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Remembering Spencer Johnson … 
Isaiah 55:1-3; Romans 8:35, 37-39; Matthew 14:13-21; Psalm 145, Adonai, You are gracious and merciful.

Thinking about our readings today, the word transcendence comes to mind. And by that, I mean the transcendence we can experience when we are finally able to place our faith, our trust, and our love in God – not just in a system of beliefs, but in a way of being, a way of living day to day.

 In our first reading, for instance, God says to the Israelites about 4,000 years ago, as God says to us today, Why waste your time and money on things that in the end don’t make a hill of beans difference? Why use the precious time you have on this earth running after things that ultimately fail to satisfy you? In other words, Why take as a given that you must pursue the things that you tend to think of as the goodies in life?  Paraphrasing Peggy Lee’s song, God says to us, in essence, That’s not all there is! There is more, and you can be more.   

For there is the lived experience of God that transcends all our human strivings. There is the connection to God that’s just so far beyond what we tend to think of as all the good things in life. Isaiah uses metaphors like water, wheat, wine, milk, and rich food to describe in words what is essentially an ineffable experience – and that is, a felt connection to the Living God in our lives. I think it’s no coincidence that this reading from Isaiah is taken from what’s called The Book of Consolation, because that’s just what God is doing here – consoling us with an absolute promise that if our eyes can remain open to what is bigger than what we tend to strive for every day, the reward will be the experience of the very presence of God in our lives. 


Paul reminds us that once we articulate this desire to live in God – once our lives are truly open to experiencing this transcendence that goes beyond our everyday strivings, then nothing can separate us from that desire. As Paul says, neither death nor life, neither angels nor sovereignties nor any power, neither the present nor the future, neither heights nor depths nor anything else in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God. In other words, once we accept God’s offer to fill us with water, grain, wine, milk – all the metaphorical things that fed the Israelites when they were in the dessert – nothing can keep us from being alive in God as well. Nothing and no one – including ourselves – can ever separate us from our connection to God, the experience of God in our lives. 

When we truly desire to go beyond our limited, human way of being – to be all that God created us to be – God grants us that desire. Listen again to the word of God – Come, receive grain, and eat. Heed me – desire me – and you will eat well. You will delight in rich fare. You will know and experience me as the Living God. You will be human, but you will also be enfolded in the experience of being in God. 


God granted this experience of transcendence to Jesus in the Gospel we heard today. Whether we take the multiplication of the loaves and fishes as a moral miracle, as some do (the idea the people actually shared their food with one another, and thus were fed) … or as a social miracle (Jesus actually fed nearly a tenth of the population of Jerusalem at the time), a common theme in either interpretation is transcendence – what Jesus could do as he walked this earth, the Holy One always alive in the presence of God’s love. Whatever happened on the side of the lake that day and however it happened, the bottom-line is that somehow that crowd got fed. And it got fed because of Jesus’ connection to the presence of God. Jesus’ life in God enabled what we now call a miracle. Jesus fed that crowd more than 2,000 years ago – and he continues to feed us today – because he lived and lives in the transcendent experience of God’s Love. And so can we. 

So as we think about transcendence and the lived experience of being in God, I want to shift our attention to our friend, Spencer, whom we remember today. Since Spencer went home to God nearly two months ago, there have been a number of memorials and remembrances of him. People who knew him over the course of his naval career, people who met him at the Fletcher School, people who learned from him at the War College, people who learned with him in a Bible study group he loved called The Heretics, his pastor at St. Margaret’s … and probably many more have spoken of the Spencer they knew. But it’s our turn today. We’re the people of Living Water, and here is how I hope we will remember Spencer.


For Spencer went home to God on June 4. And June 4, as some of us might recall, is celebrated each year as Audacity to Hope Day. Every June 4 we celebrate the human spirit that conquers challenges with optimism and perseverance. On June 4 we honor what human beings can do – in ways large and small – to foster a better world.  How perfect! For if anyone had the audacity to hope, it was Spencer. 
· Spencer had the audacity to hope for justice for women in a hierarchical, clerical Church when he supported women’s ordination, back when RCWP was still just a flicker and not yet a flame. 

· Spencer had the audacity to hope for the birth of a new model of Church when he supported Living Water’s very first Discernment Day in the kitchen of his home in September 2007, and later when he encouraged us to think that our fledgling community might want to identify ourselves as the very Living Water that Jesus promised the woman at the well.  

· Spencer had the audacity to hope that the Spirit that enlivened Living Water would be a model for many when, as a member of CORPUS, he awarded us a grant to write our Spiritual Autobiography, that our story might never be forgotten. (By the way, to honor Spencer, copies of our Spiritual Autobiography are in the narthex if anyone wants one or more.)
· Spencer had the audacity to hope for a lot of other things as well. He hoped there would be enough deviled eggs to go around every time we had a Social Hour. He hoped that Andrea wouldn’t catch him eating all those forbidden cakes and treats every time Living Water had a party. Like Diogenes walking through the world with his lamp looking for one good man (or woman), Spencer hoped to find even one priest in Living Water who could answer even a few of those tricky questions he proposed during our Zoom liturgies. He hoped we would understand his obtuse puns. He hoped we wouldn’t get tired of his stories.  He hoped we would love him. And love him we did.
Spencer often told the story of how he and the sailors under his command on the U.S.S. Bigelow collected enough money to purchase eleven tons of food for Sudanese, Somalian, and Ethiopian refugees in camps where the suffering of displacement and the specter of starvation were rampant. From a few dollars tossed into a tin cup by young sailors on pay days over a period of five months, Spencer led his crew to perform a miracle every bit as audacious as turning five loaves and two fishes into food for five thousand. Right up until he left us on June 4, Spencer epitomized compassion in his daily life, as he maintained the audacity to hope for a better world. 
So now, listen again to God’s words, as they are spoken to us today through the mouth of the prophet Isaiah … Bend your ear and come to me … listen, that you may have life … I have made an everlasting covenant with you … and know that each of us is called not only to know God … but to live in covenant with God, to transcend mere head knowledge and live in the heart experience of the God who is the Whole and Holy One. 

Spencer’s lived experience of God remains in this Beloved Community. His spirit abides in each of us, as we transcend individual boundaries to live as brothers and sisters in the kin-dom of God.  Spencer’s life reminds us to tend the eternal flame of the audacity to hope. So today, we promise our friend we will do just that. The audacity to hope lives among us because Spencer – his stories, his jokes, his puns, and his love for each of us – continues to live among us, that we might continue to live in the audacity to hope. AMEN. 
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