are frail, we who are born into a world broken by sin, we who are indeed ourselves broken by sin; cannot demand or expect that a holy and righteous God will be on our faulted and faltering side.  

But we can, and we must, know that the God who loves us, the God who sent his son, the God who is nearer to us than the breath in our bodies; that same God desires with all of the divine being to invite and welcome and position us on God’s side.  God desires that we know what it is we are called to do.  That we know how it is we are called to love.  That we seek what it is we are to do with our lives.  All with the goal of being aligned with, being allied with, and being able to say – with definitive voices – that we are on God’s side.  God desires that we not try and make the Divine Story fit into our story; but that we who love God will desire to fit every aspect of our lives into God’s divine story.

Beloved of God, when we love others, especially our enemies, especially those who do not love us; 
  we are fitting our story into God’s story and that puts us on God’s side.  When we seek to share the good news of salvation, that Jesus died for us and loves us and longs to be in relationship with us,
 we are fitting our story into God’s story and we are on God’s side.  When we live in ways that are righteous, when we seek to know God’s word for ourselves in our hearts; when we seek to serve the poor and the hungry, when we seek to lift up beauty out of ashes, when we seek to be salt and light in the world – we are fitting our story into God’s story and we are on Gods’ side.

But, when we allow guilt or shame to stop us from reaching out and going on, when we let our past block our future; that is not fitting our story into God’s story of redemption and forgiveness.  When we allow isolation and debilitating guilt to fill our hearts and overtake our joy; that is not a part of God’s story for us.  When we break relationships within the body of Christ because our brother or sister is different or lined up on another side; that is not fitting our story into God’s story because God’s story is one of reaching out across all divides and drawing the body together in a way that it is fit and whole.  Beloved when we act as if any one or any one group has the only interpretation of the biblical text, the only hold on the truth then that is not part of God’s story and we are on God’s side.   

Being on God’s side is to bear the fruit of the spirit; love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.
   Being on God’s side is to love mercy, do justice and to walk humbly with your God.
  Being on God’s side means we love God, our neighbor and our selves.  Being on God’s side is to seek diligently and with all of your heart to know God and to seek God’s direction for our lives.  And the only way to do that beloved of God, is to study and live out God’s word.  And I believe we do that best in community, in conversation, and with faith that as we seek God, God will meet us and welcome us to God’s side.  

We have done much in this church to be on God’s side.  We have given to those who are least and left out.  We have sought to know God in the breaking of the bread.  We have gathered for 162 years on this corner, on this corner, and we have over the generations and through the years remained faithful to God and one another through good times and times of challenge.  

But beloved, as we gather on this Rally Day, as we gather on the fourth Sunday of September, the Sunday we have set aside to honor our Church’s Anniversary, we still have much we can do to be, to model what it looks like to be on God’s side.  As we gather on a fourth Sunday, the Sunday of the month that I promised to remind us, we are on a journey between Pentecost 2009 and Pentecost 2010, a journey that will transform us so that we may be transformational for our community; we have to continue to strive, continue to ask, are our goals, are our actions, are our lives aligned to be on God’s side?

Is it easy to be on God’s side?  No it is not.  We are human and in our humanity we sometime long to be right instead of wise.  We are human and given the noise of our world we long for one place where no dissension exists.  We are human and we want our love of God to be easy and neat.  

But beloved, God’s side, God’s way has never been the broad or easy way; it’s never been the way of external quiet or peace.  Being on God’s side invites us into the thick of things, invites us into the exercise of ideas and beliefs, but it does not do so without a gift.  And that gift is, as we seek to be on God’s side, God is with us, just as he was with the Israelites as they came out of the Exile newly transformed into a people who loved God.  The gift is as we are on God’s side God will grant power and peace from within, just as he granted power to those who were not in the disciple’s little band but who still, by their obedience to God, were able to heal in Christ’s name.  

The gift is as we are with God, God is with us, in the good times and in the challenging times, in the quiet of our worship and in the noise of our discussions.  And here is the greatest gift, even as we stray from God, even as we make mistakes on purpose or by accident, even as we sin unconsciously or boldly, God loves us enough to always be about the activity of drawing us back, drawing us closer, so that we may see the love of God and once more be welcomed to God’s side.

Whose side are you on?  Never again may these words escape my lips.  Let me, my God, let us, our God, always and only ask are we on your side.   We are called to be your people, called to be on your side.   On this 162nd anniversary of our church, on this day that we rally our energy to go forward, on this day that we show our neighbors what it looks like to laugh and love and live together for God, let us show whose side we are on, as God’s people beloved.

� The morning anthem, If God Be For Us is based, in part, on Romans 8:31-33.
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