
This is a letter from me, Chris Bell

A stumbling, joyful, endlessly surprised 
constantly humbled 
still learning, 
fan and fellow-follower 
of the Godman 
Jesus the Christ

I cut my hair this morning 
like I do every Sunday morning 
because Sunday morning means talk time 
when I gather with you, my community
and I swear I do a better job with a freshly buzzed dome 

To all the brothers and sisters of the Ridge Faith Community
whether here in the school
sitting in a maroon chair
just come in from a cool autumn morning in Richmond
about to take communion

To all those who are part of our online community 
listening around the state, the nation, and the world

To those who listen 
as they go to work in the morning 

To those in other countries 
who don't understand the references I make to Virginia and this culture
to those who listen with the computer volume down low 
because these kinds of words are illegal where you are... 

To the New York cabdriver 
who told me he listens 
on his way to pick up his first fair 
what's up bro

To my friends, brothahs and sistahs
in Chicago and elsewhere that I've served with over the years 
my love for you is still great

To those pastors who listen 
because you can't say these kind of things in your church 
but you are connecting with the freedom of this Jesus movement 
despite the religious dogs where you serve 
we are in this together
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To those whose prayer is 
"Jesus - I believe in you, but your followers scare the hell out of me" 
or those who just can't find a church in your neck of the woods 
that gives the freedom that you crave

To those who feel so alone 
but have stumbled on this podcast and it's making you feel like you aren't crazy 
like you aren't alone 
that there really are others out there like you 
who long for the same kind of fresh moving of the spirit 
and reconnection with the true things of Jesus the Godman

This is for those of my brothers and sisters 
who consider themselves on top of the world 
who's answer to the question "how are you doing?" 
is always "better than ever!"
and you mean it to the very core of who you are

And to those of my brothers and sisters 
who can barely drag themselves out of bed each morning  
to those who recently lost their job
to those whose children are making choices that are breaking your heart
to those whose marriage is in trouble and who's friends don't get it
to the lonely and depressed, the confused, the doubting 
to those who find it very, very hard to swallow the idea of a good and loving God much less a Jesus 
resurrected from an empty tomb 

To those who await a new creation
desperately craving the day when God comes and puts it all back together

To all of you - grace and peace 
grace and peace 

Grace and peace

That's how Paul starts this letter to the Philippians 
that's how most of his letters start
with grace and peace

Way back in February we began with Paul's opening
grace and peace 
so it only seems right to end with grace and peace 
because if you get a handle on those 
or perhaps more accurately 
if grace and peace get a handle on you
you will never be the same 
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That was my hope and prayer from the beginning of this 
that you would be seized 
by a whole new way of seeing 
the things of God

Not the old way
the old way of condemnation 
the one where we have this endless internal dialogue
a tape in our head that plays on an endless repeat
telling us that we're not good enough 
that we haven't proven ourselves 
that we aren't pretty enough
that we aren't working hard enough 
that our sins are simply too grave to be reconciled or redeemed 
that we are too heavy, too old, too slow, too stupid, too damaged, too weak, or too ugly to be 
capable of change

Those are the old voices 
we've been down that road 
we've played that game 
we swam in that stream  
that old way - that's the way were leaving behind

What we've seen Paul doing again and again 
is passionately urging new fronesus
a new worldview 
a new pattern of thinking - acting - feeling
a Christ pattern of interacting with our world 
and it all begins with grace and peace 

Grace means gift 
it begins with our wide-eyed wonder that all of life is a gift
the gift of course is many things 
it's the love of the Father 
the gift of the Son 
the unexpected, soothing reassurance of the Spirit who whispers sometimes in the most hopeless of 
moments "you're going to be fine"

The gift is a friend of mine announcing that he his wife had a baby 
and they are beside themselves with joy
a friend I've known since college 
and if you knew their story
their tears and struggle to conceive
the waiting and wondering 
what they have been through to arrive at this moment 
where she's actually showing a belly

Oh that's grace baby
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Grace is watching all of you at the communion table 
some of you with tears in your eyes 
some struggling with deeply personal pain 
others celebrating the joy of deliverance

It's watching someone from our community 
come up behind their friend
put their arm around her 
and begin to speak the peaceful words of truth to her 
and watching her receive them and soak them in

It's watching one of you breathe life into another 
because you are both learning the rhythms 
of grace and peace together

The gift of grace is the person who has always lived 
with this need to judge others 
who has this compulsion to put everyone around them 
in one of their categories 
who is always looking for what's wrong with that person
what they don't get 
what they can't do 
how they don't measure up 
whether they are on the right side or not 
and then all of a sudden that doesn't work anymore
they realize that all the energy spent on condemning and measuring 
and analyzing others was to avoid turning the spotlight inward 
on themselves 
because that would be terrifying
but recently they've encountered grace and peace 
and are becoming free to embrace the other
the one they would've kept at a distance
they are learning to accept things
accept people
as they are 
because they are learning that 
God 
accepts 
them 
exactly 
as 
they 
are

Grace and peace people
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Of course our world has a hard time with grace 
we are invited to dinner 
and immediately feel like we have to return the favor 
and if we don't do it soon 
we start to feel guilty 
because we assume that their gift has to be reciprocated 
and when we run into them several months later 
we say "oh I feel so bad, we meant to have you over…"
that's guilt not grace 
their invitation was grace 
the meal they served was grace 
it was all a gift 
and our only job is to receive 
to enjoy 
it's easy to give 
we like power 
and strength 
we like having our hand on the wheel
but receiving 
just receiving
without doing anything 
not because of anything we've done 
but just because the other person wants to give 
that's hard
it feels helpless 
it makes me feel powerless 
because what many of us picked up from a long time ago 
was that you earn your keep
you achieve 
you work 
you study 
you exert yourself 
because that's how the world works 
and we naturally, over time, come to assume that the universe 
must work the same way 
that God must play by the same rules 
and then were confronted by the gospel – the good news
by a Jesus who walks up to people and says "your sins are forgiven" 
by a Jesus who lets a woman with a questionable reputation 
wash his feet with her tears and then announces to the religious leaders 
"she gets it in ways that you don't"
right before he says "your sins are forgiven"
and when everybody is lined up to throw stones 
at the hooker who spent the night in the wrong man's bed 
he confronts them with "let the one who is without sin throw the first stone" 
which makes everybody drop their rocks and split 
because they all remember someplace they have to be like right now
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and of course we read of the naked Christ 
on the cross 
thirsty 
suffering 
saying to his father "forgive them - they don't know what they are doing"
and then we find him with his first followers 
resurrected 
announcing that all authority 
has been given to him 
something cosmic in scope has happened 
something as big as the universe 
and history will never be the same 
our history will never be the same

Grace
grace sneaks into that old barn called religion
that's filled to the roof with guilt 
and shame 
and self-loathing 
and hate 
and despair 
and grace smiles
as it lights a match 
and sets the whole place on fire

And so we read in this letter from prison 
of Paul on death row 
I mean how low can you go?
facing his imminent execution by crucifixion 
an enemy of the state 
a traitor 
political prisoner 
this is the Paul who keeps using words like joy 
and peace 
and grace 
and rejoice

If you're listening to this it's disturbing

Death row is not where you use those words 
but Paul insists that suffering and joy are good friends 
they need each other to survive

Of course this is not conventional wisdom 
which as you know is usually neither conventional 
nor wisdom
the conventional wisdom is that 
you're happy because everything is going according to your plan 
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or 
you're miserable and suffering because God did something horrible to you 
He messed up your plan 
and now you have car accidents 
and cancer 
and the economy 
and divorce 
and the Washington Redskins…

It's either one or the other 
but not both 
and certainly not both joy and suffering sharing the same bed

But what we saw again and again and again in Philippians 
is that God's new creation works differently
it's like when you find flowers growing up in between the cracks 
in the ugly, broken pavement of a city 
it's because of their location 
right smack dab in the middle of all that ugly 
that makes them so strikingly beautiful 
because ordinarily we wouldn't notice them  
and that's why letters from prison contain the best joy
that's why the best poems come from suffering 
that's why the best songs come from longing 
that's why the best stories come from the times when we had given up 
on having a story to tell

Joy is learning to discern that God is up to something 
even in this 
joy is learning to perceive things 
that run counter to the prevailing wisdom 
about how the world works
joy is evidence of a particular kind of formation 
a kind that suffering combined with grace causes within us

Friends 
brothers 
sisters 
hear me 
this letter from prison told us 
we really can become a certain kind of person
the kind of person who lives 
in the Christ pattern of thinking and feeling and acting 
the Christ worldview 
the Christ fronesus 
the kind of person who is working out 
exercising 
their salvation 
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with fear and trembling
not of God
not of failing
but the fear that comes with blazing a new trail
a new path of grace
that runs counter to
in the face of
what culture says we MUST do
because the gift of grace is powerful stuff
no matter what "they" say
it is possible for you to see your life in a whole new way

The Psalms 
speak of a person who's like a tree planted by streams of water 
which yields its fruit in season 
and whose leaf does not wither  
whatever they do prospers
do you know what trees that are deeply rooted 
and grounded 
do when the wind and the rain and storms beat on them?
they bend
they sway 
but they don't break 
and they don't topple
they are so firmly planted 
in the soil of grace and peace 
that it is going to take way more
than a little wind 
and a little rain 
to rob them of life

You can set yourself on becoming this kind of person 
the kind of person who can write letters exploding with joy and wisdom 
the kind of person who resolves to find grace and peace in any situation
the kind of person who will not be crushed by circumstances 
the kind of person that always assumes that even in this situation 
even in this tragedy 
even in this desert experience 
and yes even in this failure and this mistake 
this regret and this nightmare
there will be some sort of resurrection 
even in this... 
Jesus is still working to put everything back together

I'm talking about the kind of person who doesn't grumble and complain 
are we clear here?
you can become the kind of person 
who doesn't grumble or complain 
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because you have a larger perspective 
you shine like a star because you have decided to ground and center yourself 
in grace and peace
you are unshakable 
you are kind 
you don't rush to judge a situation 
because you know that surprises are often just around the corner
you don't lose your cool 
you don't blow your fuse 
you don't fly off the handle 
you don't react at the slightest provocation or inconvenience 
because you're not reactive 
you breathe deeply – at about 6 to 8 times a minute 
because it keeps you at the right place
You are not weighed down by guilt from the past 
because you see your past through the lens of Christ 
everything you've been through is being retold 
recast 
and reshaped 
by the God man

And so my brothers and sisters 
the hard parts 
the tough parts 
the shameful parts 
they are now living, breathing examples of grace
you don't say "I could never talk about that" 
you say "let me tell you what I've made it through"
like a fighter who goes the whole 10 rounds 
you're still standing 
like a shopper who got everything on the list 
and you haven't pulled out any hair 
like someone stuck in traffic 
who hasn't lost their cool 
you have survived 
you're here and you're listening
and all those things that should have killed you 
have made you stronger 
and all the things that you would think would be painful regrets 
and unspeakable wounds 
are now evidence that grace and peace are real

You look at those sticks and stones 
and you let Christ make a table out of them 
so that others can share your story

You can say rejoice 
and again I say rejoice 
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because you know grace 
and grace is a gift

You're anxious about nothing 
let's not skip over this 
you can become the kind of person who doesn't have anxiety
you don't have to live with that 
you don't have to live on the edge of your seat 
with your hands clenched 
and your mind spinning and racing 
with fragmented thinking 
making up new things to worry about
you can actually take on the Christ pattern of thinking and feeling and acting 
his worldview 
because the same creative energy that unleashed the universe 
the nuclear energy that brought the world to be 
has been unleashed in you 
and you are going to be fine

Think about how Paul ends this letter to the Philippians 
by writing "all the Lords people here send you greetings especially those who belong to Caesar's 
household."

Wait 

Full stop
 
Do you realize what he's doing here? 
Paul is in Caesar's prison 
because he doesn't buy the "Caesar is Lord" propaganda
but while he's been in prison he's been telling Caesars employees 
about the resurrected Christ 
and some of them now believe 
they became followers 
and if you work for Caesar and receive your paycheck from Cesar 
and belong to Caesar's household
how do you explain to Caesar that you now become a follower of Jesus 
who is the real Lord 
because of the witness of this guy Paul 
who - by the way - is locked in your jail 
is about to be executed 
because he keeps insisting that Jesus is Lord?

Whoah
has your job ever put you in morally ambiguous situations 
where you're not quite sure what the right thing to do really is?
you're not the first and you're not alone
I think Paul adds this little bit especially for those of us 
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who belong to Caesar's household today
just to let us know that the Jesus movement is taking off inside the halls of power too

He wants us to know that even if he dies 
the Message will live on 
he wants his Philippian friends to know 
that there are others in very tenuous, risky, dangerous situations 
who are also trying to figure out what it means to follow Jesus too

Remember his prayer earlier in the letter? 
"that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight so that you may be able 
to discern what is best…"
you can become the kind of person 
the kind who is abounding more and more and more in knowledge and depth of insight
remember we talked about this idea of knowing something 
but not just "knowing" it -  really knowing it 
not just in the head 
with facts and figures and words and information 
but in the fronesus sense of knowing
learning to have the worldview 
learning to think and act and feel 
in the Christ pattern 
especially as we live and move and have our being 
in a world that often seems to be going the other way

You can do it 
you can learn and grow and discern 
you can get wisdom and insight and knowledge of just how to navigate 
the fuzzy and awkward difficult situations 
that we find ourselves in every day 
and you can ask God for these things 
and you will receive 
which will be of course nothing but grace
pure grace

Paul at one point in his letter quotes an early Christian hymn about Jesus 
who is executed on the cross 
but then exulted by God 
remember what we learned?
we learned that the last word has not yet been spoken 
the worst word that could be spoken of a person 
crux - cross 
was followed by the best word that could ever be spoken over a person 
exalted

We learned that pain is not the last word 
we learned that humiliation is not the last word
suffering is not the last word 
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aids and hunger and homelessness and suicide and child soldiers 
and greedy executives and a ruined economy are not the last word
hate is not the last word 
abuse or rape or loneliness are not the last word 
because the last word has not yet been spoken

The resurrection turns everything upside down 
it opens up all sorts of possibilities 
it puts all sorts of balls in play

it invites all kinds of people to the celebration 
as it announces that the last word has not been spoken 
and everybody is invited
so until then 
in our fear and trembling 
our doubting and our rejoicing 
our forgiving and our being forgiven
our giving our receiving 
we have an open tomb 
a new creation 
and the heightened anticipation that there is more to be said…

And so we come to the end of our study of Philippians
what a letter 
what a book 
what are year 
what a journey 
what an ending
which of course like all good things 
is really 
just a beginning…

how I desire for all of you 
to know 
to understand 
to live 
to experience 
to enjoy 
this grace and peace

With more love than I've ever felt 
and all the grace I can muster 

Grace and Peace to you 
your brother 
friend 
and fellow follower 
Chris
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