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Back to the Garden!
(Pastor Mike Clark as shared at a Black History Month Celebration at COV)

Humanity started in the Garden of Eden.  Gen. 1 & 2 describe that paradise where humans walked together in harmony with God and all creation.  That was an incredible place where food was easy picking, water flowed freely, flowers sprang profusely, but there were no weeds or thorns, and everyone got along in joyful and meaningful life.
Do you know we will return to paradise?  We are not going back to heaven.  We are not going to be wispy creatures sitting on clouds playing harps all day.  The Lord promises us a new earth unspoiled by pollution, corruption and division.  He will live with us in a new creation where we will enjoy the abundance of life with God.  We will go back to the Garden of Eden and begin the fullness of life again as we all were meant to live it.  Rev. 2:7, “Anyone with ears to hear must listen to the Spirit and understand what He is saying to the churches.  To everyone who is victorious I will give fruit from the tree of life in the paradise of God.”
Why do we need to go back to the Garden?  Because we blew it in Genesis 3 when those first humans turned away from God’s rule.  We thought we could live life on our own terms; that we did not need God.  Wow, we sure were wrong.  When we walked away from God, we walked away from light to darkness, from truth to falseness, from life to death, from health to sickness, from harmony to chaos, from unity to division, from love to hatred, from plenty to poverty, from peace to war and from right to wrong.  And in any way that we continue to live without God we keep losing out.  In the absence of the rightful rule of God’s authority over us all, we continue to struggle to see which of us can control.  We fight for a dominance we were never meant to hold.  Males dominate over females in the battle of the sexes.  One race dominates another race in the loss of civil rights.  Nations conspire against other nations in world wars.  What a mess we experience as neighbors who no longer act like neighbors and as brothers kill brothers.
God knows our problems and needs.  God provides us the way back to his garden of peace and harmony.  If we will follow, He sent Jesus to bring us back together!  Galatians 3:28 (The Message) “In Christ’s family there can be no division into Jew and non-Jew, slave and free, male and female.  Among us you are all equal.  That is, we are all in a common relationship with Jesus Christ.”
Jesus calls all peoples to come together in His grace, mercy, truth and love.  He calls his Church to be the place from where He sends his people out to their neighbors to bring them back together.  You know the great commission in Matthew 28:19-20, “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.”  The actual Greek word translated as nations is not about countries.  The Greek word is “ethnos”; so the real translation is to go and make disciples from all ethnic groups.  God’s greater plan is to bring all peoples back together in Christ.  There are no racial barriers to the love of God, and no ethnic divisions in God’s true Church.
I grew up in segregated schools and communities even though I was not in the South, but here in Southern California then in the North in Pennsylvania.  In my school days I did not have friends with those of different ethnicity or even the opportunities to make such friends.  I grew up in age of racial segregation, but in the year I was born, so much began to change:
· On May 17, 1954, just 2 months after I was born, the Supreme Court ruled on the landmark case of Brown v. the Board of Education of Topeka, Kans., unanimously agreeing that segregation in public schools was unconstitutional.

· On Dec. 1, 1955 (Montgomery, Ala.), NAACP member Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat in a bus to a white passenger, leading to her arrest.

· In September of 1957 in Little Rock, Ark. at the formerly all-white Central High School, nine black students were blocked from entering the school on the orders of the Arkansas Governor.  President Eisenhower sent federal troops and the National Guard to intervene on behalf of the students, who become known as the "Little Rock Nine."

I did not know it at the time, but that all led to an amazing turning point in American history.  Specifically one man, Martin Luther King, rallied African Americans by his leadership.  He marched for equality.  He suffered for justice.  He spoke out against discrimination.  Sitting in a jail he wrote a “Letter from a Birmingham Prison” in April 16, 1963 to pastors like me who should have known to support this great man.
He wrote, “I am in Birmingham because injustice is here.  Just as the prophets of the eighth century B.C. left their villages and carried their "thus saith the Lord" far beyond the boundaries of their home towns, and just as the Apostle Paul left his village of Tarsus and carried the gospel of Jesus Christ to the far corners of the Greco-Roman world, so am I compelled to carry the gospel of freedom beyond my own home town.  Like Paul, I must constantly respond to the Macedonian call for aid.

“Moreover, I am cognizant of the interrelatedness of all communities and states.  I cannot sit idly by in Atlanta and not be concerned about what happens in Birmingham.  Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.  We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny.  Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly.”
…But though I was initially disappointed at being categorized as an extremist, as I continued to think about the matter I gradually gained a measure of satisfaction from the label.  Was not Jesus an extremist for love: "Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you."  Was not Amos an extremist for justice: "Let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream."  Was not Paul an extremist for the Christian gospel: "I bear in my body the marks of the Lord Jesus."  Was not Martin Luther an extremist: "Here I stand; I cannot do otherwise, so help me God."  And John Bunyan: "I will stay in jail to the end of my days before I make a butchery of my conscience."  And Abraham Lincoln: "This nation cannot survive half slave and half free."  And Thomas Jefferson: "We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal..."  So the question is not whether we will be extremists, but what kind of extremists we will be.  Will we be extremists for hate or for love?  Will we be extremists for the preservation of injustice or for the extension of justice?  In that dramatic scene on Calvary's hill three men were crucified.  We must never forget that all three were crucified for the same crime---the crime of extremism.  Two were extremists for immorality, and thus fell below their environment.  The other, Jesus Christ, was an extremist for love, truth and goodness, and thereby rose above his environment.  Perhaps the South, the nation and the world are in dire need of creative extremists.

I thank God today for the work of Dr. King and of so many who toiled with him to overturn the injustice and persecution of African Americans and other minorities.  We are a better nation and people today because of their sacrifices.  It certainly was not easy.  We who lived through those days watched in horror the deaths of President Kennedy, Dr. King and Bobby Kennedy.  We watched our cities burn in the riots of 1965.  Those were violent, desperate years.  Discrimination dies hard, as does the evil associated with it.
Yet things have changed.  I have seen the change with my children’s generation.  While I knew very few people of other ethnic heritage, my children went to school with children from many races.  We placed a pool table in our garage so that our children would have a place to enjoy being with their friends.  When I would walk out to the garage to greet my children’s friends, they were Asian, African American, Hispanic, East Indian, Caucasian and more.  I saw the difference with my eyes too long trained in segregation, but they saw no difference.  They were just friends having a good time together.
Things have definitely changed as we all appreciate the huge significance of the election of our new President Barak Obama.  Yet, there still remains much to be done.  I look forward to more change for greater harmony and relationships building bridges over racial divides.  And each of us still can make our contributions to this change.
That is why I stand up here in front of you today welcoming you to our hall here at Church of the Valley.  I want you to know that Church of the Valley is committed to such change.  We have taken a bold step to adopt as our motto “Heart of the Valley” seeking a heart that beats with God’s love for each other and for our neighbors and community.  We can’t take on this motto unless we mean to carry it out.  We can’t be hypocritical!  We must marry our intentions to our actions.  We are already involved in our Crisis Ministry with handing out food and clothing to those in need.  We are already involved in working with local food banks, and in ministering to those in prisons and to their children.  But we must do more.  The Lord asks us to do more and in His love and strength, we will do more.  We want to reach out to include all our community, the High Desert and even the whole world in the love of Jesus Christ.  We want to make a visible, active, present difference for Jesus Christ.  One week from today we will send out between 250 to 300 of our members and friends to work all over our local communities to share the love of Jesus Christ.  I ask you to pray for us.  I ask you to join us in the future in many different yet mutual ways we can share God’s love together.
I have been inspired by my son Ben, who is in the middle of serving for 9 months in South Africa at an orphanage and school for HIV/AIDs children.  He sends back pictures and descriptions that show what can happen when we care for each other in God’s love.  Yet, we don’t have to go oversees to carry out that kind of caring.  We can do that here also.
I look forward to the day of no more tears and divisions, hatred and wars, the day of our Lord when we will all be God’s children living forever together in God’s incredible kingdom.  On that day when the Lord will wipe away ever tear from our eyes, as we hear in Revelation 21:3-7 (Message), “I heard a voice thunder from the Throne: “Look! Look! God has moved into the neighborhood, making his home with men and women!  They’re his people, he’s their God.  He’ll wipe every tear from their eyes.  Death is gone for good—tears gone, crying gone, pain gone—all the first order of things gone.”  The Enthroned continued, “Look! I’m making everything new.  Write it all down—each word dependable and accurate.”  Then he said, “It’s happened.  I’m A to Z.  I’m the Beginning, I’m the Conclusion.  From the Water-of-Life Well I give freely to the thirsty.  Conquerors inherit all this.  I’ll be God to them, they’ll be sons and daughters to me.”

I look forward to being back in the Garden of Paradise as sons and daughters, sisters and brothers together, but until that day the Lord calls us to plant and grow as much of that Garden as we can here in Apple Valley and the High Desert.  Let us make a commitment today to work together for a harmony of caring for each other that will spread outside these walls and be noticed throughout our High Desert.  We need each other to make this happen.  I make that commitment to you.  Are you willing to make that commitment to each other?
