
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1On Building Bridges
Reflections on the importance of bridge-building in all our

relationships–with God, each other, and the whole human family.
This is written–or at least begun–on the day our nation both remembered and honored former President Gerald R Ford in Washington D.C. Time obviously stood still for many in attendance there. One could see and feel it in the scanned faces of our nation’s leaders.  No matter the differences--past, present, and future; no matter even the personal piques that have clearly marked each of them at times–like all of us–as self-serving. Great and small alike, faced with their own mortality, were touched by the litanies of praise and thanksgiving being offered for the “plain man from Grand Rapids.”


It became abundantly clear that Jerry Ford had left us a legacy far in excess of what most Americans realized. He was humble and self-effacing, yet very effective as a congressman from Michigan before being thrust into national offices he never sought--first as vice-president and later as president of the United States. “I am a Ford,” he once told us publicly, “and not a Lincoln.” Yet there was something unmistakably “Lincolnesque” in the legacy he left personally politically as a man of faith.


Something in his demeanor reminded me of G.K. Chesterton’s confession in his wonderful book on Orthodoxy. He rued the days, Chesterton said, when “I did, like all other solemn little boys, try to be in advance of the age.... I tried to be some ten minutes in advance of the truth,” he wrote, “and I found I was eighteen hundred years behind it.” Hoping to become

 “original,” the literary giant confessed, “I only succeeded in inventing all by myself an inferior copy of the existing traditions of civilized religion.”


What, I asked myself, while worshiping with all the others in Washington’s Cathedral, is the legacy I will leave behind, knowing that I am dust as well, and will just as surely return to the dust from which I came?


It does not appear from what we now know that Gerald Ford spent much time worrying about that. He never sought notoriety, we were told.. He was only mad when, as he himself once said, “I did not do as good as I could.”


Am I doing as well as I can with my life? Are you? And what ought that be?


For me, as a Covenanter, it lies in being what F. M. Johnson wanted for himself and the others who had gathered for the organizational meeting of the Covenant Church in Chicago, February, 18-20, 1885--namely to be “a companion of all who fear thee” (Psalm 119:63). In By One Spirit, Karl A. Olsson amplifies that hunger:


In outward appearance this group of sixty-odd men were no different from other Chicagoans who this day walked the streets and waited for horse cars.... Some may have seemed better tailored than others and some may have been more splendidly bearded, but in the main the impression they made was modest and perhaps a bit ordinary.


It is certainly true that for them meaning was not primarily in the city by which they had adventitiously or providentially anchored but in their ship, its captain, and its mysterious destiny in other waters. (Pp  310, 311)

Their ship and its captain were clearly in this world–as they later demonstrated in socially responsible ways--but they knew as those who had surrendered to another that they were not of this world. Their destiny was in other waters, the waters of faith with anyone and everyone who believed in God and longed for his appearing.


The companionship they sought first was with God himself, of course--the Triune God, who had infused them with life, redeemed them in Jesus Christ, and was now their constant companion in prayer, Word and sacrament, as well as daily life.


But theirs was also a profound hunger for “sharing together the feast of the Lord” (italics mine). They knew their need for brothers and sisters along the way, others growing with them into a welcoming body where sinners might be drawn to Jesus, new birth, and new life. Such were the communal springs that fed their passion for mission, the founding of institutions to train their pastors and their young, and the practical care they provided early on for the sick, the needy, and the poor.


Opposed by those who saw any organic union of believers into a body as a sin against the free working of the Holy Spirit–people whose primary goal was to promote individual and local church independence–they insisted that new life in Christ had to evidence itself in responsible body life. They would not become a sect. They wanted to be a church, and as a church part of the total body of Christ. Individuals and even congregations, while integral to the whole, were not the whole. They needed for discipline and good order to be subject to the higher authority of the Word and Spirit in the life of the larger body of Christ.


Differences in passion and perspective were there from the beginning–as, indeed, they have always been and still are to this day. Unity did not mean uniformity for them. Nor ought it for us. True friends in the body of Christ can be expected to differ, even passionately. To address one another in love, following Jesus’ pattern, will often be bracing and–for awhile, at least--not a little irritating. Yet a deep subterranean stream of common faith in Christ flowed beneath every controversy that ensued. Thus, in spite of divides among them that were sometimes very deep and even threatening, the Lord saw to it that calmer minds brought them back to each other, even when preferences remained for a time in protest. One early Covenant leader, speaking of the diverse theological and church-political opinions we have both exhibited and endured once quipped: “The Covenant is crazy all year long, but they vote right at the Annual Meeting!”


Since the days are long gone that such subterranean streams were uniformly ethic and cultural, and we now find ourselves with greater ethnic and cultural diversities than ever, it might be worth pondering that the freedom to be oneself in communion with Christ and others was equally treasured in the common life of our forebears. To be truly free in Christ, they knew, is never to be totally independent. It is also to be bound, in Christ--to come as one is with others as they are and become, as the Covenant seal states it, “Conjoined in Christ.”


“Tell me my faults,” the pioneers often sang to each other. In an age so replete with infantile spirituality as ours, might not some return to that humility of a more self-effacing spirit be even more in order? Our forebears would have agreed with Chesterton in his challenge to the self-centered and preoccupied: 

Are there no other stories in the world except yours; and are all men busy with your business? ...How much happier you would be if you only knew that these people cared nothing about you! How much larger your life would be if your self could become smaller in it; if you could really look at other men with common curiosity and pleasure; if you could see them walking as they are in their sunny selfishness and their virile indifference! You would begin to be interested in them, because they are not interested in you. You would break out of this tiny and tawdry theater in which your own little plot is always being played, and you would find yourself under a freer sky, in a street full of splendid strangers.


As I grow older in this call to companionship I am drawn to the spirit of people like Gerald Ford in politics, Mother Teresa in pastoral care, and Billy Graham the evangelist, who said not too long ago after a life of enormous range and influence, “I don’t really think I have done very much.” 


If truth were told, every Covenanter would do well to listen to what the Spirit may be saying to us through such witnesses. God is ever calling us to deeper levels of companionship–with him, each other, and our fellow human beings. Confession of our weaknesses and faults in that regard–even to one another--is good not only for our spiritual health as individuals but the health of our churches as well.


Yet the Gospel being true, the good news of God’s unfailing love in Jesus Christ for all of humankind, we surely need not–and dare not--linger too long over our faults and failures. For ever ahead of us on the way is the best companion of all, who laid aside even his divinity to come among us, set us free, and bring us back to the Father and his will for our lives.


When I was in college I bought a remaindered book of poetry called The Fallow Land by a South American poet, Constancio Vigil. Though it cost me only ten cents, it has been a valued companion on my way to ministry for years. And part of the poet’s counsel on “The Sowing of Love” still compels me forward. May it do so also for you, as we aim at becoming more fully the companions we are called by God to be:


Arise, sower. It is the hour at which you should begin your task.


The bell of heaven rings nearer every moment, and now is echoed by the cock.


Before and behind you lies the infinite. Above and below you lies the infinite.


Light he lamp of your spirit. Kindle the fire of your heart.

Your oxen are love and justice, and your ploughshare is truth. Split the hard



earth from East to West and from North to South

May your steps resound in the hollow places of the world. May its womb tremble



to receive your wooing.


May your hand reproduce the movement of your heart.


Thrust aside solitude. Shatter the silence. And advance.


Sow, as He told you to, the word of goodness and of love. The day will come when



your sowing will spring up like a benediction on the earth.
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