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For many years Don and I have always enjoyed finding plants to plant in our postage-sized backyard.  We have searched out different nurseries and plant farms and we do have some interesting plants.  The problem this year is that we have had so much rain that our backyard is now a jungle.  It seems most of our plants have liked the rain and now with the sun shining on them they are thriving.  The hostas are huge, the vining hydrangea has taken the fence by storm, the phlox are waist-high and so the story goes.

One year we found a plant farm that was selling wild, native-to-Iowa plants, a better name would be “cultured weeds.”  We purchased a couple of varieties that we thought we could control.  One such gem is something called a “Joe Pie Weed.”  It is a beautiful thing when it blooms, however it gets about 6 feet high and does it ever root itself into the ground.  This specimen usually blooms about the end of August and attracts butterflies. It is already about 6 feet high.  Perhaps it is our magic beanstalk.  Anyway, Don and I like to work in the backyard with our weeds and he enjoys having a vegetable garden.  We enjoy getting out and working in the rich black soil.

In our morning scripture, a letter to the Ephesians, Paul prays that, “Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith, as you are being rooted and grounded in love.”  You could say that this is an agriculture metaphor that compares the Christian life to the experience of planting, nurturing and harvesting.  Agriculture was close at hand for the believers that Paul was talking to.  Those of us who live in this part of the world know something about agriculture even if we have lived our entire life in the city.  And we know the importance of a good crop.  We understand and we get the point.  A plant gets its nourishment, especially water, through its root system.  In order for a tree or plants to survive and thrive, they must be securely anchored or planted in the soil.  To live, they must have roots.

Alex Haley’s book and TV drama have helped us come to appreciate the metaphor of “roots” in a deeper way.  As you recall, Haley sets out to reconstruct the history of an African-American family, to trace their story to a particular person who came from a particular village and people in Africa.  These people had been viciously and brutally uprooted from their homes and sold by enemies and in some cases friends into slavery.  They were brought to a new continent and transplanted.  They were expected to adapt immediately to this new place and life and to forget about and give up everything they knew as life, everything that gave them their identity.  Alex Haley helped this part of the African-American community discover their roots; it was a revolutionary event for all Americans.

To be rooted… to have a strong and dependable system that nourishes, to be grounded, sure of who you are and what your life is about; this is one of the most important needs of the human soul.

Paul said, “I pray… that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith as you are being rooted and grounded in love”… rooted and grounded in love.

Christianity is a story.  It is not either a philosophy of life or a system of ethics.  Christianity is first of all a story.  IT is the story of one particular man; how he lived, what he taught, how he died and how he was raised from the dead.  Those who followed Jesus, like Paul believed that his story was a window into the mystery of God, that the death and resurrection of Jesus showed them the heart of God, that God’s love was uniquely and completely on display in the life and death of Jesus.

My friends, that is why we come here week after week, to hear this story told and retold.  With different themes and variations, so that it shines in different ways in our own lives.  We come here to hear that story so that we can find our story within it, to be come rooted and rounded in love.  

In a very real sense, we are the stories we tell… about our families, about our community, about our nation.  Or to return to Paul’s metaphor, what a root system is to a plant, story is to the human being.  

It is through stories that our lives are linked with others.  It is through stories that the moments of our lives hang together.  This is why we read novels and go to movies, we crave the stories of others as we seek to create and make sense of our own stories.

There is a wonderful movie titled “Seabiscuit.”  It is not new... it has been out for several years.  It is about a champion racehorse.  In it there are four wonderful characters, each broken in some way.  A horse that has been abused because it didn’t live up to the expectations of its owners, a wealthy car salesman broken by the tragic death of his young son, a horse trainer who was riding the rails during the depression years, and a young man who had been abandoned by his family and he could get a job riding horses.  The whole movie is built on a comment by the horse trainer… he was asked why he would nurse back to health an injured horse that had no future in racing and he replied, “You don’t give up on something just because it’s a little broken.”  It is a powerful story of grace and healing and what can come with second chances.

As I said earlier we come here week in and week out, to hear another story… the story of Jesus and his love.  How many times have you heard that wonderful story of the feeding of the 5,000 from the Gospels?  It is so important that it is recorded six times in the four Gospels.  A few details change—where the bread comes from, who first notices the problem of the large crowd, how many people ate and how much was leftover.  But the story is the same—the crowd was hungry, for bread, for life, for hope; Jesus took a loaf of bread and when he had given thanks he broke it and gave it to his disciples to feed the crowd, that ate and when all had eaten enough, there were leftovers.

The biblical scholar John Dominic Crossan points out that long before Christians portrayed Jesus on the cross and long before icons were made showing Christ in robes and the royal pose of an emperor, early Christians made images of Jesus doing two things:  healing and eating—curing the sick and feeding the multitude.  He argues that this is the heart of Jesus story.  Perhaps it is where love became concrete.

Rooted and grounded in love… for Christians this is not an abstract principle, it is a story.  Our roots are found in the man who broke bread so that hungry hearts were filled, a man who himself became known as the bread of life in whom ancient hungers are satisfied, a man who when breaking bread said, “This is my body given for you.”  Love for Christians is never abstract.  IT is as concrete as a loaf of bread.

When planting a garden, perennial or annual, you are in the transplanting business.  You buy small plants, take them home and replant them into containers or the ground hoping that they live up what the growing information tells you.  It is an act of transplanting that lets roots become established so that plants can thrive.

A root system s to plants what stories are to human lives.

That is why we are here.  To hear a story that puts our own in the large perspective of God’s amazing love for each of us and for creation.  To put roots down in a way of seeing the world in which all of us are God’s beloved.  Paul’s word of “being rooted and grounded in love” implies that we are continually being planted and re-planted in God, that hearing the story once is not enough, that we are on a lifelong journey finding our own story inside the story of God’s love.

The road to Emmaus, the Upper Room, the feeding of the 5,000; the words and actions are identical.  Bread is blessed, the window opens.  Bread is broken and we are fed.  Bread is shared and God is in our midst.  This is our story, these are our roots.  This is where we are grounded.

Thanks be to God!

