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As you might remember, I have a big perennial garden and it has gotten bigger this year. . . . This is my seventh
growing season in this yard and the fruit of all of the hard work in those previous six growing seasons is really paying
off. It looks beautiful.
But yesterday morning I was doing the kind of work that I would usually be doing in July. It was as hot as July so I
needed to keep hydrating and wiping the sweat off of my glasses. . . . Usually at this time of year I would still be
planting new annuals, attending to the vegetable garden, and transplanting / splitting perennials. All of those things
were done weeks ago. If I acted like the weather this year was what it usually is, I would not be taking care of the
garden in the right way. If I assumed that it was business as usual this year, then I would not be helping the garden
to achieve its maximum growth.
It occurred to me while I was out there in the heat that part of what we need to do as a church is to realize that it is
not business as usual. Our context is not the same as it was even a few years ago. If we continue to do things that
we did well in another context and do them in exactly the same way, we are not helping the church to respond at its
optimal potential to its call to tell the good news.
Perhaps this especially struck me as I reflected on Broadway Church in Rock Island where I was preaching and
baptizing on Sunday. This has been a very traditional PCUSA congregation for a long time. Very traditional building
in a neighborhood that has changed–that could describe many of our churches. Over the last few years they have
added refugees and immigrants from several places–including about 20 Nepalese this Sunday. I got there very early
and watched as people gathered. The mostly elderly Caucasian people arrived about 15 minutes early for worship.
The Nepalese people were in the basement cooking part of the meal we had afterwards and arrived a few minutes
late. The Hispanic people also arrived at a time that most PCUSA members would consider to be late. We heard a
song in Nepalese and one in Spanish, we sang with the organ, we sang with a praise band. I preached a pretty
traditional sermon and then baptized people who each pronounced their name to me as I baptized them so that I
could attempt to pronounce it correctly.
It was not all sweetness and light. A few older white women said to me on the way into the church, “I am so glad
you are here; we really need your help.” There was a noisy child in worship–someone whose parents were not
born in Rock Island. During the sermon I commented about how nice it is to hear children in worship. On the way
out of worship one of the older white ladies said to me, “I don’t know how you could concentrate on anything with
all that noise!” So, they still have a little work to do. But they know, to use the gardening analogy, that it is not a
typical spring. The context has changed and they have changed the way they do things in that church in order to
meet their new context. We saw the story of Pentecost enacted, with its joy and with people questioning exactly
what all of this means. Most fun I have had interacting with a congregation in a long time!

