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I watched the process of assembling for the big family photo after the wedding.  The photographer was receiving instruction from the parents of the bride regarding who should stand where.  I was in the photo, being the aunt of the bride, but had a good vantage point from where I stood. I noticed one young man who had come from a long way to the wedding with another niece of mine, but he was cordially invited NOT to be part of the photo.  The photo session took over 30 minutes to complete, and during that whole time this young man was alone in the church pews.  I don't know what was going on in his head at the time, or later -- I was not well acquainted with him.  He did not belong.  He did not belong.  
We all know the feeling of not belonging somewhere, and it is not a nice feeling. Belongingness is the human emotional need to be an accepted member of a group (whether it be a family, friends, work team, sports team, etc.): something greater than themselves.  Belonging includes the giving and receiving affection from others in the group.  Psychologists Baumeister and Leary assert that without belonging, we humans have difficulty communicating and relating--and the consequences can be serious.  This deep need to belong is universal across all cultures.  Abraham Maslow, the psychologist who in 1943 developed the hierarchy of needs that is still being used today, saw the need for belonging to be a basic one, just above our need for food, shelter, and safety.  
Our Scripture readings this morning have the common thread of "belonging" in them.  In the 2nd Samuel reading and Psalm 89, we hear about King David and the people of Israel belonging to God, and to each other.  In the Gospel reading, Jesus is drawing the disciples and people who came to see Him to Himself.  He reaches out to them as their shepherd, with compassion; they belong to Him. We, as 21st century followers of Jesus, belong to Him too.  This is not just any kind of earthly belonging, that is a social thing or a sports thing or a work thing.  This is a forever thing, supernatural, making us part of something divine -- way bigger than ourselves.  Paul captured this message, in today's Epistle reading, when he said "you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Jesus Christ. For he is our peace.... He created in himself one new humanity ...(He) "has broken down the dividing wall."  We are "one body through the cross....built together spiritually into a dwelling place for God." We belong to Jesus through Baptism because of His blood. The BCP says (p. 308): we are "sealed by the Holy Spirit in Baptism and marked as Christ's own forever."  This is the excitement of our reality as Christians, which we are to live into everyday.
Have you ever been on a bowling team or a with a special shirt just for your team?  Or maybe it was not a bowling team or a shirt that signified your belonging, but maybe it was a pin or a vest or a hat or a badge or a uniform. We humans signify when we belong to a particular group with some sort of distinctive mark or symbol or insignia.  And, if it is a group we feel good about being part of, wearing that mark or symbol is something we do proudly!  It becomes an essential part of our identity. In the Jewish culture, the mark for men belonging to the Jewish faith was circumcision. (Paul begins today's passage with that reference, noting that the people who did not belong were "called the uncircumcision")  God sent Paul to teach that the mark of belonging to Christ was not that, but rather was and is Baptism--available to all, male and female.  Our distinctive mark and symbol as Christians is the cross: we are "sealed by the Holy Spirit in Baptism and marked as Christ's own forever." Oh, that "mark" is not visible like a tattoo or badge, but it is visible through how we live, through our relationships with others, through our identity.   It says in the book of Hebrews (10:22): "Let us draw near [to God] with true hearts and fullest confidence, knowing that our inmost souls have been purified by the sprinkling of his blood just as our bodies are cleansed by the washing of clean water." We are cleansed and welcomed into the body of Christ in the waters of baptism, our sins are forgiven by the blood of Jesus, shed on the cross for us.  As we live belonging to Christ, we become more like Christ and our relationships with others are positively influenced. All that cleansing and purifying is part of our belonging, our identity - and it makes a difference in who we are and how we live.  The Church is the community of those who are marked as Christ's own forever, the place where we gather:  to worship, to share, to get stronger in our belonging to Christ.  We have an invisible tattoo on our foreheads.
In 1980 I hesitantly started going to an Episcopal church in New Mexico. At work, I was invited to be part of the small choir there by the choir director and his wife.  Hey, I loved to sing and it sounded like fun. I had no idea what I was getting into, as I had not been to an Episcopal Church before and had never been in a choir. I was nervous and with my untrained voice, I did not add much to the choir. But, I kept going -- at first every other week, and then it became every week. I started going more because those people in the choir were so kind, and I liked being around them.  They accepted me as I was, and not only accepted me -- they showed me true respect, caring, attention. I belonged and gradually my life changed because of them. These folks taught me about what it means to belong to Jesus-- they loved me with the love of Christ. They helped me experience what Paul talked about:  "one new humanity" ...brought near by the blood of Christ." I saw that Christ "has broken down the dividing wall" that stood in the way of my belonging to Him. Oh, I had that invisible tattoo on my forehead from my Baptism (sealed as Christ's own) but I had yet to live into it.  That community helped me begin to live into my Baptism, begin to revel in the fact that I had been purified and cleansed and I belonged to Jesus--just as I am.  
One of the old hymns I sang back then in the choir, and it was our opening hymn today was "Just as I am" (#693).  Here are some of the words from the 1st and 5th verses:  "Just as I am, without one plea, but that they blood was shed for me....Jesus as I am, thy love unknown has broken every barrier down; not to be thine, yea, thine alone, O Lamb of God, I come, I come."  You have an invisible, wonderful mark on you -- you belong to Jesus, you are sealed as Christ's own -- just as you are.  Live into the reality of this security, of this identity.  You belong. Amen.
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