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Hebrews 12:18-29


  
Mysterium Tremendum 
Memories of being very young when mom took me to worship at the little Catholic church in a nearby town, where the mass was still presented in Latin.
I did not understand any of the words. At ages 3-6 (we quit at age 7) I certainly did not understand what was happening in any intellectual or theological way.
I did however love the sanctuary and the feeling of something mysterious yet near:  the stained glass images, the votive candles, the chanting and prayers, the actions of the priest lifting the chalice and the host in reverence to God each week.
I was reminded of this while reading a commentary on these verses by Lutheran minister Bjoern E. Meinhardt: “Many parents do not bring their children to the liturgical worship service because they have the feeling that their children do not understand what is going on. My 7-year-old daughter, Solveig, who has Down syndrome, re-enacts pretty much every Sunday the whole service in its various parts (after everybody has left the sanctuary). She pretends to read from the lectionary, she “presides” at the altar, she “distributes” the elements, she chants the liturgical music and so on. Children may not necessarily understand the liturgy in its entirety (do we adults?), but if we allow them to be immersed in and experience the presence of God, they will teach us that worship is truly meaningful and awe-inspiring.”
Awe-inspiring.
When I was a graduate student at Miami University studying Phenomenology of Religion, we read Rudolf Otto’s The Idea of the Holy in one of my classes.
                                                             2.
In this book Otto describes God as The Mysterium Tremendum et fascinans: i.e. the tremendous mystery. He talks about the kind of ‘approach-avoidance’ experience of God, the Holy, that many humans have.
One word Otto uses to express God is “awful”, describing the sense of awe and fear and dread that exposure to a spiritual experience may sometimes bring.
This is not to deny the strange warming-of-the-heart type of spiritual experiences, but I believe Rudolf Otto reminds there is also this awful, awe-filled dimension of the Holy.
Through his extensive study of all forms of religion and religious experience Otto came to believe that at the heart of all forms of these experiences was human contact with a fascinating, awe-filled mystery-
An experience that was literally full of awe.
This is what I experienced as a young child in that small, dark, Roman Catholic church,
And I think it is what Rev. Reinhart observes as his daughter with Doan Syndrome reenacts her experience of worship in the empty sanctuary.
“You have not come to something that can be touched, a blazing fire, and darkness, and gloom, and a tempest, and the sound of a trumpet, and a voice whose words made the hearers beg that not another word be spoken to them.”
( Hebrews 12:18-19)
It is good to have a sense of, “What a Friend we Have in Jesus”, “How Great Thou Art”, and “Our God is an Awesome God”; each is an aspect of the human experience of God.
The author of Hebrews reminds us that Jesus establishes a new covenant, and is the mediator of this covenant, which is taught to us through the gospel.
                                                                    3.
 
We are cautioned, “See that you do not refuse the one who is speaking (i.e. Jesus)…and in the closing verses urged, “since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us give thanks, by which we offer to God an acceptable worship with reverence and awe; for indeed our God is a consuming fire.” (vs. 28-29)
The message may be summed up: 1.Do not refuse Jesus.2. Follow the gospel.3. Give thanks with acceptable worship.4. Show some reverence and awe.
Whenever I am not preaching on a Sunday I try to attend worship in a nearby church Often I choose not to attend a United Methodist church, but instead go a church with which I am not familiar. This has led to some incredibly powerful worship experiences, and to a few distressing experiences as well.
I am occasionally reminded by some of my less inspiring worship experiences by the comic strip Doonesbury.
The Doonesbury comic strip includes recurring segments about “The Little Church of Walden,” a nontraditional, nondenominational congregation presided over by Rev. Scott Sloane. Pastor Sloane tries very hard to keep up with the changing times.
In one installment, Michael Doonesbury returns for a visit, and asks Rev. Sloane how he church was started.
“Aerobics” was the minister’s reply. “I needed something to attract folks from the community. The focus group suggested an aerobics class. It worked, so I added yoga and bingo, and then a few 12-step programs, then we opened a soup kitchen, which led to cooking lessons. Before I knew it, I had my own denomination.”
“So that’s how religion spreads,” Michael Doonesbury muses in reply.
IN the next of the series, Rev. Sloane takes Joanie Caucus on a tour of his church:
 
                                                                       4.
 
“The old house is used for our spiritual wellness seminars and various 12-step recovery programs. In the new wings, we have the food court, a fitness center and our interpretive dance studios.”
Joanie Caucus wonders where, in that huge complex, the people worship.
Rev. Sloane replies, “On our website; it keeps the heating bills down.”
The point of course is that Rev. Sloane has gotten so entangled in keeping up with changing times, cultural fads, and church as an activity/community center that he has completely forgotten about God, Jesus and the teachings of the gospel!
Worship is at the very heart of what it means to follow Jesus, and to be a community in Christ.
Worship is not meant to be a comfortable experience; it is meant to be an encountering experience- that sacred space where we experience the mysterium tremendum et fascinans: the ultimate mystery, the awe-full and fascinating source of our life and being, the Creator of all that is who is both beyond my comprehension and revealed to me in the person of Jesus the Christ.
When asked about worship, one young woman made a statement that truly is a cry for some awe:
“As a young adult, I do not need flashy graphics, a loud worship band, projected images on a screen or a cool, hip and stylish pastor to evoke passion in worship. Passion is not synonymous with loud, big, and flashy… I want to worship a Creator who formed the universe with a word and molded my very being from the fibers of the earth. I long to sing praises to a God who shouts with excitement through the joys of life and holds me tightly, with mutual tears, in the pits. I want to surrender all I am to the workings of a Holy Spirit who guides my movement in ways I never dreamed possible for myself. I want to humbly bow to the most humble of babies who changed the course of history for eternity. I want to lay 
                                                                      5.
 
offerings before a God who has….wiped away the distance I continually place between us. I want to meet this Jesus over and over again, so maybe someday I will begin to understand the magnitude of a Love so grand, so extreme and so passionate.” (From, Homiletics, July-August 2010, p.61)
Moments of Silence listening to the awe-full ness… ( I invite you to take one full moment of this day, this worship service, to connect with God’s presence in some way… find a visual focal point- window, candle, cross, something else…,or, maybe close your eyes and just listen, in one minute of silence, to what the Spirit may have to say....after this moment of silent worship, I will offer a prayer…
(One minute of silence)
Prayer: Holy God, In your creation you declared all, each and everyone each and everything to be good.
May I listen well and attend to what you declare to be good this day, at this time.
In this world of so many names, faces, places, spaces, may I remember that there is room enough,
There is love enough for all, each and everyone, each and everything. AMEN.
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