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Text: John 17.6-19


There was a time during my ministry with the Northwest Region when my office was tucked away over in a part of Seattle called West Seattle.  Those of you who have made the journey to West Seattle know that “tucked away” is an accurate description of that area of the city.  

I lived in Kent, WA, some 30 miles south of West Seattle.  This meant that I had to drive roughly 45-minutes north to get to work.  After thorough examination, I concluded that the best route was for me to drive up Interstate 5 until I got to this beautiful landmark, the West Seattle Bridge.  Once there, I traveled over this bridge to go over into West Seattle.


This bridge was and remains a wonderful and amazing structure that is magnificent to look at from a distance.  Like so many of the bridges we see here our country, those built when we actually cared about our infrastructure, you could tell that it was built to last.  Well, on one particular fall day, after leaving the office late, I made my way toward the bridge in order to go home.  When I did this, I discovered that would-be bridge travelers were being re-routed.  
As I took the detour, I wondered why we were being re-routed.  Suddenly, I noticed a sign unto me!  It read, “The West Seattle Bridge is temporarily closed.”  Still wanting more information, I asked a road crew member about it.  She told me the marvelous West Seattle bridge needed some work done on its foundation.  Why, I wondered.  Well, as she elaborated, I learned that the bridge, as magnificent as it was to look at, was not earthquake ready, and so it was closed. 


I think the story of the West Seattle Bridge speaks volumes about the churches that we’ve come to love, particularly those often called “mainline.”  
By the grace of God, we’ve invested a great deal of ourselves in the church, and as the minutes from a decade’s worth of board meetings will attest, we did some good work.

Through all of this, we’ve built wonderful and amazing church structures, magnificent to look at (often from a distance!).  And over the years, we’ve built these structures to last.  What do they look like?  They are brick and mortar church buildings, commissions, boards, units, conferences, synods, and committees.  We’ve even had committees for the formation of new committees!


We spent a great deal of energy devising ways to run a church, yet we had not spent enough time determining why we are church.  As a result, we’ve got all these beautiful structures supporting us, structures that like the West Seattle Bridge that are magnificent to look at, but they have no ability to withstand the pressure of the pre-Covid cultural earthquake that has been impacting us daily for generations, a cultural earthquake that is registering high numbers on the Richter Scale of faith.


The cultural earthquake is the rumbling of the sizable numbers of people for whom the pre-pandemic and even post-pandemic Zoom or no Zoom church is an irrelevant organization, destined to end up in a religious Jurassic Park.  They find no community hope in our homilies, no social progress in our praise, and no freedom and liberation in our liturgies.

This cultural earthquake is the rumbling of people who expected the church to enthusiastically espouse, export, and enact the actual values of Jesus – Christian unity, forgiveness, wholeness, compassion, peace, and social justice. 
Yet, they sadly realized that not only are the values of Jesus unpopular popular to the guardians of political power and social tradition, they are also not acceptable to some who dare call themselves Christian.

The cultural earthquake is the rumbling of people who are disturbed by the fact that many in the church are not disturbed by structural oppression, systemic racism, the baptism of greed, the acceptance of poverty, the adoption of racist and illogical practices like the death penalty, and the rejection of Critical Race Theory and the honest historical narratives of Native and Asian, and Black and Brown communities, and the destruction of their bodies, sometimes as authorized by law enforcement or accepted by the state.

As we consider the cultural earthquake around us and among us, surely we now realize that like the West Seattle Bridge, the foundations our churches may not be ready to withstand the shocks of this cultural earthquake.
Now within our various traditions it is clear that most of us are nice people who like each other, and seemingly everyone else.  However, the way of being church as adopted by many tends to embrace a live and let live philosophy which often causes us to dodge certain conversations, detour around certain neighborhoods, and deviate from certain segments of society, at a time when the culture around us needs clear and present signals that true love, the kind that calls for compassion and justice, and equity and hope, are still alive and are still available.

As we reflect on part of Jesus prayer in John 17, we discover two interesting things about Jesus that we need so desperately.  First, Jesus was sanctified.  Now this doesn’t mean that he played the tambourine in worship (although it’s a nice concept!).  
It means that God set him apart for the service of God, so that he may model a love-based rejection of the politics of humiliation, oppression, and violence as ushered in by the Roman Supremacist empire, while mentoring his followers to live as a holy liberation movement that would bring people closer to God as they lived God’s values. After all, he did suggest we include in our prayers, “…thy kingdom come, they will be done on earth as in heaven.”

He was a person of prayer, often praying in public, less concerned about his vocabulary and tone and cadence, and more concerned about the purpose and impact of his prayers.  Jesus was connected to God, and this prayer reveals a glimpse of the depth of that connection and its implications for the lives of those who follow him.  

It was an intimate encounter based on family ties, like mother and child, a heavenly parent and an earthly child, inextricably bound together in spiritual relationship.  This was no once a week grace-over-the-meal-only kind of prayer. It was personal, it was deep, and it was full of passion.  This prayer conveyed the depth of Jesus’ feelings about God, and the urgent, time sensitive responsibility he had for the people that God had assigned to him.


The second point is that Jesus’ holiness led him to be relational.  As powerful as he was, he could have opted to live as a lone ranger of faith, a self-focused faith, keeping all others at a distance from himself – something that many Christians and church bodies have done quite well, while often clinging to the sins of segregation and autonomy.  Instead, he chose to live in relationship with other human beings, his disciples, the people God gave him. 

He cared for the disciples. He guarded them. He protected them, and now he is praying for them, asking God to protect them, that they may not become adrift and fragmented, but live in oneness, that they may flourish in the unity Jesus experiences with God, a practical, visible unity that would amplify God’s vision of love and values of liberation made known in the life, ministry, and messaging of Jesus.

Jesus didn’t ask God to make religious elitists, celebrities, or lone rangers out of his disciples by taking them off the streets of everyday living, for he knew that on the streets, in the world, keeping alive the poor people’s liberation campaign that Jesus started while risking arrest from the Roman Empire, was where they must be. I believe he understood that his disciples could do far more together than any of them could do alone.  
I believe that he also knew that the moment past and present disciples decide to stay with and among themselves only, is the moment they decide to be less of a church and more of a club of personal comfort and social maintenance.
So instead, he asked God to protect his disciples, and to sanctify them, set them apart, make them holy, and give them the gift of unity them so that while they are engaged in risky and revolutionary social change ministry in the world, they may be God’s movement for love in the world while not mirroring the violent values of the world.  Through them, God will transform the world.  That was his vision for his team of united disciples.
So, as I made my way from the West Seattle Bridge and onto the detour, I asked the crew member what was going to happen to the bridge. She told me that she and her construction colleagues were completing a process of fortifying the foundation of the bridge. It was called retrofitting.  Through retrofitting, the West Seattle Bridge would be made strong enough to endure even the most violent of earthquakes.

The convergence of the spiritual and the relational, under the context of the love-justice-driven unity of Christ’s church is the retrofitting of our foundation.  It delivers the elements we must have if we are to have more faithful, relevant, and impactful ministry in the name and tradition of Jesus Christ.


Leaders in the church of today, and that would be all of us, must direct their attention to the following point: the structures around us, no matter how old and impressive, no matter how new and promising, no matter how well they are maintained, whether we are on Zoom, in our buildings, or living as hybrids, are not enough to withstand the strains of the current era.  
In order to withstand them we must flourish in the presence of the God who created us, loves us, transforms us, and through Jesus, makes us one. 
There is a wilderness around us that is searching for a voice, and for some, any voice, even a voice of division and distortion, or manufactured outrage and manipulated anger, will do.  So then, when we allow God to retrofit our foundations we will discover our passion and claim our voices as ambassadors of the counter-cultural ministry of Jesus Christ.

This deep and abiding spiritual retrofitting process will lead us into being more of the relational people God calls us to be, and will enable us to build new relationships and diverse partnerships with Christians of different churches and communities, and of different races and rituals.  They will form visible connections that are rooted in respect, grounded in justice, and nurtured by love. Everybody will be privileged, anybody can be honored, and nobody will be trivialized.

So eventually, the signs came down, and the adjustments to the West Seattle Bridge were complete. I began to drive over that bridge with more confidence than I had before, with trust inspired by the fact that the foundation of the bridge was retrofitted and made ready to withstand earthquakes. Months later, a major earthquake impacted the area, one that shook the city for 45 seconds.

Seems to me that if that bridge could talk, it might have said, “When the heavy rush hour traffic came my way, I was ready to withstand it. When the winds and the rains of northwest life came my way, I was ready to withstand them.  And when the Nisqually Earthquake came and shook my foundations, and caused me to sway, I stood my ground because I was ready!”

When the foundations of our churches experience the retrofitting process, we will form authentic and life-giving relationships with each other and will thus allow the unity of the church to be made visible through us. Through our unity God will make us ready to become the bridge that connects a healing God with a broken world, and then we will speak:  
Bring on the poor in our community and in the world, for we’re ready to preach good news!  
Bring on the captives around us, for we’re ready to proclaim release!
Bring on the blind, for we’re ready to say it’s time to see!  
Bring on those who are oppressed, for we’re ready to let them go free!

We’re ready to match hate with truth; to counter fear with love; and to challenge brokenness through the power of our unity! Amen!
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