The Warp and Weft   [Peter MacKenzie, October 2009]

These last few days have been about weaving threads -  connecting with our community and with each other; as churches and as individuals.  We have, I hope, been challenged to find new ways to integrate music into our ministry, to develop more connections between generations, and to deepen our own spirituality.  Now, as we close our time at Forum I want to bring together a few threads from Scripture, psychology, experience and reflection.

The words from Psalm 139 have always caught my attention - in part because I struggle with their theology, and in part because I understand their psychology.  You may note already that I've turned things upsidedown a bit - but my intellectual journey has interwoven theology and psychology  rather than set them off in conflict with each other.

My concern with the theology arises from my dislike of what Dietrich Bonhoeffer called the Deus ex machina - the hand of God that reaches down from the skies and manipulates human affairs.  Part of the image of this psalm hints that the fabric of our life is laid out before us - as if it is pre-ordained.  I'm not a pure Calvinist.  I'm not particularly endeared to pre-destination - and certainly not to double-predestination.  So I am hesitant to really endorse some aspects of the image - yet I cannot deny the feeling I have that God knows me very well.  

I've become a fan of "The Mentalist" on TV (another American cop show, but …) it has this guy who is able to read the minute signs that give away people's true self.  It sits on the edge of psychic ability, but answers those questions with cognitive psychology rather than psychic mystery.  Here we find someone who knows us beneath the external veneer - something that I find quite appealing for my theological understanding of who I am.  

I work from a cognitive understanding of human action - that suggests we are driven from the processes of the mind.  Freud (and the psychoanalytic branch) thought motivation came from our sexual drive, the Behaviourists centred our drive in the para-sympathetic response systems of the body, and the Evolutionists tuck our control largely into the involuntary systems.  What all branches of psychology are agreed on is that there are underlying elements that drvie our behaviour - and theology affirms that God is, somehow, aware of these underlying elements.

13 For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother's womb. 

The Hebrew word is "te-suk-ke-ni", wove or knit {what is the past tense for knit - knat?}.  As I have noted, I'm not sure about the deliberate action of God in the process, but I am more than comfortable with the idea that the fabric of our lives are begun in the womb.  So that brings us to the weaving image, and here a weaving of psychology and theology, but also of individual and corporate.

At the heart of weaving are the warp threads.  These are the longitudinal cords that stretch along the length of the fabric.  In some ways the warp threads are not woven themselves, but are woven between by the weft.  Two elements of the warp are important - they need to be tied down, and they need to be strong.  I'm not sure that needs any more explanation - to weave we need a solid foundation to hold the warp threads, and they need to be strong enough to hold the entire weaving together.  It is only then that we can start weaving the weft - putting in the lattidunal threads that bring in the colour and vibrancy of the fabric.


But it's not quite as simple as that in life.  I am convinced that there are certain elements of our lives that are like the warp threads - they run constantly with us as we age.  Our physical bodies, personality, intelligence (not knowledge),  genetic propensity to illness, emotional maturity, - but also family, cultural values, spirituality, inquisitiveness.  There are certain aspects of our life that are basic and fundamental, they are grounding points.  They may not have all developed in the womb, but they certainly develop early.  

An example - musicality.  I didn't grow up with a lot of music and I confess that I am not at all gifted in that area - but my children (thanks to my wife) grew up in a musical environment and they love it and are quite talented.  It is, for them, an anchor on which to weave their lives.  For me gardening is a foundation.  As I have done some genealogy research I find that my grandfather, great grandfather and great,great grandfather were all gardeners - I'm not sure that I am genetically predisposed to garden, but I feel the sap rising each spring and find I need to move some soil for a sense of inner well being.  

There can also be new developments, knotted threads, and cut-offs that are longitudinal by nature.  One major thread for me was my wife, Delwyn - not on the scene early in my life, but now an essential foundation warp thread for all that I do.  Death and births provide breaks in the thread - but they also offer knots of continuity that link us with the past and future.  Family are strong, founadational threads - but it is interesting that most children do go through a stage of questioning whether they were adopted.  Perhaps testing the strength of the threads that hold them.

These warp threads are fundamental to our lives.  They are the essential nature of who we are.  We neglect them to our peril.  If we untie the warp threads from the foundation we are unable to weave properly - we are left be-weft  {sorry for that pun}.  If I try to go through spring without getting into the garden I get moody and short-tempered (or so Delwyn tells me).  When I become estranged from family I loose a connection that is vital.  It is not only one warp thread that is lost, but our ability to interweave with all the others is in danger.  We are wholistic beings - but that is another story.

The weft threads are the colour of our lives.  They don't have to be strong, nor of any great length.  The weft of our lives are the experiences that weave in with who we are and make us shine.  I would hope that this Forum would be a weft thread in your life - something that you can look back on and distinguish from other weekends.   I don't expect that it will be foundational.  The weft threads are full of colour - but then, some will also be black.  Grief and loss play a part in the tapestry of our lives and they too are woven in as weft threads - they cut across our warp.

It is that distinction between warp and weft that I want you to focus on for a moment.  The warp (in this image, at least) is functional, strong, fixed and somewhat plain.  The weft is colourful, varied and can be somewhat fragile and temporary.  The warp is a love of gardening, the weft a day out weeding.  The warp is a connection to family, the weft is a family gathering.  The warp is a faith grounded in the church of Christ, the weft  is a Sunday service.

Hang on a minute.  Faith is a warp thread?  Faith is somewhat plain?  I want to say - yes.  We make a mistake if we think that Christian faith is all about the bright, shiny, weft threads of spiritual engagement.  I am suggesting that faith should be a fairly ordinary but vital part of our life.  It is a foundation on which we build our spiritual experiences.  It reminds me that not every service of worship will "do it" for me - but I know that my faith is stronger than that.  Which is why it is important to connect with young people as they lay down their warp threads early in life.  It is why it is important to provide substance along with the hype of worship.  That is how we can pray to God in all the seasons of life, joy and sorrow, gain and loss.
It goes without saying that through all of this we are unique individuals.  Our combination of warp threads are ours alone - although we share some with various others.  The weft threads are also unique - for although we might share a similiar experience, they will be woven thorugh our warp threads in a totally unique way.  Our woven life is shown out to the world - but it is often not the warp threads that are seen, but the weft.  We sometimes forget to share our foundational strengths and celebrate the richness of who we are.  There is also a clear danger in living our lives solely on the weft.  Young people who are after the colour and excitement of the moment, but forget to tie in their foundations.  I'm also tempted to say - without any academic backing or proof - that addictions (gambling, alcohol, smoking, sex) may arise out of the weft threads that are disconnected to the foundational warp.

At the risk of going on too long - I want to also use this image in terms of our parishes.  Parishes also have longitudinal ties - warp threads - that are the foundation for everything that is done.  The threads may include the buildings, the denominational history, particular groupings, organisational structures - those things that connect through time.  I guess you can now picture that image - BUT the church that only has warp threads is unappealing, impractical and weak.  We cannot rely solely on our traditions and doing things the  way we used to do them.

Equally, the church that is built solely with weft threads is going to be without much substance.  When the bright coloured threads of church life are woven without a firm foundational basis, I fear that there is also no strength or quality in what is done.  Just running a children's programme without weaving it into the warp of the church simply provides a bit of colour, but no substance.  Our parish events and activities, the weft threads, need to be connected with our parish ethos and meaning, the warp.  

You'll realise that this is not an answer to the many questions we as a church are asking ourselves today (and we as individuals, too).  It is not an answer, but a framework that might help us to better see an answer for our own situation.  What are the threads that form the foundation for who we are as a person and parish?  How do we maintain those threads so that they continue to give support and strength to what we are doing?  What are the threads that bring colour and vibrancy to our lives?  How are they interwoven into our core values and the essence of who we are?

Go now and weave your life - as individuals and as parishes - so that your warp is strengthened by the faith you profess and in the power of the Holy Spirit - and your weft is vibrant and bright.  Hold true to the values you uphold, but smile, laugh and enjoy the world.  Let the wonder of this, the fabric of your life, shine forth into the world.

{Please note: I believe that preaching is a living, dramatic means of communication and what is written here will only reflect some of what is conveyed through the actual presentation.  It is likley that only 68.3% of what is written here was actually preached, and that an extra 27.54% of new, extraneous material was included on the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.  I guess that's just how God put me together in this unique and wondeful way.} 
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