We Need Each Other

       When I was a boy I remember a conversation between my Dad and our good friend and neighbor, Max.  Max said that a couple of our neighbors had been in a fight.  On Monday the first had told Max the second was a liar and cheat. On Tuesday the second with similar profanity told Max the first in deed was the lowest underhanded character known to Beanblossom Township.  I’ll never forget what Max later said to Dad.  “You know, Ed, “I think they’re both right.”

       I can’t help but think there are numerous similar instances where disputants are “both right.”  Our forbears could see the drift in urban Disciples’ religion.  They accurately saw a dangerous accommodation to the prevailing culture.  They saw that there were theological and spiritual forces at work within the Church that were leading people to a place where folks could soon still think they were Christians even though they no longer believed in the historical resurrection of Jesus.   Our forebears in the Churches of Christ could see that the Disciples were slowly identifying themselves with the Government and institutional forces of great sin.  So what did our forebears do?  They attacked the outward symbols of that drift.  They waged a war against hireling located pastors as tools of the well-to-do.  They attacked stained glass in church buildings, and complained that the only reason anyone would want to play the organ in church was that the sinful opera and sangerfest had educated them to it.  Voting was a dangerous compromise, and military service was a great sin.  I grew up amidst older people who condemned Christmas, Easter, Halloween, dancing, cards, paper-back novels, moderate drinking, the theater, the picture show, and higher education of any kind.  Needless to say this approach produced little but division.

      The Disciples in turn told these pietists they were crazy and backward, making rules where God had not, dividing the church over trivial matters.  They told the simple folks who would become the churches of Christ that they were not able to communicate the gospel to the new urban culture. Disciples, they said, were not pandering to the world as much as they were resisting a false asceticism.   Disciples knew that envy, the pain of poverty and civil war were coloring the way that our grandfathers were seeing these issues. 

      I see similar conflicts emerging again.  And again, both sides are right.  Deeply spiritual people are sensing a spirit of laxity and compromise in the church.  Pained by other related matters, they find an unconscious comfort in blaming symbols as the source rather than an expression of deeper problems that are not so easy to get rid of.  People who are not “at home” with the prevailing culture, in their loneliness often want to blame that estrangement on the sin of others when it is more likely that they are just depressed, and no fun.  At the same time worldly folks are way too quick to mistake genuine holiness for something weird. Taking undue offense at others who would “restrict our liberty” may be a sign of a defensiveness against the reign of God.

      I will likely be no more successful in helping everyone see that “both are right” today than Isaac Errett and others were 100 years ago.  But I’ve always wondered how much more God could have done with us had we stayed close.  My bet is the Disciples would have kept us out of our narrow legalism, and I bet our voice would have been important in holding the line against infidelity. We need each other.  The one good thing about the sins of others is that they have a way of exposing our own. 

