EPHESIANS 2: 11-22 — PENTECOST 6B — 21/7/24
Sermon Videolink: https://youtu.be/p3M5znf7Hio
Almost thirty years ago my wife and I went to Germany to visit members of my extended family. On our last Sunday in the country, we attended a Lutheran church in a small village. The pastor preached on Ephesians 2:11-22. The sermon was about breaking down the walls that divide people. I was hoping to speak to the pastor after the service, but she had to rush off to another service. 
I was attending Seminary at the time and was particularly interested in learning more about the church and my fellow brothers and sisters in Christ, therefore I was keen to talk to some of the parishioners. There were less than a dozen members all much older than me. As we were leaving the church I made a couple of attempts to spark a conversation by saying hello to the members, in German. I did not expect the response I received. In each case, as I smiled and said hello the person looked away and continued to walk out of the church, the wall of silence was very noticeable.
I have often wondered why we received a cold reception, especially after the pastor had preached a sermon reminding the members that Christ has removed the walls that separated us. 
What barriers separated us from our brothers and sisters in Christ that day? 
Maybe they felt uncomfortable because they did not know us. Maybe my accent gave me away and they realised I was a foreigner and probably a pesky tourist. Maybe there was a practice of silence in the church building. Whatever the reason, by the time we got outside of the church, all of the parishioners were in their cars driving off, and felt disappointed.
Have you ever had a disappointing experience when attending church when away on holiday, or maybe when you moved to a new area? What was it that was disappointing about the experience?
Surveys suggest that there are a number of things that put visitors off. Some people are put off if no one greets them or welcomes them. They are put off if church members are not friendly. Some people are put off if church members are too friendly and invade their privacy. Visitors can be put off if members show disapproval about the way they dress or their appearance. Visitors can be put off if a member gets annoyed that they are sitting in their pew.
In the early church, there was another issue that caused problems in congregations. Initially, most of the members of the church were Jews who had received faith in Christ. Over time, more and more non-Jews joined the church. This resulted in a clash of culture, tradition and religious practices. There were arguments about whether non-Jewish members needed to be circumcised and whether they had to eat kosher foods and keep the Jewish festivals. 

Over time it became clear that many of the Jewish traditions were no longer necessary for church members to keep. It was no longer necessary to be circumcised, you were free to eat whatever food you desired to eat. The Levitical laws regarding eating blood and many other prohibitions were no longer necessary. These things could no longer make you unclean because you had been washed clean in the waters of baptism and the blood of Christ. Peter discovered this when the Lord came to him in a dream and told him to eat the meat of unclean animals. 
In the early church, the cultural practices of the Christians from different ethnic backgrounds were permissible and even encouraged. Cultural practices and traditions that contribute to love for the neighbour, good order and advanced the gospel are to be celebrated in the church. 
The problem is that it is very easy for members of the church to elevate the importance of traditions and cultural practices to the point where they are treated like they are necessary to ensure your salvation. Instead of remembering the only way to salvation is by grace for Christ’s sake, through faith, we add something else. 
We add rules, and there have been plenty of rules over the years. Rules such as, women must wear a hat in church, but men can’t. Men must sit on sit on one side and women and children sit on the other. You should always wear your Sunday best, and for men that used to include a tie and jacket. You shouldn’t talk while in church, because it is a place for prayer and quiet meditation. 
All those rules are merely customs and traditions. Customs that people may have felt very strongly about but that have now mostly disappeared. Customs and traditions at their best can unite people and make people feel like they belong. Customs and traditions can also alienate people from different backgrounds. At their worst, particular customs and traditions can give the impression that they are the only legitimate way to live as a Christian and exclude those whose traditions and customs are different.
In the church, we can have traditions and customs, but we need to hold them lightly, because they are not foundational to our identity as children of God. It is the writings of the prophets and the apostles that give us our foundation. Their writings reveal Christ as our cornerstone, and establish love as foundational to who we are, and how we relate to each other. It is Christ and our common faith in him that breaks down the barriers between us and joins us all together into a holy temple in which the Holy Spirit resides. 

Christ’s blood has destroyed the barriers dividing us, the barriers of race, ethnic heritage, language, culture and tradition, and united the many into one, all at peace with God and all through Christ able to make peace with each other. 
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