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History is, it appears, a tricky business.

Scholars like Peter Stearns can defend history as indispensible, declaring that its study is essential to the well being of the individual and for society.  And Jacques Barzun can wax poetic about it.  “History, like a vast river,” he says, “propels logs, vegetation, rafts, and debris; it is full of live and dead things, some destined for resurrection; it mingles many waters and holds in solution invisible substances stolen from distant soils.”


On the other hand, Plato said, “Poetry is nearer to vital truth than history,” and even Will and Ariel Durant declared, “Most history is guessing, and the rest is prejudice.”  Hardly motivation to study it.

Yet today, as we celebrate the new history of First Christian Church, we are invited to think about the role history plays in our lives as followers of Christ.  That is important because ours is a historically rooted faith.  Christianity is not a collection of abstract ideas or clever concepts.  It is not a philosophical system or collection of logical syllogisms.  Christianity declares that God is revealed in history--first, to quote the Book of Hebrews, in “many times and in various ways,” but then “by his son,” that is, in his incarnation, in the life of Jesus Christ.  Christianity is history.  


So what role does history play for us?


One vitally important role is that history binds us to the past.


Some years ago, my parents sent me a copy of a book entitled, Campbell’s Creek:  Portrait of a Coal-Mining Community.  In its pages are the stories of earlier settlers kidnapped by the area’s original inhabitants, the tale of how coal changed the community, and accounts of life in company towns and deep mines.  While most folk would find the book of little interest, I treasure it because it is the history of the community in which I grew up.  It binds me to a place and people.


That is what history does.


The books of the Bible weren’t written, collected and wrapped in bonded black leather because someone thought that it might someday be a best seller.  It came into being so that parents could pass down their heritage to their children and so that communities could rightly train newcomers.  Through the history of God’s work, people learn about their adoptive ancestors—about Moses and Miriam, Deborah and David, Mary and Martha, Peter and Paul.  They learn about the victories and the defeats of those who preceded them.  They learn how God’s people are to live.  They are introduced to the hope God grants.  Through the history, “they” becomes “us.”  The Jewish child understands that it was not just some people long ago who were slaves in Egypt.   “We were slaves…”  And the Christian newcomer begins to see that when Jesus gathered his disciples in the Upper Room, he was not just inviting The Twelve to eat with him.  He was inviting us.


Through history we are linked to the past, which gives us identity and security.

Now, of course, being bound to the past—even the heritage of faith—is not without its dangers.  It can blind us to new realities.  Take Saul in our reading.  Saul had a history, and he was proud of it.  We talked about his resume not long ago.  He was a Jews Jew, from the tribe of Benjamin, committed to the Hebrew language and life, a teacher of the law and a zealous defender of the faith.  The history of Israel was his history.  And yet so bound was he to it that he could not see beyond it, that was why he approved on the stoning of Stephen, the first Christian martyr, and why he zealously persecuted the church.  It was to defend that precious history.  He was so bound to the past that he could not see God doing something new.

Of course, that danger still exists.  Robert Dale points out that nostalgia—an unhealthy obsession with the past—is the first stage of organizational decline.   When we long for what once was but can never be again, we start singing the familiar refrain, “We’ve never done it that way before,” when we keep imagining that “if we just did it the way we used to” all would be well, we are blind to both the new realities around us and the work that God might do amid them.  In short, we defend the past blind to what God might be doing in the present.


Still, even with that danger, the importance of history binding us to the past cannot be overlooked.  It is there that we discover, or clarify, who we are and from where we have come.


But binding us to the past is not all that history provides.  It also can prepare us for the future.


In the Old Testament there are several Salvation History Psalms.  They are recitations of God’s mighty deeds.  For example, Psalm 105 recounts the story of Abraham, Joseph and the Exodus.  But such Psalms are not merely a way of retelling the story.  They have a more immediate purpose.  As Bernhard Anderson points out in Out of the Depths, these stories are “told with a contemporaneous ring, so that [they] touched the concerns of people in their present situation.”   They remind the hearers that “unlike the capricious gods of the ancient world, the God of Israel is consistent in his purpose and true to his word.”  They assure the worshipper that whatever the current trouble, whatever the future challenge, God will accomplish his purpose and keep the covenant he has made with them.  Because God is faithful in the past, they are prepared to face the future.


Or, take another example. When the Risen Jesus speaks to Saul on the road to Damascus it upends Saul’s world.  Everything he has believed, everything he has been working toward, is suddenly challenged.  The enemy of Christ is broken.

Yet God does not waste Saul’s history.  You may recall that while Paul was a devout Jew, he also was a Roman citizen and an intellect that could engage both Jews and Gentiles.   He had the perfect background for the mission God planned for him to undertaking.   Why, it was almost as if God had been readying Saul for that transforming moment and for the ministry he would have to the Gentiles.  His history prepared Paul for his future.

That continues to be the case.  Some years ago there was great anxiety over the influx of Vietnamese boat people into Houston.  The concern was understandable.  It was a cultural challenge given the two different worlds that were coming together.  It also was a financial threat to fisherman in the area who would have to compete with these newcomers.  And, of course, there were, at that time, still hard feelings over the war in Vietnam.  Yes, these were refugees from the South but…  

One of those who faced this new challenge was himself a Vietnam vet.  From what I remember, he had served a tour or two, and it had left physical and emotional scars.  Yet that history proved to be the key to the future, both for him and for some of those new immigrants.  Because he could, at least in part, speak the language, because he understood some of the customs, because he knew more than a bit about both cultures, he became a point of contact between them.  He became a bridge.  His past had prepared him for the important role God gave him to play.

As Pearl S. Buck said, “One faces the future with one’s past.”  And that is exactly what God allowed him to do.


Does that mean that everything in our past is preparation for the future?  

Of course not.  Often God has to refine us by burning away part of our history as so much dross.  For example, God had to be purge Paul of his religious prejudice when it came to Gentiles.  In the same way, there was time in which God had to convict Anglo churches of attitudes and structures that diminished women or African-American or Hispanics.  There remains for many a need for God to work on assumptions about church and ministry that remain from far different times.  Yet, in his grace, God does such work, leaving us prepared for the future he has in store.


I know that some of you have already picked up your copy of A Century of Service to God and Community.  I know the rest will want to do so after the service.  I suspect that most of us will peruse its pages in the days ahead.  It is my prayer that as you do you will feel the connection it offers to our past—that the stories found on its pages will become your stories and the people will become even more your people.  But let us also pray that God might be at work preparing First Christian Church for the future. Let us pray that he might show us how our history, how what he has done to this point, has prepared us for what is yet to come.
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