Gathered at the Lord’s Table
We are all gathered to celebrate the Lord’s Supper, American Baptist brothers and sisters. I look around and see people on both sides of the homosexuality divide.  And there are others, including me, who have not come to rest on either side.

It is the moment before the elements are served.  We are called to “examine yourselves, and only then eat of the bread and drink of the cup” (1 Corinthians 11:28).  How do we determine if we are in a right frame of mind and spirit to partake?  Psalm 66 provides guidance.  The singer sings of crying aloud to God, and then exclaims, “If I had cherished iniquity in my heart, the Lord would not have listened” (vs. 18).

I’m sorry, but I can’t help wondering if those around me pass the test, so to speak.  There are some on each side of the divide whom I know well; by their fruits there is no basis I can see to doubt the genuineness of their devotion to Jesus Christ.  But there are many I don’t know.  There’s a brother with a colorful W&A rainbow badge. Does he cherish lust in his heart?  There’s a sister wearing an ABE pin.  Does she cherish hate in her heart?  Do they both cherish pride in their biblical/political/theological correctness?

No.  I must examine myself.  Do I cherish pride in my imagined superior theological insight that presumes to remove the conceptual specks from others’ eyes while ignoring the log in my own?  Have I forgotten that Paul, after reeling in the self-righteous in his diatribe about the wicked in Romans 1, brings down the hammer on “you, whoever you are, when you judge” in chapter 2 verse 1?  Who am I to judge the servant of another?

But as the body of Christ, the church is called to exercise discipline, judgment even, regarding sexual immorality (1 Corinthians 5).  Given the disparity of views and interpretations among us, held in good faith and firm conviction by at least some on all sides, perhaps the most significant thing the church (and the local churches) can do now is to encourage, challenge, and educate all of us, LGBT and S, for the task of self-examination before receiving the bread and cup.  The education is this:  presenting the whole range of proposed Christian understandings of sexual fidelity, so that each person may be equipped to exercise soul liberty before God, and receive the symbols of grace with a pure conscience, professing before God that he/she is not cherishing iniquity in her/his heart.

It may well be that there is no one approach that fits all.  For example, if we suppose for the sake of supposing that God has indeed formed some people to reflect God’s image with homosexual orientation, it does not follow that everyone who engages in homosexual acts has been designed by God to do so.  Another example:  someone may come to the conviction that her homosexual orientation is due to the fall (following an interpretation of Romans 1:26 in its context).  She may determine to remain celibate.  Or, she may seek God’s reversal of this

effect of the fall this side of glory.  Or, she may develop the conviction that for her sexual faithfulness before God means a committed relationship with a female partner.  Perhaps that relationship should be called marriage.

Lots of ABC churches (including the church I serve, Lamoine Baptist Church, in Lamoine, Maine) are WAT churches:  Welcoming, Affirming, and Transforming.  We are to welcome each other, Romans 15:7 tells us, as Christ has welcomed us.  A whole year’s worth of sermons wouldn’t exhaust the subject of how Christ has welcomed us.  We affirm in everyone we welcome each one’s quest to live the confession “Jesus is Lord,” that is, we affirm each one’s prayer to be transformed.  And we seek the transformation of us all, granting to each other the

patience, challenge, and discipline we would want for ourselves (and which we indeed receive from Christ), remembering that God does the transforming.  We are welcomed as we are, we are affirmed as we are not yet.

At Lamoine, as in many ABC churches, there is a whole lot of WAT going on in a congregation that includes lots of contradictory beliefs and practices on war, divorce and remarriage, worship music, women’s roles in home and church, to name a few, and on homosexuality.  No, we’re not consistent.  Yes, we have a lot to learn.  Yes, we experience God’s blessings and God’s discipline.  As we share our burdens and our joys, we find we can welcome and affirm each other in the midst of many stages of transformation.  So we gather together at the Lord’s table.

Can there be a gathering of all American Baptist brothers and sisters before the Lord’s table?  Can we hear each other’s testimonies, share each other’s burdens and joys?  Do we have the integrity to truly examine ourselves, and the graciousness to trust that our sisters and brothers are truly examining themselves?  If so, then let us, together, eat of the bread and drink of the cup.
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