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Have you ever seen the movie it’s a Wonderful Life?   Last year, during the holiday season, not unlike others, I chanced upon this classic film and watched it from beginning to end.  The movie stars Jimmy Stewart and Donna Reed as the loving couple George and Mary Bailey and Lionel Barrymore as the evil villain, Mr. Potter.  In the movie, our hero, George has the picture perfect life: a loving wife, four children, his own business and a solid place in the fabric of a town called Bedford Falls. 
However, on Christmas Eve, George encounters severe business difficulties at his business, the Bailey Building and Loan. George's Uncle, Billy, has lost all of the cash deposits, the money owed the bank.  And the bank’s evil Scrooge-like owner, Mr. Potter, stands barely in the wings waiting to snatch the Buildings and Loan from George’s now cash strapped hands.  This leads George to a life crisis.  In one poignant scene he stands ready to end his life, sure that everyone would be better off without him, better off with him gone, poof!   
At the last minute, just as he is about to end it all a funny little man named Clarence shows up in distress and George, in essence, rescues him.  Moments later, in a turn of fate, Clarence returns the favor.  He tells George that his life is worthwhile and if he were gone, if in fact he went “POOF”, Bedford Falls would be decidedly different and not for the better.
Then in a move so fantastical as to be unexplainable, Clarence transports George to a time where George has gone poof and what our hero discovers is stunning to see.  

George’s world, the perfect little town of Bedford Falls, has gone poof too and in its place is a mean and depressed place.  And Clarence, that funny little man whom we learn in truth is an angel, tells George that the disastrous circumstances of the town’s situation are all because George had never been born.

Almost a year ago, as I watched this movie the thought came to my mind, what if we went poof?  What if this church, and all of its 160 years, were no more, not here, gone, poof.  What would be the difference?  Would Barrington notice?  Would Barrington even be Barrington?  

These thoughts played in my heart and mind for over a year but they came into sharp focus when into my hands came these two precious books.  These are the minutes from the Barrington Area Ministerial Union from 1929 – 1958; and this church and her pastors are essential to the story these volumes tell.
If this church, her leaders and her members had not been here many things in Barrington could have been different and the minutes of the Ministeriumin record the evidence.  On Monday October 27, 1930 (24)
 the pastors in Barrington instructed their president, your pastor, Rev. Charles Drusserl to enquire of the United Charities of Chicago how the churches and the good Christians of Barrington might bring relief to their brothers and sisters in the County of Cook.  In the midst of a depression, in a time not unlike our own, a bail out for those in need did not begin in government halls but in the hearts of the ministers of this very town, in the heart of the pastor of this church.  In the midst of a depression this church knew the call on her life, she knew the call of the Gospel to bear one another’s burdens, and she and the other churches in town reached beyond their boundaries and made a difference.
The minutes also reflect that in April, 1933 (43) the ministers met and spoke about the scourge of alcohol on the community.  Their meeting notes report that each pastor agreed to urge his congregants to register and to vote to keep Barrington as it was, an anti-saloon territory.  Just a few months (50), in December of that same year, the ministers wrote these words to their state senator, “The Protestant ministers of Barrington respectfully petition you to exert your powers to protect schools and educational institutions against the encroachment of saloons or any other dispensers of liquor.  This earnest request is in behalf of all of the youth of the state and future citizens of our nation.”  
Whether from our 21st century seats we agree with these dear brothers or not, they were exercising their voices, making a statement, taking a stand and according to their notes their affect was felt.  Barrington, unlike Bedford Falls, would not disappear but be strengthened because churches, including this one, were present, active and alive.
And the churches of Barrington not only engaged in actions of an outreach and advocacy nature, they also agreed on ways they would spread the good news of Jesus the Christ.  In one instance they conducted a survey of all of the homes in Barrington, asking families what was their faith and then contacting those who answered none, or who answered and were not affiliated with one of the churches.  Then on January 4, 1941 (146) each of the pastors in the organization chose to preach on the very same topic; Sharing Our Christianity with Others:  Go into the highways and compel them to come!”  They printed 1,000 invitation cards and asked the members of their churches to go into the highways and indeed to compel people to come.  Over and over these records report plans by the churches to reach out to others and to welcome them into loving embrace of one of the community’s churches, welcome them into the loving embrace of a man named Jesus, whom they heralded as Savior and Lord.
The pastors whose names are recorded in these books refused to go poof, refused to be silent, refused to be ancillary to the life of the community; they refused and they made a difference.  

And though there are many other examples I might lift up, please allow me to share just two more.  As War World II approached the ministers wrote a letter (150) to their state Senators, a letter whose draft I now hold in my hand.

And, as their sons fought on those distant shores these visionary leaders turned their eyes and gave voice to an enemy that was present here at home, the adversary of racism.  Though their notes do provide any preamble to their thinking, on January 12, 1943 (164) the minutes of the Barrington Minister’s Association reads as follows, it was decided to have a Race Relations Sunday on the evening of February 14, 1943 with a Negro speaker and Negro Chorus.  This during a time of great upheaval in our nation; this during a time when even in the north, men and women of color did not live together, did not worship together, did not date one another and many did not see anything at all amiss.  

Then months later, while World Was II was still raging, while our nation was still in the business of interring her citizens of Japanese descent, this same organization of ministers chose to invite as the speaker for the 1944 Race Relations Sunday a Japanese minister whose name was Fitsuo Morikawa.  Defying the odds, daring to stand with Rev. Morikawa, determined to ignore the jeers of the crowd, the Barrington ministers stood in solidarity and spoke with truth in witness of Christ’s love for all men and women.
What courage, what willingness to stand in the face of the status quo; what power, what hope, what faith!  The Christian hands that shaped Barrington are many and include hands that built this church.  These hands were essential to shaping the way people thought, the way they acted, and the way they shared and lived out the Gospel. 

If the churches had not committed themselves to speaking truth, to being present; to standing up, if they had not been here the trajectory of Barrington could have been so very different.  On a day when we commemorate161 years on this corner we can be hold our predecessors in esteem and we can look back and thank God that they were here.
Yet, while their legacy gives us hope it does not give us permission to rest on their laurels.  No, each generation must ask the question again, what if now, right now we, you and I, this congregation were to go poof.  What would happen if we were to disappear?

If it is only that the DAR, Al-Anon, K.E.E.P. and Mathfacts would have to find new gathering places, if it is only those who seek benevolence or Mission and Outreach support would have to find new sources; if it is only that you and I would have to find a new place to gather on Sunday; then this is not enough.  The question is if Community Church went “poof” right now would the Barrington outside our walls know or care.  And, beloved of God, if the answer is no, or we do not know, then we must reconsider who we are and how we seek and serve God’s Kingdom by our presence, with our lives, on this corner.
And I am so grateful that the Prophet Jeremiah gives us a clue as to what we must do, on this corner.  For though we have not been sent to Barrington as punishment or as the result of exile, this is where God has placed us and we like Jeremiah’s people are called by God to seek the peace, the shalom, of the city where we find ourselves.   And shalom, in Hebrew means more than tranquility; it means completeness, soundness, prosperity and peace.  Jeremiah calls God’s children to seek the peace, to actively work for the peace of their Babylonian home and we are called to do the same.  But unlike Jeremiah’s people our understanding of the global nature of our world means that our call to seek peace extends beyond the boundaries of 60010, into the places about which we read, from which we obtain goods, and whose stories are told in the metro, national and international sections of our newspapers.  Yes, Jeremiah tells us what to do, to seek the peace of God’s world.
And that is not all, like the Israelites we are called to pray for the world as well.  The Hebrew word behind the Engligh word pray (palal פלל) means to intervene, interpose, to intercede for.  Jeremiah speaks to the children of God and tells them to pray for the place where God has placed them, and we are called to do the same.  
When we seek the peace of, when we pray for Barrington, Cook County, our state, nation and world, we engage, we work, we look for ways to be a blessing, we look for ways to create relationships and to make a difference.  When we seek the peace of and pray for the names and places we lift up on Sunday we do not do so just as a formality but because we know we are called by God to go out and to have an affect, go out and make a difference.
That’s why Jesus tells us that we are the salt of the earth.  Salt, scientists tell us, is the most important mineral on earth.  It changes everything it touches.  It melts the coldest ice, it softens the hardest water, it enlivens the blandest food, and it is used to purify and to preserve.  And, no human can live without it.  
You and I, we are called to be salt in the world.  We must go out with the love of God in our hearts and the words of Christ on our lips; we must go out and melt the cold of systems that say some deserve an elementary education that costs $7,000 annually and others that costs $17,000.  We must go out and soften the pain of men and women who work 40 hours every week but who can neither make ends meet or make plans for a day when they will. And we must go out and tell others about the one who sends us out to be salt.  Tell them about a radical Savior who said share instead of keep, who said seek follow me instead of the world, who said love instead of hate.
We must go out speaking what Christ taught, go out and change the things we touch as a church, change them not just in the short run because we offer financial support but change them in the long run because we ask the right questions, in the right places, writing letters like our predecessors did, taking a stand, making a difference, having an impact.

Jeremiah tells us to pray and seek peace and Jesus tells us to act like salt that has power to change, power to preserve, power to sustain; to act or to be thrown out as now good for nothing.

At the end of  the movie, It’s A Wonderful Life, the funny little man Clarence turns to George and says, “Strange, isn't it? “Each man's life touches so many other lives. When he isn't around he leaves an awful hole, doesn't he?”  
What if we were to go poof, Community Church; would we leave an awful hole?  Or, would any one notice?  We as a church, as so many lives gathered together on this corner, are called by Christ not to go poof.  We are compelled by his word to go out into the world and to be a witness to his love and his teachings.  We are called to not go poof but to recognize the power we have to be salt; to recognize the call on our lives to seek peace and to pray.  
And, like George Bailey by the end of the film, we must believe that we were placed here on purpose and that we are vital to our ever widening community.  So, my friends, if we refuse to go poof, if we are determined to continue the legacy of those pastors and church members who came before us, the question remains; how will we make a difference not only for Barrington but beyond?  What will we do?  How will we evaluate ourselves this time next year when celebrate our 162nd year on this corner?    On this our161st anniversary, let the conversation begin. 
� Each parenthetical insertion represents the page number in the Barrington Ministerial Alliance Record Book.


� The draft letter has been scanned in and is attached to this sermon.
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