JOURNEY THROUGH TEARS

5th Sunday of Lent          March 25, 2007

Psalm 126                   Philippians 3:10-14

OPENING

Have you ever wondered why we cry?  Science tells us that there is a physiological reason we do so.  Tears protect our eyes from irritants.  The salt in our tears even has antiseptic properties.  Each time we blink tear glands produce precious drops of liquid, washing our eyes clean, making our vision clear.  
But we also cry when we are hurt, when we are sad, when our emotions are touched and our hearts are made open and vulnerable by some old memory, some new feeling, or something deep.  Science tells us even these tears; tears of emotions, have a specific purpose, for these tears provide release from and relief for circumstances beyond our immediate reach.  Yes, tears are important.  We need them for reasons of health, we need them for reasons of release and, and we need them because they just may help us to see what God has placed before us.  

This morning’s psalm comes from a period of time when God’s children were newly freed from their Babylonian slavery, their Babylonian exile.  After 75 years, after three generations had come and gone, finally they were free.  Finally they were able to return to the glory of their city, their home, Jerusalem.  Finally they were able to behold the beauty of the temple, the place God had promised to install his name.  The place God had promised to protect and preserve forever.
As they were on their way back home they sang the first three verses of this psalm and they could scarcely believe their good fortune.  That’s why the psalm begins, “When the Lord brought us back to Jerusalem it was like we were in a dream.”  You see, as they journeyed back toward their city on a hill they were so happy, so overjoyed they laughed and they sang.  As they returned from exile to Jerusalem they were glad beyond compare.

But, and this is where the second half of the psalm begins, when they arrived back home, when their feet touched down in Jerusalem, they found not a city set grandly on a hill.  They found not their temple still adorned with gold.  No, they found a city devastated and defeated.  They found a temple desecrated and damaged almost beyond repair.  They found a city and a temple described in the 79th psalm in this way:
1 O God, the nations have invaded your inheritance;


they have defiled your holy temple,


they have reduced Jerusalem to rubble.

3
They have poured out blood like water


all around Jerusalem,


and there is no one to bury the dead.

4
We are objects of reproach to our neighbors,


of scorn and derision to those around us.

Israel returned to their Jerusalem and the second half of the psalm says, they cried.  
But what kind of tears did they cry?  Were they hurt?  Were they sad?  I imagine the answer to each of these questions is yes, but I believe there was more to their tears.  For you see their tears had to be accompanied and under girded by their experience of the exile.  The same God that had delivered them from the exile could deliver them again.  I believe their tears were attached to a faith that, from the beginning, understood that though their city was destroyed they could yet petition God – for their God had heard their petitions before and he had answered them.  Yes, though their tears were appointed to fall from their eyes at the sight of their city spoiled and ruined, at the same time their tears fell their profession of faith flew toward heaven’s door.  
They may have cried out, our city is demolished, but they also cried out, our God is able.  They may have cried out, our temple is devastated, but they also declared, our God is able.  Though their refrain may have been, we are sad and disappointed; still they said we will not give up, for our God is able.  The Israelites cried out, they shed tears of dismay and even defeat but they did so trusting that if they worked to replenish what had been lost, their God was able. 

The psalm indicates they cried out as they planted.  They cried out as they sowed.  They must have cried out from the back breaking work of preparing the soil.  Surely they cried out as they beat away the birds who wanted to feast on the young plants.  They cried out, “Lord though we are weeping as we work, we know you are able.  Help us to rejoice as we await the harvest.  Though we weep as we wait yet we know you are able.  Help us to sing songs of joy.  Yes Lord, you are able.   

When the Israelites found themselves in trouble, when they found themselves against the wall, they did not deny their tears.  They did not take a stiff upper lip approach to their difficulties.  No, they let their upper lips and their lower lips quiver with the emotion that they felt.  They let the tears that welled up flow because somehow they knew what medical science now tells us, that their tears were meant for release and relief.  Their tears were meant as stepping stones out of their grief and through their pain, into a place where they could stand renewed.  They somehow knew that their tears paved a pathway through the difficulty, through the heart ache through the uncertainty into a new reality.
What a story of power, what a story of hope, what a story of this ancient people.  But Community, the ability to face difficult days, the willingness to cry tears of hurt and pain and to use them as stepping stones into a new reality is not only the story of an ancient population.   It is a story of a contemporary people who gather and worship on the corner of Lincoln and Grove.  
The 126th psalm is also a story of a current people who began humbly, who grew to greatness and in recent days have known the sting of tears along their journey.  The 126th psalm reflects the story of a church called Community.  Yes you, like the Israelites have known a time of greatness and joy.  In 1859 before there were streets or cars to run on them, before there were lights or electricity to power them, this church new a time of exceeding joy for it was in 1859, just a mere 12 years after the church was begun, that you opened your doors on this very piece of land, having built a church for the grand sum of $2,250.  
This church knew what it meant to worship in glory and splendor because by the early 1900’s the population of the congregation had grown by 20%.  Yes like the Israelites in their days of glory, Community Church prospered breaking ground on a new building, this building.  You knew what it was to have pews that were filled, so much so on special days chairs had to be placed in the Narthex just to accommodate those who wanted to worship with you.  Yes this community of believers knew what it was to have so many children that the desire for a new educational wing pressed forth as the primary necessity and a place to educate and enliven the spirits of the children of this church was conceived and built.  And today that building stands right outside these doors.
Community you remember, for your have told the stories in your history – You remember when neighbors would come to worship because something was going on here that was so appealing, so attractive, so rare that others just could not help wanting to be a part.  One story that I have been privileged to hear from the source is the story of how the Ferry’s came to be members.  Coral and Bill were not attending this church but their son Milton came home from school one day and announced he had found his church.  A church filled with his friends, where the music was led by his teacher Kay Baer.  So much in love with his teacher and so desirous of being with his friends, young Mr. Ferry announced to his parents that this was to be his new church, and gratefully, Coral and Bill followed.  

Community remember when this was a place so vibrant, so filled, so blessed that it seemed as if it would go on forever?  But like the fortunes of our sisters and brothers of Israel, it did not continue forever.  And just like they, this church found itself on a journey through tears.  Tears that fell as a beloved pastor, Rev. Nyman retired.  Tears that were shed as families drifted away.  Tears that welled up as funds seem to dissipate.  Tears that watered the very pews in which you sit and the pulpit where I stand.  Yes, there were tears of disappointment so deep it seemed as if there was no end.  Like the Israelites, this church found itself on a journey through tears.  
But just like the Israelites, even if it was not clear then, your tears were accompanied by an experience that said your God had delivered you in the past and would deliver you now.  I believe, based on your stories, the stories you have shared with me, the stories that are chronicled in this history, your tears were attached to a faith that said though confronted with a crisis this day we will cry out to our God with a voice of petition.  That petition was to remain together, that petition was to welcome back anyone who would come.  That petition was to send you a pastor who would help with healing.  That petition was to help you to hold on until the tears had watered the ground enough to prepare it for a new crop, a new harvest.  That petition was to enable you to smile again, to laugh again and to be a harvest of joy once again.  Like the Israelites your tears fell from your eyes as your profession of faith flew from your lips and heaven heard.  

First God sent you a council that would not give up.  They would not give in.  I can only imagine how they cried together.  I can only imagine how they prayed together.  But they did it.  With rev. Reekie and Rev. Mosley, they walked through a journey of tears, with the operative word being through.  And then, under Bill’s Akerstom’s leadership and more importantly God’s providence you were given Rev. Jay as sign and symbol of God’s love.  As a church, though there were still tears in your eyes, you journeyed out and planted more seeds.  With this beloved and gifted woman you welcomed back others and asked them to help you clear even more ground, sow even more seed.  And you did!  With your resident pastors, with the Council, with Rev. Jay and with those who heard God’s voice and returned to this place, with those who have come for the first time, through your tears, you continued to weed, continued to weather the storms, continued to stand the heat, continued to plant, to pray and to trust.  And now you are stronger, and now you are closer.  Now like the Israelites you again are beginning to believe God yet has songs of joy for you to sing.  God yet has harvests of plenty for you to bring!   
Yes, a journey through tears.  You cried to remove irritants.  You cried so the antiseptic would heal your eyes.  You cried not as a sign of defeat but as a sign of determination, you cried so that your eyes would be made clean and your vision clear.  
And now, God has brought us together.  We stand at a place not only on the corner of Lincoln and Grove but at a place of promise for our church.  We stand at a place where the tears may not yet be dry or even through falling but we stand at a place where God has met us, is equipping us, and will enable us to do all that he has for us to do.  

Look back community, look back over these past few years and see not only your glorious past, see not only the difficulty and tears of recent days, see not only the renewal that came with the Rev Jay and your hard work, but see ahead, see what God has in store.  

In fact that’s what Paul is asking us to do.  He asks us to replace what is behind with what is coming ahead.  I know the text uses the word “forget”.  But our Bibles do not correctly translate that word.  Paul is not asking us to forget the rich history of this church.  He is not asking us to erase from our minds the people and the pageantry, the moments and the ministries that have come before us.  No, he does not want us to forget in that way.  Instead the Greek word that Paul uses really means to move something from the front most position in our minds and hearts into a secondary or rear position.  It means to move those memories of the past into a position not so easily seen.  What Paul is asking us to do is to shift our historic memories into second place and to replace them with a view of what is coming, of what God has in store.  Paul asks us to do our very best to focus on, and run toward, the goal that is ahead.  
What is the goal?  The goal is to know Christ, to love him, to follow him.  The goal is to take in his word, to obey his word, to follow him in good times and bad times.  The goal is to trust him and become like him.  
I really like this part.  For as we place the powerful history of this church just behind a picture of what we hope will be the powerful future of this church; as become more like Jesus we will become more and more the bearers of truth, the proponents of peace, the lifters of bowed down heads, the hope for those who are without hope.  As we become more and more like the one we follow, the one we call Christ we will become more radical, for we indeed follow a radical savior.  A man who met the meek and made them the powerful.  A man who met the powerful and told them they needed a master.  A man who told truth in places devoid of that sound and challenged rule and order that favored some and debased others.  As we do what Paul has asked us, as we are able to say, all I want to do is to know more of Christ, as we seek to follow after him, then we will be just like Kay Baer.  We will be so attractive to the outside world that others, just like the Ferry’s, will want to know what is going on over here and they will come.  They will come and feel the love of Jesus.  They will come and feel the warmth of our fellowship.  They will come and learn of the one we seek to follow.  They will come and meet the same one the boy of our anthem met in the garden.

And like that little boy, when the days press in hard and tears appear; when I disappoint you, when we disappoint one another, when trouble raises it’s head in our lives; you and I and all of those who come to be with us, must remember that we have journeyed through tears before.  And the same God that brought us out then will bring us out again.  Like the little boy, when we cannot find our way, we will not be afraid, instead, just like the little boy when our faith weakens from the doubts and concerns to the quiet garden we will often return.  To that same familiar corner, right here on Lincoln and Grove, we will kneel and declare God you have been our God in ages past, you are our hope for all the years to come.  You have shepherded us through prior journeys filled with tears and we trust that you will again.   Meet us whenever we journey through tears.  Meet us and usher us through.  And we will tell of your love, we will tell of your faithfulness, we will tell of your ability to use even our tears to clean our eyes, make our vision clear and prepares us to go forward, toward the prize, toward the good and great things that you – 

Oh God – have in store for this church, this faithful church.  Yes beloved of God, you have and we may have to yet journey through tears.  But as we do with God’s help we will journey to the other side, to the glorious side, to the place God has ordained for this faithful church, the one that sits on the corner of Lincoln and Grove.  

Let us pray.
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