


Good morning. I'm Tim Overton-Harris, superintendent of the Columbia district in the Oregon-Idaho Annual Conference. Thank you very much for allowing me to be with you this morning for worship and for allowing me to bring you this sermon. Here these words from Genesis chapter one, verses 1-2.

When God began to create the heavens and the earth, the earth was without shape or form, it was dark over the deep sea, and God's wind swept over the waters.

In these words from Genesis two, verses 4b-7.

In the day that the Lord God made the earth and the heavens, but no plant of the field was yet in the earth, and no herb of the field had yet sprung up. The Lord God had not caused it to rain upon the earth and water the whole face of the ground. Then the Lord God formed the human from the dust of the ground and breathed into the human's nostrils, the breath of life, and the human became a living being.

And hear these words from the Gospel of John, chapter 20, verses 19-21.

When it was evening, on that day, the first day of the week, and the doors of the house where the disciples had met, were locked for fear of the Jews. Jesus came and stood among them and said, "Peace be with you." After he said this, he showed them his hands and his side, Then the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord. And Jesus said to them again, "Peace be with you, as the Father and Mother has sent me so I send you." When he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, "Receive the Holy Spirit." 

The Word of God, for the people of God. Amen. Pray with me.

God of enlightenment and wisdom, open our eyes that we might see the glimpses of truth you have for us, open our ears that we might hear voices of truth you send, open my mouth that I'm a bear the warm truth here and everywhere. Illumine us Spirit divine. Amen.

Many years ago, now, I have four grandchildren, after all. When my wife and I were expecting our first child, the doctor told us it was time to take a childbirth class. Now I grew up in a home of four males and my mom; babies and childbirth were the stuff of legend, myth and horror story. But being a man of the new age, a sensitive and caring man, a man ready to embrace this new world, I agreed to enter the mystical realm of the unknown. And we went to our first class.

We had waited to have children, I was 29. And my wife was 27. So when we walked into that room for that very first class, we were surrounded by children. No one seemed old enough to be having their own babies. But they were, most of them in their early 20s. So after some introduction, and a tour of the birthing center, we settled in to our first class, and we watched a video of a natural childbirth.

Now, you got to keep in mind that for me, sex education in school was all about biology and not about the reality of birth. The only live birth I had ever witnessed was the neighbor's cat having kittens. I was stunned. Amy thought my reaction was funny. And I knew I wasn't in Kansas anymore. The one thing I do remember beyond that video, is that the instructor said to us, no matter what else, remember to breathe, just breathe.

Ever since our earliest ancestors first began to reflect on life in the universe. We've known the sacredness of breath. It is the first thing that happens when a baby comes to life. It is the one true test to know if someone is dead. Life is breath. And breath is life. We've experienced the vast expanse of the universe, the sky so near, yet so unreachable, the stars and celestial bodies swirling around and known that the hand of the Holy is at work.

Because of the mystery of it all. They/we place the source of life in the breath and the Creator in the heavens. But this wasn't the address for the location of God. It was more an understanding of the immanent and transcendent nature of the Divine.

"The sky is not static," writes Diana Butler Bass in grounded. To say that God is in the sky is not to imply that God lives at a certain address above the Earth. Instead, it is an invitation to consider God's presence that both reaches to the stars and waifs through our lives as a spiritual breeze.

What I'm talking about here is air breath, wind, sky. Our passages talk about breath, the Spirit of God moving over the waters of the primal Earth, entering the lungs of the human, empowering people for their partnership with God.

So, breathe right now.

Just breathe for a moment. Slowly. In and out.

Let the breath move through you.

Feel it, enter you, become you, and let it out.

This is communion. This is connection. This is the source of life. This is the source of our source of our spiritual connection. Breathe, just breathe.

A few billion years ago, if you had taken a breath like you just did, you would have died. The first real atmosphere on Earth supported anaerobic organisms that thrived in oceans under toxic atmosphere. But another organism, a small bacteria began to have an impact on this planet.

Chiral bacteria survived through photosynthesis. And we all know the byproduct of that, oxygen. Breathe, just breathe. And guess what, after three and a half billion years, these little microscopic bacteria had thrived to the point that the Earth's atmosphere had changed. Oxygen became the major element in the atmosphere. Oxygen supports respiration. It protects the earth with ozone. And it allows for the flourishing of biological diversity. The Earth as we know it is born.

Breathe, just breathe.

The atmosphere this little bacteria created, the oxygen is humanity's womb. Without it all that we know of life would perish. In Genesis, what is it that God does to animate life? God breathes, the animating agent of all creation seems to be air, Ruah, wind, spirit, breath.

It is the breath of God. Oxygen.

Breathe, just breathe.

It is the very air we breathe that is sacred in our tradition. The ancients didn't know about that tiny bacteria. They didn't know about these organisms that had changed our planet. But they knew breath was life.

And they linked breath, air, wind, to God. And they made connection between air and life and God and the very air we breathe, the atmosphere became sacred. And our faith refers to our God as Spirit, wind, holy wind animating life, oxygen. Breathe, just breathe.

The history of our earth is divided into ages. Think the Jurassic age, you know the time of T Rex. That was an age of history. Scientists are beginning to try and name the present age. And the consensus seems to be circling around the label, Anthropocene – the time in Earth's history in which humanity has decisively reshaped the environment. And as we all know, the ground is the Earth's body. Water is its lifeblood, and the atmosphere, its lungs. And we've made our planet sick. What the bacteria did, we are now doing, changing the very atmosphere of the Earth. Breathe, while you still can, just breathe.

Our Jewish roots have given us an understanding of the universe as a three-tiered reality. God in heaven, we on Earth, and the dead in the place below. But it took Christianity to make this understanding static. The Bible speaks also of God and God's kingdom being present here and now and not just in some far-off heaven.

Jesus taught heaven as an intrusive reality affecting this place and this moment. Biblically speaking, then, to talk of Heaven is to speak of Earth. Heaven is Earth made perfect.

Made as God intended way back when the wind blew over chaos.

The goal of Biblical faith, our faith, is to make God's intention for creation a reality here and now.

But Christianity took this concept of a perfect world, a perfect Earth, and moved it to heaven, a place beyond the here and now. Earth couldn't be this perfect place, just look around. So the perfect place couldn't be here and now, it must be out there. Up there.

A reward for living life as closely as possible to the life God intends. The goal of faithful living became gaining a golden elevator ticket to paradise. Stop breathing, and Heaven as yours.

We know differently.

We who partner with God and Christ in the work of transforming lives in the world, we breathe and know that heaven is a present reality. It isn't removed from us from the here and now. We know we walk on ground, but we move through the heavens, quite literally, we live in heaven. Now. In the space between where earth and sky meet. God's presence is the very air we breathe.

So just breathe.

To speak of God and Sky is to talk of intimacy. Every breath we take, every move we make, is with through surrounded by and nurtured by God.

But to speak of God and sky and wind also maintains a hint of distance.

God at the horizon,

Not God above, but God at the edge, the edge of the visible world, the horizon of mystery. The source of our spiritual connection to all that is, is here, but not there. But out there, just beyond the horizon.

This source of our spiritual connection, it is known and knowable, but not quite containable.

So breathe, just breathe.

The spiritual revolution that is happening is a shift from a vertical God to a God with us. Dirt and water are understandable and they're tangible icons of Earth sacredness. But we need the sky to remind us that no matter how close God is, God is still the one who hovers at the horizon, writes Diana Butler Bass.

So my friends, breathe. Just breathe.

Experience the source of life.

Breathe, and know God.

Breathe and make the connection.

Breathe and know life. Know God.

Breathe and know peace. Know God.

Breathe.

Just breathe.
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