
Standing Our Ground

1 Kings 8:(1, 6, 10-11), 22-30, 41-43; Psalm 84; Ephesians 6:10-20; John 6:56-69

On the evening of February 26, 2012, a young man was walking back to his

soon-to-be-stepmother’s house after stopping by a convenience store for some snacks.

A neighbour, who was a part of the neighbourhood watch, thought this young man seemed

suspicious. He confronted him, a confrontation that escalated quickly, and this young man was shot

in the chest and killed.

On the night of February 26, 2012, Trayvon Martin was shot and killed by George Zimmerman.

And when the police arrived to assess the scene, Zimmerman claimed self-defense, and the police

found no reason on the scene to dispute his story.

The police officers were unable to arrest and charge Zimmerman, because in the state of

Florida the law said he was standing his ground.

Isn’t that a unique way to see this moment. This man who had just killed another human being

was “standing his ground.”

Closer to home we have the story of Coulton Boushie and Gerald Stanley. The ramifications of

that incident are still being played out in the Save Our Children camp set up on the grounds of the

legislature as the two sides battle it out in court awaiting the judge’s ruling as to whether the camp

can stay or not. 

And in the days that have followed these two incidences, the news there and here are filled

with reports of protests and public arguments, court cases and political rallies, we have not—as a

society, or even as a church—wrestled enough with this idea of “standing your ground.”

We have not wrestled with the voices, the powers, the storytellers, that tell us we should stand

our ground. It seems so obvious, common sense even: why shouldn’t we have the right to protect
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what is ours, ourselves, and our loved ones in the face of danger? Why shouldn’t we all have a right

to expect absolute safety in the places where we have a right to be, and to use even deadly force to

repel an unlawful intruder?

These questions tell a story of their own. It is a story we tell one another from the earliest days,

as we teach our children how to open a bank account and begin the long journey of acquiring

property. 

We tell one another about how we are destined to own property, property like land and

belongings and have family members, that measure our success and our value as citizens. This story

tells us that it is our job to protect that property from anyone who seeks to take that from us and, if

need be, to take up arms in defence of all of our property—because if what we have built and what

we have bought is taken from us, what will we have left?

It is a beautiful story, a compelling story. It is a story that has made many people wealthy,

comfortable, powerful. It is a story that has helped us accomplish impossible things as a people,

amazing things, discoveries that have changed us and our world for the better even. It is a story so

beautiful it seems like a dream. We even talk about it as a dream, the Dream, the American Dream.

Unfortunately for us, those of us who gather here in the name of Jesus are gathered together around

another story: a story that runs alongside and even counter to this story, and it is time we let that

story have its way with us.

Because this moment we are in, this world where George Zimmerman has stood his ground

and killed Trayvon Martin, where Clayton Boushie was shot when he drove into a farmer’s yard who

was protecting his property, is a world where it is increasingly harder and more dangerous to read

scripture together.

You all know that. You’ve been here week after week, you’ve heard the word, and you have
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seen what it does to us. It is dangerous.

And today, it is particularly dangerous, because here is St. Paul telling the church in

Ephesians, telling us, the gathered people of God, to take up arms and stand our ground. Are you

feeling uncomfortable yet?

Here is Paul, at the end of this letter, ending his vision for the drama of salvation with this call

for the church to take up arms and fight against the rulers, authorities, forces of darkness, and evil

powers before us. He just got done telling us that our role as a part of the body of Christ is to put

away anger, slander, malice, lying, and hateful speech, and now he tells us to take up arms!

In order to be in this world where a human being can kill another human being because they

are simply standing their ground, we the church are going to have to wrestle with some questions that

scripture’s story is dragging us into here and now.

Questions like, on what ground is the church standing?

Have we asked ourselves that recently, looking down and around us, taking stock of where we

are and how we got to be here?

How often has the church stood on the ground of that first story I mentioned, the ground of our

rights, the ground that says, yes, you should protect what is yours at any cost, the ground that says

we will protect what is ours at any cost?

Is that the ground we wish to claim—the solid, stable ground of a well financed property that

we have carefully managed and dutifully paid for?

If so, the story that scripture tells is not going to make sense to us. You see, the story of God’s

people is the story of people on the move, people who are always at the ready to go following Jesus,

a people who will drop the nets on the shore at a moment’s notice to wander about with this stranger

who calls us to come and follow.
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That is the ground on which we are called to stand, the ground wherever Jesus’s feet may be

found, the ground that bears the print of his foot passing through. It is a transitory ground, an

ever--shifting sort of ground, one that will resist our desire to possess, to claim, our need to plant a

flag and defend with all that we have.

This story of God and Israel and Jesus and the church also presses us to ask questions like,

on whose ground is the church standing?

Do we know whose ground we are standing on? I mean, really know? Whose land was this

before it was ours? How far back can we remember?

In so many ways, the church continues to stand on ground that was taken from others, land

that was once a place where people lived until that place was taken and those people pushed away.

We stand on ground that we do not own, ground that was never ours, and we claim it and we protect

it as if it is ours to control. Whether it’s our buildings, our classrooms, our worship spaces, or our land

itself, we seek to control and protect from the Other.

Fortunately for you and me, that is not the only story we have to tell.

And as soon as we forget those other stories, the stories of God and Israel and Jesus and the

church, as soon as we stop caring enough to ask one another, we will begin to think that what we

have is ours, is owed us, and that we should do anything and everything we can to keep it safe from

others.

We will reduce the stranger to a danger, no longer seeing the stranger as a gift to be received

but instead as a threat to be managed, a threat to be fought.

But at no point in the story of God, Israel, Jesus, and the church is the stranger a threat to be

fought off. At every turn, the story teaches us to see the stranger as a gift, a friend in the making, an

angel among us, Christ himself coming to be with us.
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It is only when we have spent some time answering these questions that scripture’s story

presses us to ask, that we will be able to understand what Paul is saying to do here.

It is only when we have learned from this story to be the church-on-the-move, the church that

claims no possessions, leaving behind family and wealth in order to get on the road, that we will be

able to know where the fight will be found.

It is only when we the church have stood with, even in front of, the Coulton Boushies that we

will understand how to put on the belt of truth and to take up the shield of faith.

It is only when we have stood with the gospel, on the ground where Jesus stands, with those

whom Jesus stands with, that we will begin to know what it means to stand our ground in the face of

evil.

May we learn together, faithfully, peaceably, to stand our ground. Thanks be to God! Amen.

5Stand Our Ground.ser.wpd


