IN AN INSTANT
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April 29, 2007

The words of this morning’ anthem, “I thank my God when I remember you, for he has blessed my life with yours.  With every prayer of mine for you, I’m filled with joy” could have been used to capture the community’s sentiment regarding the life of this morning’s hero, Dorcas.  Dorcas, the one who had given so much to her community; Dorcas, the one for whom the widows cried; Dorcas the one who had made articles of clothing for them while she was alive.  Yes, the widows in the text might have sung this song, as they lamented Dorcas’ fate, for our text tells us that in an instant Dorcas died.  
The biblical text is always interesting but, this morning it is interesting because of what it does not reveal about this woman, Dorcas.  From the text we cannot discern anything about her family relationships.  We do not know if she was married, single or herself a widow.  We do not know her status in the social structure of her city, who here parents were or even if she was young or old.  
But, what we do know is that at her passing the widows cried out, “Oh what a woman she was”.  They told Peter, she was a giver of good things.  They told him she had a spirit of benevolence, and they proved it by showing the gifts Dorcas had given them.  Yes, what we do know is, that like the object of this morning’s anthem, Dorcas blessed the lives of those around her.  We know from the voices of those who cried out at her death that her demise had left a void in the midst of the city of Lydda and in the community of Christians that had come to count on her and her kindness.  

Lydda, Dorcas’ home, was a thriving, prosperous city; yet the size of the band of believers who lived in this city, the group who walked in the way of Jesus, was small and seemingly insignificant.   In fact so small was this community everyone played an important part; everyone filled a vital role.   The loss of even one person from this family of faith was felt keenly; and especially the loss of one who had made such a positive impact on the lives of others.  In an instant, in an instant, so much had shifted for so many.  In an instant, Dorcas was gone and the community was changed, and not for the better.  
Who was this Dorcas?  Oh that we could reach back into the biblical record.  Oh that we could understand her motivation, her love of serving others, her desire to do good in and for the world.  Oh that we could know more, so that we could be more like her.  She sounds to me like the one Emily Dickenson describes in part IV of her poem, Life.  Dickenson, writing almost 2000 years after Dorcas lived and died, penned these words, “If I can stop one heart from breaking, I shall not live in vain.  If I can ease one life from aching, or cool one pain, or help the fainting robin, unto his nest again, I shall not live in vain.”

Dickenson’s words may well give us a glimpse into the heart of this Dorcas.  Yet another portrait may be painted by the words of Mother Theresa.  Speaking about the work of her religious order, Mother Theresa seems to describe the work of Dorcas with these words, “All of our work is in God’s name . . . and so we do our work with joy, knowing it glorifies God.”  Yes, both Dickenson and Mother Theresa give us a glimpse at the heart that beats in Dorcas’ breast, a heart that ought to beat in ours.  
Now, as you may have come to expect, my study of the biblical text often leads me to questions, questions that I like to pose for us to ponder.  This morning my question is this; if in an instant you and I were like Dorcas of the first half of our text, if in an instant you or I were gone, would it matter?
Would there be anyone, other than from among our families; would there be anyone not of our church; would there be anyone with whom we had no special relationship; who would stand and speak a word about you, about me?  Are there those who are without family, are there those who are weak and without support; are there those who are locked in the ranks of the very least and the often left out who would stand and speak for us, if in an instant you were not here, if we were gone?  Would there be anyone who would speak of the good works we tried to do as individuals in the same way the unnamed widows spoke of Dorcas?  Would anyone tell of my kindness, your sweetness, the impact we made on their lives? 
And Community Church, there is another question the text urges me to ask, what would be the outcome if we, as a church, in an instant, were gone from this place?  Would the world notice?  Would there be less hope for justice in Barrington if we were gone, or would things move forward about the same?   Would there be less wisdom to guide the whole if we went poof, if we disappeared from the corner of Lincoln and Grove?  Would anyone cry for us, miss us, if we were gone?  
Now I know this church, and the individuals within in it, have a history of deep benevolence and true gracious charity.  This church actually tithes back into the community outside its doors.  The hearts that are resident here are hearts that our generous.  The souls who come to serve here are souls that are open.  And the hands that reach out in worship are also hands that are ready for work.  I know this because I have been present at the dedication of a Habitat House made possible through the work of Judy Nolan and Joyful Hands.  I know this is a gathered community of compassionate persons because I have sat at the table with Jeff Andruss and the Mission Committee and watched as their work provided hope and help for people locally and around the world.  Yes, I know something about the Dorcas like nature of this church because I have heard tell of the tireless efforts of Clarke Robinson and the hundreds of young people who have homes because of your support of Kids Hope United.  I have seen with my own eyes the benevolence of this church as the Women’s Fellowship raised money for Tools and Blankets and as Bob Reekie and your deacons prayerfully take up the call to serve through the distribution of funds and prayer.  In fact just a few short days ago I carried four boxes of food to a family in desperate need, food that poured in after a few members of the Diaconate learned of this family’s plight.   Our youth are not to be left out of this equation of praise either.  They have collected clothes, made up baby baskets and encouraged individual members like Kevin Eiring as he and his classmates raised funds to reclaim the rain forest and to cure AIDS in Africa. 
But still I want to ask; what would be different, if we were no more?  In particular, I want to ask would God miss us, if we were gone.  Would the Jesus of our Matthew text long for the work of our hands and feet, would he miss the efforts of our work and our toil?  
For, my brothers and my sisters, as we encounter the Matthew text again with new eyes, we must understand it in its context.  The words of Matthew 25 are the last words Jesus speaks before the Passion narrative begins.  These words are his final guidance to his disciples regarding how they must live and what they must do, if they are to be a part of his ongoing work.  And what it is amazing about the Matthean gospel as a part, and all four gospels as a whole, is that the scene depicted in Matthew 25 is the only scene in the entirety of the Gospels where readers of the Bible are given a glimpse of what will happen during the last judgment.  When the Son of Man comes in all his glory, the text says, and all the angels with him, this gospel tells us there is one questions Jesus will ask, “What did you do for the least of these”.  To the surprise of all of those who question what will occur when the trumpet shall sound, Matthew teaches us that the criterion for judgment, Matthew teaches us that, that which will count is whether or not we, as individuals and as a church body, have acted with loving care toward those who are in need.  Oh is it not amazing that such service to others, such deeds, are not considered by our God as extra credit, but constitute the decisive criterion of judgment for our time here on earth.  

In an instant Dorcas was gone, but she had served those around her; those who could do nothing for her, those who were in need.  In an instant, she was gone but her legacy of serving, in the name of her God, was intact and I believe God was pleased.  If Matthew 25 is the measure of our success, would God be pleased with our efforts if, in an instant, we were gone?
Would God see in us a Dorcas spirit, or would we be like so many of our sister churches who are now gone and no one seems to notice.  Paul Nixon in a book entitled, I Refuse to Lead a Dying Church, suggests that within his own denomination, the United Methodist Church, the number of worshippers has been in decline for 37 consecutive years.  He continues that the Disciples of Christ have lost 70% of their membership over the same four decade time period and the United Church of Christ 60%.  We, as American Baptists, have not faired much better and yet, churches close and no one outside of the church seems to notice. 
But Community Church, I believe we can be different.  I believe like Dorcas we can be so vital to our community, so pivotal that our absence would cause a sizeable stir and our presence; yes our presence will make a significant difference.  Yes, I believe we can be like Dorcas of the second half of the text.  We can be raised to new life.  Each of us, no matter our age, no matter our office, no matter our role; each of us can and must play a vital role in responding to the call of Matthew 25, our measure of success.  And I believe that is exactly what we are preparing to do through our pledges, through our prayers, and through our participation in the world.   

And we are not alone.  Churches across our great nation are heeding the call of the Savior, are seeing the need of the world, and are responding by asking what difference do we make, what difference do we want to make?  Many of you know that this time last week I was standing in the pulpit of the national retreat center for the Episcopal Church.  I was invited by the Dean of the National Cathedral, The Rev. Dr. Sam Lloyd, my friend and former boss.  I was invited to stand before over 75 Episcopal Church leaders and challenge them to return home to acts of charity, to tasks of service, and to the call of justice in Christ Jesus as expressed in Matthew 25.  Yet, as I spoke to them, I heard God speaking to me, to us; I heard God speaking to us.  God is calling his church.  God is calling those who love him to the next level of service.  For though we, as the church, must continue to meet the needs outlined in Matthew 25, though we must be diligent, like Dorcas, to clothe the naked, care for the sick, visit the imprisoned, feed the hungry; though we must continue to do the good work of charity, we must also move beyond charity to justice.  

For you see charity provides food for those who are hungry, but justice seeks to know  why in Lake County, in a land of plenty, 1 in 10 people are food insecure.

Charity provides temporary shelter for a homeless person, but justice asks about the economic system that keeps them both unemployed and without affordable housing.
Charity visits a person in prison but justice inquires about the goal of prison reform. 
Charity provides books to a school but justice demands to know why schools in the same school district are so unevenly resourced.  
And let me add this to my hope for us.   I have had the extraordinary opportunity to spend some time with the youth of our church.  They are smart, they are socially minded, they are ready to work and to make a difference.  Yet they sometimes look at us, at the church and they do not see how we make the world a better place; they do not see us living out God’s call on our lives as heard in Matthew 25.  They look and they wonder if the church has given up on change and instead become intent on being a club bent on gathering on Sunday and nothing else.  It is our task to speak to the hearts of not only our youth but the youth outside these doors and to tell them, no show them, that we know we have been given, by God, the power to affect the world, we know we have been given the power to change the world into a place where justice does roll down like waters, and righteousness does flow like an never ending stream, we know we can serve charity and work for justice. 

Community Church, I am clear, you have helped me be clear, it is not my task or my assignment to tell anyone here what to believe, how to think, or how to participate as a citizen of our great democracy.  But I do hold in my heart that it is my task, and it is my assignment to ask us, as a church who live and worship under the banner of a God; to ask us as a church whose Savior was sent into the world as sign and symbol love; to ask us as a church to use our gifts and talents to help fashion a world that looks more like the kingdom of heaven here on earth.  I do believe that I, and we together, must ask how we are to use all God has given us to foster a better world so that when, in an instant, we have gone the way of Dorcas, someone will say, this body of believers, here on the corner of Lincoln and Grove made a difference and helped move the world toward the center of justice, righteousness and peace.  
Though I may not use this space as a bully pulpit, you and I must use the space in our hearts and minds, and the space across the hall – the fellowship space.  We must use it to sit together, to speak together, to learn together, to debate together and to move out together to make a difference in our world together.  We must do so, so that we like Dorcas may respond to our world with what it needs and structure a world that is a better place to live and love and grow.

As I prepare to take my seat, at last week’s Council Meeting I asked the members of that body to begin to share with me their thoughts on the issues that we as a church might discuss, might choose and might seek to affect.  I asked them to help me understand the issues around which we should hold forums, read books, have discussions, and pray.  What are the issues?  Are they educational, are they about immigration?  Are they about the cultural relations in the Middle East?  What are the issues; I would ask you the same.  
Because once we are informed by our own discussions and led by the presence and the power of God’s precious hovering spirit; then in an instant we will recognize, as Mother Theresa did, all of our work must bring God glory.  In an instant we will be able to further the process of moving from where we are to where God wants us to be.  In an instant we will reclaim the words of Emily Dickenson not as the musings of one woman writing in the 19th century, but as the mantra for our church alive in the 21st century.  In an instant with this mindset, with the goal of making our world a better world, we will take Dickenson’s words and proclaim them just as she did, over a century ago, our living will not be in vain.

We can do this, if we will, Community Church.  And our annual program meeting is our first next step toward taking in the text of Matthew, toward donning the ways of Dorcas, toward claiming the truth of Dickenson such that in an instant, we will know that our living will not be in vain.
Let us pray.
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