Mysteries Revealed
(An Experience in Scotland)
Acts 17:24-28a


The God who made the world and everything in it, he who is Lord of heaven and earth, does not live in shined made by human hands … Acts 17:22
Two Sundays ago, while Wayne and Jenna were leading all of you deeper into the mystery of God, I was sitting in St. Giles Cathedral in Edinburgh, Scotland deep in the mystery myself.  Not by myself, of course, there were many other worshippers, including five of the group I traveled with from the Youth Performing Arts School at Manual High School where my wife, Katie, is on the theatre faculty.

Nineteen high school students had traveled to Edinburgh, together with four chaperones (two of them their teachers, one of them a mother, and me – the spouse of one of their teachers!).  They had come to perform in the Edinburgh Fringe Festival, the largest arts festival in the world.  I had come to help get them where they needed to be day in and day out and, once there, to get out of the way!


We left on July 29th (way back in July) and arrived in London on Wednesday morning with little, or in my case, no sleep.  We boarded a bus and visited an incredible number of tourist attractions, often stopping to get off the bus for pictures.  It became clear pretty quickly that the tour guide was also getting off the bus in order to keep us awake, because we did this for six hours, seeing Albert Hall, Westminster Abby, Big Ben and the Parliament Buildings, St. Paul’s, Covent Gardens, Fleet Street, the Globe Theatre, London Tower, Tower Bridge, and London Bridge, and more, in order to fill up the time before we were allowed to check into our rooms.  Once we did check in to the dormitory style rooms, dinner was served and most of us headed to bed!


The next day, the kids had a workshop with some of the actors and staff of the Globe Theatre that was just across the block, then some free time, later dinner and a performance of Julius Caesar at the Globe to end day two.  The following morning we woke very early, threw all our luggage on a truck bound for Edinburgh, traveled to the train station in London, and boarded a train for the six hour rail-ride to Scotland ourselves.


Now I’m not going got bore you with a day-by-day, blow-by-blow, account of the two weeks Katie and I spent away from Pewee Valley, but that’s the set up.  We arrived in Edinburgh, Scotland, our home for the next nine days, on Friday, August the first, and hit the ground running.  Many of the kids signed up for a “Ghosts of Edinburgh Tour” that night, others went up to the Fringe Box Office to find tickets for other shows, and at least two of us found a cozy pub for the first of many fish, chips, and pints.  The next morning, Saturday, the kids were called to a brush-up rehearsal and given the schedule for Sunday.

They were to perform for thirty minutes on one of the makeshift stages that the Fringe Festival had set up on the Royal Mile, the one-mile space between Edinburgh Castle and Holyrood Palace in the Old Town that is populated by thousands and thousands of people through each day of the Festival.  This performance was to drum up a bit of an audience for the show they were performing throughout the week ahead.  The show was a “devised theatre” piece based on Thornton Wilder’s quintessential American play, Our Town, called Our Town:  Louisville.  It included Wilder’s themes of daily life in Louisville, love and relationship, and life and death, imploring us in the end to “realize life as we’re living it,” not after we’re gone, and to “slow down and look at another” while we are together.  The show was written by the students and faculty of YPAS, and the brief “marketing” performance on the Royal Mile was scheduled for 11:30 a.m. on Sunday morning.


Now, being a good and faithful Presbyterian in Scotland (of all places), I checked out the worship schedule at St. Giles Cathedral, the seat of Scottish Presbyterianism where John Knox himself preached in the sixteenth century.  (A “hot button” on the name John Know in my manuscript so you can “click” on him later to find out why this was such a thrill for me.)  It turned out that the Cathedral is right on the Royal Mile, right next to the makeshift stage our group was to perform on, and there was a 10:00 a.m. service with sermon, communion, and choir held every Sunday.  Providence, grace, perhaps even (dare I suggest?) predestined … well, fortunate, in any case, at least for me.  Me and five others from our group, four students and one other chaperone (not Katie, by the way, who murmured something about having to procure a boombox, extension cords, and props for the performance at 11:30).  So …

Two Sundays ago, while Wayne and Jenna were leading all of you deeper into the mystery of God, I was sitting in St. Giles Cathedral in Edinburgh, Scotland deep in the mystery myself.  The choir’s introit and processional was (literally) heavenly.  The Reverend Carol Alexander, recognizing the diversity of her gathered community on that summer festival morning, preached a sermon on our common pilgrim journey, even noting that some in attendance may not be of the Christian faith, but present for the building and the ritual itself.  In any and all cases, she suggested, we were gathered because of a common experience of something Holy at the center of our “reality,” something sacred in the midst of our everyday, something More in our lives than can’t be seen or touched.  Something that we most commonly refer to as “God,” but that is somehow limited whenever we attempt to name it.  A common experience of something in which, as Paul puts is, we all “live and move and have our being.”  

In that sanctuary in Edinburgh, after the sermon, we shared Communion by gathering in a large circle and passing the bread and a cup, eating and drinking and promising to remember.  That large circle was formed three times over to accommodate everyone present who wished to participate, which was most, but not all present, including one of our own, and I respected her decisions, even as I deeply desired her Communion (capital “C”) with us.  As the final amen was spoken, the final chords of the choir’s response were sung, and the final notes from the organs postlude echoed off the walls, we made our way to the exit, a few minutes after eleven, with time to spare before meeting the rest of the group just outside the side door of the Cathedral.
As three of the kids and my chaperone colleague were changing, the other two students and I waited just outside the entrance.  I asked them what they “experienced,” and they said they “liked it.”  Knowing I was being a bit intrusive, I said, “Wonderful, me too,” but that wasn’t what I asked.  One seemed puzzled, but the other said, “Well, my church isn’t like that, I felt like part of something bigger in there.”  (No kidding, I am not making this up for a nice sermon illustration.)  She said, “I actually listened to the sermon and felt like she was talking about me.  ”  The other young woman said, “Yeah, yeah.  Me too.”

With very little time and way too much hubris, I said, “Me, too,” and shared with them the idea that a church worship service can be very much like a theatre performance.  In negative ways, of course (!), but positively both are attempts to reveal something deeper about reality.  In the case of the church it’s the reality of “God” (though, as I’ve already noted, naming this mystery often diminishes the reality for us, or at least confines it).  In the theatre, you (I pointed at them) are attempting to reveal something more about humanity.  As they nodded (and at least gave the illusion that they were still “with me”) I suggested that the two of those “realities” – humanity and divinity – may not be as far apart as we so often like to make them, or perhaps need to make them for our own comfort.  In fact, maybe the mystery is most fully revealed when these two “realities” come together in our lives – divinity and humanity.  That was certainly the case in one Jesus of Nazareth.  The only difference may be, he embraced it in his life, this “communion” of the Holy and the human.
Well, I’m sure the arrival of the others was a comfort to both of them, but one of the young women I was with, Hallie, stayed with me for one more thought:  “It’s like our show,” she said.  “We need to look at one another.  At ourselves …”

The mystery does not live in shrines made by human hands … (and) indeed is not far from each one of us … for in the mystery we live … and move and have our being.
The rest of our week right up to our departure this past Monday was full of performances and play, palaces and castles, bus rides and long walks, bagpipes and drums, kilts and Celtic knots, crowds and communion.  Though it started for us five days earlier, my journey began again two Sundays ago, while Wayne and Jenna were leading all of you deeper into the mystery of God, and I was sitting in St. Giles Cathedral in Edinburgh, Scotland.  We were together, you and I, even then.  When we allow that, when we allow the realities of our everyday lives to overlap with the reality of God then the mystery is most fully revealed and we are never far apart.
I’m back from Scotland, but the journey continues.  Let’s “look at one another” as we travel together and we just may see the face of God.  May it be so …
Amen.
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