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The Reverend Peter Rood
It is a pleasure to be here, and I bring greetings from the Diocese of Los Angeles and the people of Holy Nativity, Westchester.  As I was preparing this talk, and reminiscing about when my children were younger, it brought to mind a T-ball game.  Most of the time I just sat in the stands but there was this one particular game where I was recruited to coach third base.  Danny was up to bat and Billy was at second base.  I got down low and I looked at Billy, and said “I got you, just look at me”.  Suddenly there is a whack, and the ball is going deep into the infield, and going right through the legs of the second baseman.  So I say “Billy, come on, follow me, watch me”.  So Billy starts running, and I realize he can make it so I yell, “Come on Billy, GO HOME, GO HOME!”  Then he stops and puts his head down, and he walks that way.  I think I may have ruined him for life, and I run after him and hold him and say “No, I didn’t mean that.  I share that story with you because this is not an address, it’s maybe a muse.  I would call it maybe officially a case study, where I am going to talk about what’s been going on at God’s “little green acre” at 83rd and Dunbarton.  I hope it will be inspiring.  I hope it will be provocative.  I hope you won’t hear me say “GO HOME”.  My goal is that you really hear this story of what God is doing, and it’s very surprising.  I am as astonished as anyone.  Some days I just have to step back and be very quiet and say “thank you”.
The topic is radical hospitality.  It is church as hosting community, and hopefully at the end you’ll understand what I’m about to tell you.  What I’m trying to get us all to think about today is our work as servants of God.  I was raised Roman Catholic, and found my way into an Episcopal Church in my college days, a very radical, hospitable church, that reached out to a person like me.  They didn’t really care where I stood theologically.  They fed me, and there were pretty women there, and I loved going.  On Tuesday nights they did lots of rock music, so they played the kind of music I liked, and it stuck with me, because when I got married, I married an Episcopalian, and the rest, as they say, is history.  Professionally, most of my young life and my career path was really focused (not on investment business, which I eventually became involved in), but I was going to be a golf professional.  I was going to teach golf.  I was in an assistants program, and decided one day that I was in need of spending more time on the golf course, instead of the practice tee.  I was engaged to be married, and the golf pro and I had a spat.  Some of my students were brokers, and they would show up for a lesson at 1:00 pm on a weekday, and I got to know them.  How did they get to do that?  Their reply was “we trade on New York time, the market closes at 4:00 pm, so we go out and play golf.”  So I thought I would go and apply to a brokerage firm, get off at 1:00 pm and then go play golf.  It sounded good to me.  I imagined I would be a clerical person, and as fate would have it, they interviewed me, and the next thing I know they paid me to be an investment advisor.  They sent me off to training even though I didn’t know the difference between a stock and a golf ball.  Thirteen years later, I went off to seminary.  
In the meantime, my faith was being formed in many new ways – through the church, and through remarkable people that I ran into.  I was the religious guy in the office.  I was the guy that talked about God, and my biggest client was World Vision.  I would go to a prayer meeting and come back and share.  One of my important mentors in that period of time was The Rev. Dr. John Perkins, and I would shut down my computer at the end of the day and go up to northwest Pasadena, which is our tough part of town.  I worked with Dr. Perkins, his wife, and others established a Christian Family Center.  We claimed a rock house in that community, we used sweat labor and the work of faithful people and established this center – we claimed the community.  When I was in high school, you could get any drug you wanted across the street from this location, but even to this day so many years later, that place is clean of drugs and drug addicts.  The Christian Center is thriving.  Dr. Perkins was an important mentor of mine and part of my important discernment to go off into ministry, as well as my rector, because I went to my rector saying “Something’s going on here when I’m out in the community.  I love my work, it’s fun, it’s got good people, many of them faithful people who think about investing from an ethical perspective that not everyone shares in the marketplace”.  
My rector suggested that I enter a discernment program, so they plucked me out of my home Episcopal community and dropped me into a much smaller congregation, predominantly African American, struggling to survive, and it was a life-changing experience for me.  Then I went off to seminary.  Since then I have been a hospital chaplain, worked in a multi-staff parish, and before my call to Holy Nativity, where I have been for seven years, I was a bishop’s chaplain.  That was quite an interesting experience.  I think everyone, particularly clergy, should spend a week as part of the seminary curriculum, sitting in the bishop’s office fielding phone calls.  It is an educational experience.  Bishop’s work hard, we all do in our ministries, but bishop’s have a very special calling, and we should pray for them at all times.  I have had enough systems training to be dangerous, and did the Church Development Institute at General Seminary as a young priest, and then shortly after that had a remarkable year at the feet of Max Depree.  I was invited to be one of twelve people to study with this brilliant manager.  He founded Herman Miller, a person of faith who writes books about leadership.  They have shaped my world, and also my congregation’s world.  When the bishop I was chaplain for retired, I had a choice to make…whether to stay on staff, which I did briefly, working for the new bishop in public relations or move on.  I decided that I had my fill of being in the Church Center….at heart I’m a pastor, and I wanted to get back into congregational ministry.  So I went to the bishops and said “Send me”.  A day or so later my bishop came into my office and said “Peter, we got a gig for you…Holy Nativity, Westchester.  It’s going to be a tough gig.”  That was in 2002.
When I showed up that first Sunday there were 28 people, and eight of them were on the vestry.  It is a remarkable congregation with a remarkable history, as well.  In the beginning, it’s all the woman’s fault.  It’s the Genesis story of Holy Nativity, and it’s an interesting story because the congregation would not be here today if it were not for the foresight and the vision of one woman named Margaret  Brown, who in 1942 graduated from St. Margaret’s House where she trained as a deaconess.  She showed up in Westchester, during wartime, and she saw that there were lots of things going on – new homes, affordable housing development very close to all the defense industry, lots of women.  Margaret Brown challenged the women in the community that she met to raise money to build a church since there wasn’t one there.  They did bake sales, knocked on doors, and after about eighteen months went to the bishop and said they wanted a priest, and his blessing and authority to open a church in Westchester.  They had the money to back it up, and he said “by all means”.  They held their first mass in a Hughes Aircraft tool shed, and in 1947 they laid the cornerstone for this amazing church.  Margaret Brown ponied up $10,000 in 1947.  She was a person of means, but she was not filthy rich.  That is equivalent to about $200,000 today…a lot of money she put down, and made this church happen, as did many other women.  It thrived, like many of our churches thrived in the late 1940’s and into the 50’s.  But then things started to change pretty radically and by the 1990’s it was in a steep decline.  I got one of those charts from 815, a steep decline from 1990 until 2002.  About four or five years after it was built they raised enough money to build a school, so there was an Episcopal School, K thru 6, that remained there, a very progressive school for those days, because people were matriculated on the basis of their preparedness.  So if it took you a year and a half to finish third grade, that was fine - very radical.  But it moved to another location in the late 1970’s.
I want to talk about churches because my leadership team talked about this.  How our community perceived us and how we thought of ourselves.  We found ourselves thinking how often we identify ourselves with our buildings.  I think it’s good, but I want to ask you, and I’ve tested this out in my community, especially among folks who don’t go to church…what does that church say, what does that building communicate?  Some people say it’s kind of like a fortress.  It does not describe a dynamic God, but a static God - a God who is inside, but not necessarily outside, and it often conveys that there is one entry point.  Many churches have a pretty grand entrance, and there might be other doors, but unless you are “in the know”, you don’t know where those doors are.  It’s hard to find those entry points, and in most cases, churches (after Sunday at about 3:00 pm) are pretty quiet through the week, and in some cases, empty.  So the beginning of our transformation at Holy Nativity began when we began to ask some of these questions.  At our very first vestry retreat, praying and reflecting upon what God would have us do in Westchester, we looked at the demographics.  We have a community in transition – the folks that moved there in the 1940’s are moving out and young families are moving in, and when you ask them what they think of church, they relate it to recreation.  So what do you do with that?  It’s a younger group.  The average price of homes in Westchester is $700,000, that were bought in the 1940’s for $4,700.  We began to look at emerging trends and we kept reminding ourselves that…yes we are in a crisis but it is like the two Chinese characters  – crisis and opportunity.  By the end of our first day together we came to terms and began to not only accept, but imagine and envision what church would be like if we agreed that we needed to look at multi entry points.  Expecting folks to come in on Sunday mornings between the hours of 7 to 11 am is a challenge.  I think we are limiting ourselves if we just say “that is the primary entry point”.  We have to be more expansive in the way that we look at bringing folk in, and letting folk move in and out.  We knew that at this point, with 28 people in church, we really had nothing to lose.  It was a hard time for us all to look at change and how we manage that.  
I mentioned that I was a golf pro, so I told them a story that I learned and I use it a lot.  When I would be on the lesson tee, and talk to someone who really came seriously to committing to change the way they had been swinging…because they want to hit the ball straight.  So I would say “change your grip”, and they would change their grip, and then take a swing and hit the ball really good, and I would say “how did that feel?”…and they replied that it felt great.  The fact that it felt great means that you changed your grip somewhere in there back to the way it was.  Because the truth is if you stuck with the change I suggested, it would feel terrible.  It would feel like you have been told to hold a 2 by 4, not a 9 iron, and that is OK.  Any of you who are educators know it’s that disequilibrium that you experience when you are doing something new.  But what we agreed to do at that vestry retreat was to accept that, and not only accept but to embrace it, and to keep asking ourselves…if you are all right-handed, it’s like being asked to write left-handed.  So we were asking ourselves as a vestry, does this feel right-handed or left-handed?  And if it’s feeling like it’s left-handed…if you are a right-handed person…that is good!  It means that you are doing something different.  So I said let’s try being left-handed, and God bless them, they said Amen.
I want to quote Max Depree, talking about organizations (so I would fill in church) “A place of realized potential opens itself to change, to contrary opinion, to the mystery of potential, to the involvement of unsettling ideas.”  We kept coming back to this quote on that retreat, as well as bible study and scripture.  It began to have its way with us, so suddenly we began to imagine a different way of being in our community.  It was like left-handedness to the tenth power and it was really rough.  It wasn’t like we came down off that mountain at the retreat center and all things were well in Westchester.  No, that work is still ongoing.  That disequilibrium still exists.  Another quote from Max, “We cannot become what we need to be, remaining what we are.”  
So this is what it feels like…..this unbalance bird, a little bit off kilter…that left-handedness.  Does anybody feel like that now and then in the church?  It’s about vision.  Max also says he makes the distinction between sight and vision, and the importance of both to organizations. “People without sight develop other abilities, people without vision constantly struggle to find hope.”  When we read that we said Amen.  So that disequilibrium is something that we committed to - living in that tension.  I think that not only as a congregation, but as a Church, we have to become more accustomed to that sense of being off kilter.  Max also says, “An organization without a view of reality stumbles along for awhile and they don’t succeed, and organizations without vision remain mere organizations, surviving but not living, hitting targets but not moving toward their potential.”  
This vision and foresight…conversion…change...transformation…these are all very exciting and creative and prophetic ways of calling the future into being.  I would say that we are finding more and more, that’s exactly what has been happening in our little community.  Max again, “We can teach ourselves to see things the way they are; only with vision can we see things the way they can be.”  So we came down that hill and we decided, okay let’s go, but how are we going to do that.  So we decided we are going to commit, we are going to envision that there are going to be as many entry points as there are questions.  That is the bedrock where we started.  (Picture of a flowing river is projected)  Inspiration was drawn from this picture – there is biblical precedence..imagine it as…if anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink.  Whoever believes in me, as the scripture says streams of living water will flow from within him.  But imagine a community that had a way to enter into that stream, and to experience that living water with as many ways (entry points) as possible.  We looked at this as a new form of monasticism, although, at first I struggled with that word.  It makes folks think I have to wear strange pajamas and be celibate.  I don’t want to do that.  What about a monastery or community, where we gather together for spiritual refreshment, for renewal, and for education, recognizing that people come for different reasons?  They are pilgrims, just like you and me, and we welcome them, as Christ.  We host them.  What happens is this wonderful transaction occurs.  It’s been one of the surprising elements about what has happened at Holy Nativity.  We have considered ourselves hosts with many entry points, by acknowledging those pilgrims as the presence of Christ.  We realize that they are hosting us, as well.  They have been changing our community.  It’s been a very exciting and dynamic process.  Jesus himself said “I was a stranger and you welcomed me”, and we have been trying to take those words seriously.  That means that folks have come into our community who have no faith.  We even say in our advertising in the newspaper “…people of faith or no faith are welcomed”.  Every person in our community is a guest, no matter who they are.
(Diagram of Holy Nativity property is projected on the screen).  We have a lot of room to use, a lot of space for folks to use in the community.  One particular building used to be called the parish hall.  We don’t call it the parish hall anymore, now it’s the community hall.  That’s what it has become.  There are lots of entry points into our community.  This church, when it was founded, and in its heyday dating back to the 40’s and 50’s, had a bulge where folks were fighting to get in the door.  We could be pretty discriminating…as a matter of fact we were.  Not everyone was welcome.  In our community, it’s still on the books, we had covenants against African Americans living in our community.  There were also covenants against planting tomatoes in our front yard.  That has all changed...in some regards, anyway.  So here we are now.  Quite honestly, I get people in the church, young families in particular, that when I say “You know… Amazing Grace” and they have no sense that I am talking about a hymn.  Some of the folks that are coming through that door between 7:00 am and 1:00 pm on Sunday, need to be taken good care of, because I know what a risk they are taking - how much disequilibrium they are experiencing, and it’s a hard entry point.  What we are exploring, and my congregation will attest to this, is somewhat radical – radical hospitality.  There are two meanings to the word radical.  One is the lower part of the plant, a deep-rooted thing that keeps things alive and growing.  The other radical means a considerable departure from the usual, or traditional, extreme changes.  Hospitality, there’s that word again.  The root of this word is stranger. Generous and cordial reception of guests offering a pleasant and sustaining environment, readily receptive.  Readily receptive, multi entry points, as far as I am concerned that is what that says.  Sit with that a moment, take it in.  It’s a Benedictine way of being, for those of us who are looking for things to hook onto from our tradition.  You might call us new Benedictines, or maybe something more catchy would be monastapalians. 
 What does our church look like today?  (Picture of Holy Nativity projected).  Some my friends give me a hard time because Californians are very critical about buildings, and this looks too much like New England, so I get a lot of flack.  Plus, we don’t have stained glass.  They say it’s very white and not very interesting.  There are beautiful tapestries on the walls of the primary entry point to make it more colorful.  We have a peace and justice reading group who have been reading a book on Mahatma Ghandi.  We meet after church on Sunday and talk.  We have a whole rash of cooking classes.  I am a frustrated chef and one of my members is a Cordon Blue trained chef and we have quarterly cooking classes.  I must give you a little secret for ministry I found, it comes right out of the bible.  Jesus and the disciples were eating all the time.  It’s rarely that we gather together as a community and don’t include food and sometimes wine.  I love to cook, so I try to make delicious things.  We have yoga and are going to introduce Pilates.  We have a Zen Center that uses our meditation center and an arts program.  We have a sitar player who teaches classes.  We have drumming regularly.  I was heartened when I was in London this summer to discover that St. Mark’s, Middleton, in a changing part of central London, have a drumming class.  We have a Shakespeare class for children.  
We as a community are faced, as all of us in this country are faced, with what to do after September 11th, 2001.  California Council of Churches established a curriculum to educate folks because we found that over the course of those months following that tragedy we were very ignorant about our brothers and sisters from other faith traditions.  I would argue that we were particularly ignorant of the teachings of Islam.  So we were part of a pilot program to use this curriculum which looked at all the major faith traditions in California.  Except that what we decided to do, given the gravity of the place that we found ourselves in as a community – rather than use the curriculum as it came out of the box, was to invite a Buddhist, a Muslim, a Hindu, so we could to get to know them.  Entry points.  In the majority of cases, relationships with those very same people are maintained.  They come back and they teach and we have gotten to know them.  My Muslim friend claims me as his priest, and I claim him as my imam.  We love each other, and he has been known to show up at Christmas.  He loves Jesus…not in the same way I love Jesus, but….there is more about Mary in the Koran than in our bible.  We learned this as a community.  I was a little nervous at first, but my community has encouraged me because they have learned that to know more about these traditions has helped relieve a lot of anxiety they had because of ignorance.  We have remained committed to that project, our inter-faith ministry.  We have speakers on a regular basis as an acknowledgement of the world we live in.  
During Lent we have a program called “soup and spirituality”.  I make soup, we have supper and sometimes wine.  These are some of the subjects we have had the last few years – we have had people from those faith traditions come and talk about prayer, talk about death and dying, talk about forgiveness, talk about environment, talk about mystics and heretics in their traditions.  I must share a moment about death and dying.  People were riveted to their chairs, listening to my dear friend, a Hindu nun, talk about how they spend the last hours with their dying.  I have used it as a pastor, not for the same reasons, because they of course believe that people go on to the next life.  I guess you can say we do, in some sense, but not resurrection life – they are thinking about the next life in Hinduism.  So what they do is sing, pray, and coddle their dying because they believe that the last thing they hear when they die, is the first thing they hear in the next life.  So I have encouraged myself and families to do the same with our dying – to be with them and love them and sing.  We have a couple of Roman Catholic nuns who came to these gatherings, who are also part of a group of environmentalists.  One of the sisters is our master gardener.  We have “music and the arts” ministry, and jazz vespers.  Before I leave the interfaith thing, I want to make one final comment about that.  It is that we have learned the good news of the gospel is that we share our stories with our brothers and sisters from other faith traditions, as we hear theirs, and our project is not to convert or be converted by anyone – no, we are helping each other become better Christians, helping me be a better Christian, deepen my faith as I listen to the ways that they look at or organize their world.  I, in my own way, support them at being better Muslims and better Hindus.

Now back to our music.  We have a jazz vespers service monthly that we have committed to with a well known LA jazz musician.  I started meditating about eight years ago as part of my systems training.  One of my systems leaders wrote a book about doing systems training and managing change and transition, and managing your own place in it all, through meditation.  I also had the privilege of meeting Fr. Lawrence Freeman, who is the head of the World Community for Christian Meditation.  It’s actually a world-wide Roman Catholic ministry headquartered in London.  I am pleased also to say that we are not the only church to have a meditation center connected to the World Community.  Father Kenneth Poppy, Dean of the Cathedral in Burlingame, also has a meditation center associated with the World Community for Christian Meditation.  So at Holy Nativity we have meditation twice a day, at noon and at 6:00 pm, and on Saturdays at noon, and that has been an important ministry.  Folks come and when we did a blessing of the Center, our local Catholic bishop come.  We had our bishop and the Roman Catholic bishop do a special blessing.  There were Roman Catholics at the service who were in tears.  Part of it is generational, because they grew up a time when they were told never to darken the door of an Episcopal church….entry points.  They were touched to see their bishop and our bishop pray together.  So even to this day, as a matter of fact tomorrow, we have a Saturday retreat 9:00 am to 3:00 pm, with a woman who lectures at Oxford, who has written a wonderful book called “Dancing with your Shadow”.  She is a presenter, we meditate, we have a talk, we meditate again, break for lunch, meditate, talk, and go home.  We have these Saturday retreats or evening retreats on Sunday and people come from the whole neighborhood – it’s not just for Episcopalians.
So onto our environmental ministry (picture of garden projected).  Environmental change-makers was again an entry point.  A woman who used our church leads the 150 families in our community that are home-schoolers.  A lot of them are affiliated with our local university, within walking distance to Loyola-Marymount, a lot of faculty and spouses are involved.  They use our facility for music or art.  The leader of this group approached me one day and shared with me her interest in using the hall as a community gathering place to talk about matters pertaining to the environment.  This is truly a grass-roots organization that emerged simply by opening our doors.  Joann is a very gifted person, an active environmentalist, and she is often asked because she is on-site a lot, “are you a member?”  She always hesitates because she is really not sure what people mean by that.  We live in that tension right now.  I think she is, as we all are, together.  She is a little concerned she might mis-communicate what other folks might think it means to “be a member”.  So we started meeting with maybe 8-10 people, and we designed it around a support group.  We always get together and start our meetings off by sharing positive environmental news and solutions - things that we have explored.  Now you might have it in your mind, since I am from California, that what we have here is a bunch of tree-hugging, dreadlocked, people with rainbows and earrings.  No, these folks come from the community.  They have faith, no faith, Jews, Lutherans, Presbyterians, and have had a few Hindus show up.  It’s a remarkable group and some of them drive SUV’s, but we all share an understanding that somehow, “this ain’t right”.  This isn’t right and we need one another to educate ourselves and to support one another, to change some of the things we are doing.  This was four years ago - we were very excited when we started forcing our local grocery store to allow people to bring in cloth bags.  We were going to start there.  We started at church getting rid of all of our paper products.  Everyone thinks we are rather “elegant” because we bring china out.  We have cutlery, napkins, because we have eliminated all the paper products, and it looks beautiful.  All these things emerged from these crazy people that we let in our campus, who shared with us this effort to change.  About a year into this group, we invited Ed Begley, Jr., who is an actor and environmentalist, and for the first time ever, even including Christmas and Easter, we had standing room only in our church.  The place was packed and there were TV cameras there.  It was just amazing and a complete hoot.  Ed Begley encouraged us, and it has been our mantra as environmental change-makers, for all of the folk here and all the people you know, who don’t know this already - start small.  As Ed Begley says, “start with low-hanging fruit”.  It’s like the napkins, or CFL bulbs in your church.  We have declared a Styrofoam-free zone at church.  We tried a car pool, but it hasn’t always been successful.  We declared a biking day – biking, walking, and car pooling day at church.  If it’s nice, we get five or six bikes from the people in the neighborhood.  We are going to stay at it and support each other.  The group has gone and marched on the main street in our neighborhood, and we had about thirty people show up for “climate action day”.  We coordinate biking groups, where we ride to the grocery store, pick up our groceries and ride back.  In our densely populated neighborhoods, this takes less time than driving to the store, finding a parking space, and driving home.  So we bring folks together and let them experience it even though some folks haven’t ridden bikes in twenty years.  We have re-skilling events.  My grandmother taught me how to bake bread and so I am passing on that knowledge to others.  I love to bake so we have baking classes as well as our cooking classes.  Again, we will get forty people showing up.  We have pickling classes and conducted a class in how to make solar cookers.  They cost $7.00 to make.  This took place on a Thursday and on Sunday I got to the church about 6:30 am, prepared a stew, put it in my solar cooker and by 11:30 am when the service was over, we had stew.
Believe it or not, tomorrow is International Day of Climate Action, and it’s going to be the single-most widespread day of political action the planet has ever seen.  They are closing in on 170 nations who are participating and over 4,000 events and rallies that are taking place all over the world.  There is going to be a teach-in tomorrow at my church and people in all these places around the world will be saying the same thing – that science tells us that we can’t have more than 350 ppm of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere if we want the planet like we have enjoyed it.  We are committed to that.  Our own church at last General Convention, has signed on to the Genesis Covenant.  I would encourage you to look at the Genesis Covenant and what we have agreed to do as a community, and to reduce our own congregational carbon footprint by 50% in ten years.  I would be happy to share with you how we have been in the process of doing that, and how we are recommitting to do even more.  I think it’s something that’s critical for the Church to commit to and be involved in.
Our environmental ministry, and all those folks we let flood into our community, really shaped the way we started looking at our world.  Again, on one of those retreats, we were talking about entry points.  We had come up with a growth plan every year, as a vestry, basically to put stuff down in writing and set some goals and we revisit it through our life together.  We asked the question, “we do outreach, support our local food pantry, what would multi-entry points look like, in reference to our outreach?”  Someone said, “Why don’t we grow food on campus…why don’t we establish a community garden?”  It was a holy moment.  We started and brought in a wonderful group, based in Detroit, who did urban farming.  They have converted urban areas and made these amazing community gardens.  People are getting fed and people are learning how to grow food.  They had never worked with a church before and were exceptionally helpful.  We knew we were embarking on something fairly radical.  What was the mantra?  Does it feel “left-handed”?  And if it does, that is good.  What are folks going to say if, on this corner, we are going to tear up all the lawn, the bushes, and take out that magnolia tree?  (Pictures shown of before and after the project).  There is alot of sermon material there – you may think there is nothing there, but there is lots of potential.  Whenever you feel like you are in that vast, arid, and dark space, and are wondering, “will anything ever grow?”  Just remember the possibilities.  We got all these folks – Girl Scouts and people from the community.  Urban farming taught us how to be in connection with the news media.  One day we saw helicopters flying over with TV cameras showing an aerial view of this garden in Westchester.  Never had that happen before in church.  We decided, rather than going with single rows, since there were covenants in our community against gardening, that we were going to demonstrate to the community that we could landscape and make it look beautiful.  And not only will it look better than lawn, it’s going to feed people, because we knew we were going to grow food to feed the hungry.  That was radical.  There are 37 million Americans who suffer from food insecurity.  12 million of them are children.  Foresight…vision…what the world might look like.  We tried to make it pretty.  We spent a lot of money on fencing so that when you drive by, the neighbors will say, “you know what – my yard could look better”.  
Now I have to tell you a story.  We had gates on either end of the garden and a pathway through, and in the middle on the road side, a double gate for bringing in compost, so a truck can get in.  We were rushing for the grand opening, which included TV cameras, and didn’t have enough time to put the gates on, and as it turns out, we still have not to this day.  Again, what happened was we found people walking through almost every day.  We don’t want them to feel like they have to open a door – they can simply walk in.  Our sign says, “growing food for the hungry”.  At our opening there was a Catholic monsignor, and a Jewish rabbi who presided with me.  He blew the shofar, which was a very moving moment and shared a teaching from the Torah – when you think that the messiah is coming, you know what you do - plant a tree.    The Catholics provided the seeds and my friends from the Muslim community planted citrus trees.  The garden started as about 1,400 square feet of land and we are up to 2,000 square feet now.  So we have taken out our lawn and my bishop knows that I am on a personal crusade to challenge all of the faith communities that have lawns to tear them out and to plant food.  Does anyone remember Victory Gardens?  20 million Americans had Victory Gardens, and for a very good cause.  I would suggest that congregations could join in on this very good cause, to help people who are hungry.  Our food pantries (as I am sure yours are in Michigan) are in great need, with unemployment as high as it is.  Food insecurity is a major issue and we could do a lot if we all partner together and grew food.  
Lawns - Americans spend 30 billion dollars every year to maintain over 23 million acres of lawn.  Some of those acres are owned by churches.  That is an average of over 1/3 acre at $517 each.  So consider that.  I said I would be provocative today.  Our compost for the garden came from the LA Zen Center.  We have Shasta daisies that came from the Ashram down the hill from us in Marina Del Ray.  Like I said the Catholics furnished seeds, our Muslim and Jewish brothers and sisters planted citrus trees.  Other faithful people were involved in urban farming.  We also have a medicinal herb garden for people in our community that are exploring how to use sage and oregano and in different ways.  

We are in the third year of drought in California.  I had this strange piece of mail come that had pages downloaded from the internet regarding farming, political activism and environmental activism, and a check for $5,000 – nothing else except the typed words “thank you”.  No address but a name was on the check.  I took it to the bank, and asked if it was good.  $5,000 dropped out of the sky, so we invested the money and bought cisterns.  They hold 1,200 gallons and gather water coming off of our rooftop.  So we are capturing water that would otherwise just wash away.  I love compost, and I think there is a sermon in that.  We committed to making an effort to reduce the amount of things that we send to the landfill.  A lot of people just throw everything in the trash can, but we are making an effort to reduce.  The best thing that has happened this last year is, my gardeners have been trained not to put anything in the yard waste bins, but to compost everything.  We are growing enough food that it doesn’t cost us a thing to compost.  I love what Wendell Barry wrote, “If a healthy soil is full of death, it is also full of life – worms, fungi, microorganisms of all kinds.  Given only the health of the soil, nothing that dies is dead for long.  If you die in Christ, in Him you will be raised to new life.  The divine economy brings life from death, on earth and in heaven.”

It has morphed again.  Our garden has done funny things.  It has grown new things, and that is our gardeners that gathered to maintain the garden.  Every Thursday we have a work group with a variety of folk that show up who are working and harvesting, and we deliver our food on Friday to the food pantry – fresh, organic food.  We were talking, and among our gardeners some of them had more squash, and some had too many citrus trees.  So we talked about trading and created “Harvest Westchester”.  We wrote an article in the local newspaper, asking members of the community who had too much fruit from their citrus trees, to allow us to pick up fruit from their homes, or to pick the fruit ourselves.  On Thursday, the folks in the community also know they can drop off fruit.  It has added hundreds of pounds of what we deliver each week to our food pantry.  
I hope that you will take time to look at what you are being called to do in the future.  I would say intentionally, just for a period of time, you ruminate un-tethered from the past, so that you will be intensely focused on the future - believing that it is the future to which God is calling us all.  It’s a very imaginative, creative process, where you try to think as divergently and radically and as broadly as possible, and you feel like the off-balance bird.  But when you are with folk that are really wanting to spread the good news, to share in God’s life changing activity in our lives, we hang in there together during this period of disequilibrium.  It’s going to be all right when we feel like that sea gull.  It’s the evidence, as you feel that way that you are on the right path - a new way to follow Jesus, perhaps, in a fresh and exciting new direction.  Jesus said the kingdom of God is coming, the poor will be fed, and good things will come to the meek, they will be blessed.  A conventional interpretation of this teaching is that God will do all of that…eventually.  Hearing this with a visionary, future-oriented point of view, this new way of seeing, means that we believe these things.  That the kingdom of God is not only coming, it’s happening right here and now.  So all of us who follow Jesus are going to start to build that kingdom, be involved in the building of that kingdom, and if God wills it, we are going to get there early.  That’s my hope. 
 This is a huge icon (image projected on screen) that was painted by one of our local artists.  It is inside the church but it depicts the community, with Holy Mother, and Blessed Jesus out on our lawn, which soon will be a garden, if God will help me do that.  We’ve got people - we’ve got the Reptile Lady who comes for our Blessing of the Animals, people gardening, drumming, music, folks from the inter-faith traditions represented.  Notice it’s not a building, as much as an activity, an engagement.  The question is who is engaging whom.  Are people coming into the community or are we going out in the community?  It’s something that takes my breath away on Sundays because from my presider’s chair, I can stare right up at it.  That’s radical hospitality.  
All this activity has been helped enormously, certainly God has blessed us, but this was disequilibrium for yours truly, because my community felt that we needed to get the message out better than we had been.  There are folks in my community, Chris, who is a journalist for USA Today, and his partner who works for a subsidiary of the National Enquirer, who are key people for our public relations team.  This is what they didn’t teach me in seminary.  In the old days when I first started at Holy Nativity, I would send out a press release or an article and then pout when nothing got into the newspaper.  I have looked back at some of those press releases, and they were written like seminary essays.  No wonder they didn’t publish them.  Chris said, “Peter, I used to sit on Mondays right before the deadline thinking, how am I going to fill this blank page, and I would have a stack of things that had come in, alot of them written just like the things you would write.  But if you write something that can just be dropped into the newspaper, it will get published”.  Besides teaching me that, they taught me that I needed to get my picture taken with “your head really big”.  Basically, in their gentle and patient way, they have encouraged me to make noise.  They have convinced me that the community wants to hear from us, believe it or not.  They want to hear that we are doing radical things, not maybe as much as our music programs, but about things like Harvest Westchester.  
That is a classic example.  I wrote a little piece about what we were trying to do to harvest, and asked the community to contribute.  It went viral.  It was only sent to five newspapers in our area, but a journalist who had reported on us before called me and said, “I’d like to do a story”.  He interviewed me on the phone, came and took a picture of me harvesting tangelos on a ladder, and it was on the front page of our daily newspaper, above fold, which those of you who know in the newspaper business, is a big deal.  That morning, from the time I arrived in the office until about mid-afternoon, the phone was ringing off the hook with people wanting to register their fruit trees because they wanted to do something good.  They were glad that somebody had taken the effort to help them do something good.  The next thing I know, I had a TV crew interviewing me for the six o’clock news.  That’s not anything I could have done without smarter people than I am, doing some very good and patient coaching with me.  I leave that with you.  As you start to vision and think, I want to encourage you to make noise.  Make noise for Jesus.  I think the community really expects that of us.  Not silence.  That is something that I have learned in all of this.  That is something that radical hospitality has taught me - to just make noise about that, to invite folks in and enjoy the spirit of God in our midst.  I thank you for your attention.
