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As the sea waters inundated homes and villages the leaders were nowhere to be found.

There was once a levee, five hundred miles long, protecting a string of villages from the sea. Because the inhabitants of these villages were of a literary and artistic bent they decorated the levee with murals and literary pieces. As the years passed many of the villagers came to have special affection and devotion to certain areas of the levee that best represented what they considered important in the realms of art and literature.

In fact, there was a particular four-foot section that contained a beautiful mural interwoven with certain literary sayings that were considered among the best ever written. These sayings were taught to all school children, they were recited at sporting events, read by ministers at weddings and invocations, and were generally venerated by the villagers. Even those villagers who did not personally subscribe to these sayings still thought them important for their civic value since they gave citizens a common set of precepts. 

This four-foot section was considered of such importance that sentinels were employed to guard it day and night. Reinforcing material was used on the foundation and lateral supports were constructed so that if it ever bore the brunt of a massive storm it would remain standing.

The purpose of the levee was, of course, to hold back the sea. Before the levee was built storm surges had driven water deep inland, flooding homes and lands, destroying crops and taking lives. The levee was to prevent such reoccurrence and over the years it had served its purpose.

The knowledge of scientists and engineers in this country was limited to that of their own collective experience and to experiences of other lands with which they had direct contact. Since all of their neighbors were landlocked they had never heard the term “tsunami,” nor did they entertain any conception of what a tsunami is.

One day, hundreds of miles out to sea, an earthquake unleashed the destructive force of a tsunami. As the waves assaulted the levee, sections wavered and fell, swept away by the onrushing waters.

The sacred four-foot section held. As sentinels frantically shored up the wall, village leaders commandeered boats with men and supplies to assist in the preservation of the four-foot section. With the tidal wave sweeping farther and farther inland, wiping out homes and farms and crops, village leaders were rallying their men to head out to the four-foot section of levee – for if the sacred wall fell then all would be lost.

In the ensuing days the village elders continued to ship men and supplies to the sacred levee, as its foundation weakened and sections of wall gave way, a chip here a chunk there. As the tsunami continued to wreak havoc inland, the elders pushed yet more and more resources to the sacred wall. Even though men and women and children needed rescuing, even though their people were without food and shelter and required medical treatment, the leaders continued to focus on the preservation of the four-foot section of levee.

No doubt the reader will consider this scenario a bit absurd. Really?

Every few months I receive the magazine Contact from my alma mater, Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary. 

A recent issue of the magazine was devoted entirely to reinforcing the Biblical view of marriage in opposition to the civil-political movement to sanction same-sex unions.

About the same time this issue of Contact was released Christianity Today, (a popular evangelical magazine), also devoted an issue to the Biblical view of marriage as opposed to the civil-political movement to sanction same-sex unions.

As I ponder the time, resources and money devoted to these two publications I shake my head, for I believe that the dam has already broken and that many Christians are focused on shoring up four feet of levee when the tsunami has swept far inland.

Now please don’t misunderstand me, I believe that a Biblical view of marriage is vital for Christians.
 I also believe that a natural law argument can be made that marriage is important for society.
 However, the time, resources and rhetoric, (especially the vitriolic rhetoric), not to mention the emotional energy, that Christians are plowing into the current marriage debate is ill advised and ill suited to a relevant sustained witness for Jesus in North America.

Christians in America have adopted a modus operandi whereby certain cause celebres are baptized with holy crusade mandates that seem to sanction the unlimited use of time and resources and which, by their very nature, define our witness to the world.

We lament and moan the deterioration of society and behave as if every element of this deterioration is a threat to the church and its witness. We act as if the church’s bastions of holiness and righteousness are being eaten away with the simultaneous deterioration of society. We speak of social and civic “persecution” and of defending our “rights” and all too often go after folks who don’t agree with us in a spirit that is quite the opposite of that expressed by the Prince of Peace.

The Early Church, the church that existed prior to Emperor Constantine’s arrival in the early fourth century, also functioned in a hostile cultural environment and yet its witness was far more vibrant than ours is today.

“Oh yes,” the response often is, “they suffered great persecution. They were fed to the lions and thrown into prison.”

While there were severe physical persecutions of Christians in the early centuries, they were not the continuous massive Empire-wide images that most of us seem to have inherited from one source or another. While I certainly don’t want to minimize the heinousness of the physical element of early persecution, it was seldom Empire-wide and it was not uninterrupted from century to century.

What was on-going, what did occur from decade to decade and from century to century was the community of Jesus Christ (the Church) functioning in a society that was as hostile to them as ours is today – and doing so in an attractive and life-giving manner.

Surrounding religions incorporated sexuality into their practices. Sexual promiscuity was inherent in all elements of society, from high officials, to the theater, to perhaps one’s neighbors.

Many people either did not believe in God, or gods, or they had a superstitious outlook on life. Philosophy could be highly skeptical in terms of the meaning of life. “Eat, drink and be merry, for tomorrow we die,” could be heard then as today.

Rome had a welfare problem. Urban areas were overcrowded. Politicians were corrupt. Abortion and infanticide were practiced. 

And yet, the church of Jesus Christ did not just survive, it thrived. And yet, the church of Jesus Christ did not mount political campaigns to legislate morality. It did not devote an inordinate amount of resources to change the tide of political or civic thought. It seldom involved itself in vitriolic political polemics, though theological polemics it did engage in as it proclaimed the Gospel.

How then, did the church not dissolve into the morass of society? How then, did the church continue to add to its numbers those who would be saved?

As a people, as an organism, the church was faithful to the person of Jesus Christ. This distinctive witness of community provided a base from which to reach others for Jesus. A visitor from outer space would have distinguished between the church and the world, both when the church was gathered for worship and when it was scattered for marketplace vocation.

Can the same be said for the North American Church today?

For a number of years sociologists have been telling us what pastors know all too well, that there is virtually no difference between the way professing North American Christians live their lives and the rest of the population. Divorce, alcoholism, spousal abuse, abortion, spending habits; our choices are indistinguishable from those who profess no faith in Jesus Christ. And lest fundamentalists and evangelicals smugly think, “That’s not us,” these studies are focused on “us.” We lack the witness of Christian community.

Ron Sider’s recent book, The Scandal of the Evangelical Conscience, (Baker Books 2005), indicates that the scandal is that there is no (or little) evangelical conscience as demonstrated by the way we live our daily lives.

Perhaps we gather around the four feet of levee because it takes the focus off ourselves and our personal lives?

I was once sharing with a parishioner the call of Jesus to deny ourselves, take up our cross daily and follow Him.
 My friend looked at me and said, “But pastor, if you preach that no one will want to come to church.”

C.S. Lewis pointed out in his writings that we must not allow anything to take the place of Jesus Christ, including such wholesome sections of the levee as family, marriage and patriotism, for any of these loves, when they are exalted to godhood, become demons.

The cultural tsunami has swept deep inland in the life of the North American church and we are no longer distinguishable from our surroundings, for we are no longer in a monogamous relationship with Jesus Christ (2Cor. 11:1-4). 

Our families and neighbors do not need us to preserve four feet of levee, they need us to be a people who belong to Jesus and to each other, to be a people who are defined by their love for Jesus and each other, a love which is manifested in the way we live and the way we die, for as Dietrich Bonhoeffer pointed out, “When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.”

�  Perhaps society would be better off if Christians faithfully modeled marriage rather than practice divorce and serial marriage much like general society? Promiscuity and divorce within the church indicate a low view of covenant, which God places great value upon, and a low view of Christ, since marriage is to be a mirror of Christ and the church. See Malachi chapter 2, Ephesians chapter 5. The deconstruction of marriage and human sexuality is the repudiation and desecration of the image of God – Romans chapter 1.





� If marriage and family are an element of a healthy society then we should engage politicians and our neighbors in this discussion.





�  I recognize that there are individuals called to the political and social action arenas.





� Philip Yancey has observed, “…how tempting it can be – and how distracting from our primary mission – to devote so many efforts to rehabilitating society at large, especially when these efforts demonize the opposition. (After all, neither Jesus nor Paul showed much concern about cleaning up the degenerative Roman Empire.)” Philip Yancey, “Exploring a Parallel Universe, Christianity Today, November 2005, p. 128


 








� “It is only occasionally in the second century and the first half of the third century that we know of express instances of persecution.” Kenneth Scott Latourette, A History of Christianity (San Francisco, Harper, 1953). I, 85.








� Acts 2:47





� Mark 8:34 – 38





� See especially The Four Loves and the Great Divorce.
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