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    JULY 15, 2012

Love In Action
John 9:1-11; 1 John 3:16-18

As I was getting ready to leave Church of the Good Shepherd after
lunch clean-up on Thursday, Susan Skinner commented that the group
seemed more subdued, less boisterous than in previous years.  No offense
to the guys, but my assessment was that the slightly greater number of girls
than boys participating in Gatekeepers this year had a calming effect on the
group.  Of course, I was joking!

But the conversation made me think that each year of Gatekeepers is
unique in its own way.  Of course, we've done much the same kind of work
every year for each of the past twenty-one years.  We have repaired roofs and
floors, cleaned and painted every conceivable surface, stopped plumbing
leaks and winterized doors and windows.  We have formed new friendships,
both among the other volunteers and the homeowners.  We have been a
positive presence in some neighborhoods where hope and help are often in
short supply.  In short, for more than two decades, we have lived out this
year's theme of putting Christ's love into action.  

The First Letter of John is clearly concerned with how the Christian
community should love one another and the world.  The whole letter is made
up of just five short chapters but uses the word "love" more than fifty times.
Here John uses agapé for the sacrificial, unconditional love God has shown
for us in Jesus Christ.  We are to love others as Christ loves us and gave
himself for us.

John spends so much time emphasizing this point because he knows
it won't be easy for us to love in this way.  We are not God.  We are sinful
creatures: often impatient, selfish, short-tempered, proud, greedy, lazy and
careless.  We know that we should be kind and generous with others, but it
is often easier to say nice words than to put forth real time and effort and give
of ourselves for the sake of others.

But this year and every year, Gatekeepers calls us to do just that.   With
hammers and paintbrushes, wood and shingles, along with smiles, kind words
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and prayers, we share the love of Christ with our neighbors who, because of
physical or financial limitations, can no longer maintain their homes on their
own.

Although the supplies we used and the work we accomplished, and
even some of the neighborhoods in which we worked were familiar, this year
did have its own distinct flavor, and Don Bulluck can tell you that I choose the
word "flavor" intentionally.  

On Tuesday, Don's crew found about three dozen eggs, presumed to
be laid by wild bantam chickens which resided in the neighborhood in which
he worked many years ago.  The eggs were still intact inside the roof of the
house, not out in the county, but on Myrtle Avenue.  I am grateful to Don, I
think, for the gift of one of those eggs.  The next day, a squirrel ran up an
electrical pole near Don's house, touched a live wire, met his demise and
knocked out power for several blocks in the process.  Don's crew joked that
they wouldn't need to come to lunch the next day because they could have
eggs and fried squirrel for lunch!

The cooking theme continued at other sites.  Some years the crews
battle roaches or rodents in many of the homes.  This year, it was grease, and
lots of it!  In  at least half of the eight work sites, painting the kitchen and
repairing cabinets was on the agenda, but before that work could be done,
grease had to be scrubbed off of every surface imaginable.  Some of the
crews gave up on using rags and resorted to Brillo pads to scrub appliances,
walls, even ceilings. I'm certain that Jan's crew can offer some creative tips
if you need them.  But I'm happy to report that their diligence and elbow
grease paid off and, in the end, there are several cleaner, brighter, fresher
kitchens throughout Rocky Mount.

Many years, our other nemesis is rotten floors caused by leaking pipes.
This year, however, termites proved to be the greater challenge, and the two
homes where Connie Lilley and Jan Raynor worked now have more stable
floors because of the repairs our crews made.  

Of course, the weather also proved to be a challenge for part of our
week.  From 100 degrees on Monday to mid-70's and raining on Wednesday,
our crews were undaunted.  While some of the crews had interior work to
keep them busy during the  rain, Don's crew continued to replace rotten fascia
boards and soffits, Jody's crew continued to paint the exterior of a house,
Connie Button and Dan Herring's crews continued their yard work and Kevin
Stussie and Peter Bynum's crews continued their roof repairs.  
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What impressed me most about this year's Workcamp, however, was
not just the hard work and unflagging determination of our crews, but also
their openness and sensitivity to the homeowners with which they were
working.  Many of the crews asked to take lunch back to their homeowners.
Some of the homeowners joined in the work of the crew, as they were able,
allowing the youth to work alongside the ones they were there to serve.  I
heard youth and adult volunteers tell stories of work or school or family
connections with the homeowners, discovered because they took the time to
engage them in conversation and listen to their stories.  

This week was about repairing structures, making homes clean and dry
and safe and attractive.  It was also about giving the youth an opportunity to
learn new skills.  On Friday afternoon, I heard one of the girls from Conetoe
say that since she had learned to paint, she could now go back and offer to
help her friends and family members spruce up their own homes.  We plan to
send some of our left-over paint to help them do that.  I also had one of our
own Lakeside youth offer to help me wind up water hoses on Friday afternoon
and as he did, he commented that he had learned how to do that at
Gatekeepers.  Then he added that he had learned how to do something new
every year that he had participated.  I even heard one of our crew leaders
comment, when preparing to install flooring which we hadn't expected to have
to do and which was going to add time and stress to his job, say that on the
positive side, it was something he had always wanted to learn how to do.

But as important as the home repairs and newly acquired skills might
be, the most important thing we did this week was to love our neighbors, not
just with our words but also with our actions.

As followers of Christ, we know how to love both in word and in action
by looking to the example of Christ who gave himself for us.  In today's
Gospel lesson, we see one of the many encounters Jesus had with one who
was in need.  

It is hard to imagine how difficult it would have been to have lived with
a disability of any kind in the first century: completely dependent on the charity
of others, considered unclean and untouchable, presumed to be disabled
because of some moral or spiritual failing.  The man in John 9 was especially
to be pitied and avoided.  He had been born blind, so his condition couldn't be
blamed on an accident or someone else.  Surely his blindness was his own
fault, a curse from God because either he or his parents had sinned.

But when Jesus and his disciples encountered the man, Jesus
responded in a way that must have shocked everyone.  Now I will admit that



4

I have some theological questions about what Jesus meant when he said that
the man was born blind "so that God's works might be revealed in him," but
what is more important is that Jesus corrected the long-held belief about the
spiritual roots of his physical disability.  Others assumed the man was at fault
for his condition.  Jesus loved him with his words and his actions, and met his
need.

We do it, too, don't we?  We see someone in need and make
assumptions about what they did to land themselves in such a situation.
Maybe they are lazy or haven't managed their money well.  Maybe they made
poor choices regarding their education or their family.  Maybe their children
would help them more if they had instilled better values in them.  Maybe.

Some of these may be valid concerns, and I am certainly one who
believes that a strong work ethic and a sense of personal responsibility are
important.  But I can't escape that whenever Jesus met someone who was
suffering, he met their need, often with no questions asked, because love was
his highest value.

And then, John tells us, he healed the man by touching him!  Didn't
Jesus know that if he touched the man, he would become unclean, too?
Jesus did know, but for Jesus showing compassion was more important than
ritual purity.  The rules were not unimportant to Jesus, but they always took
a back seat to acting with kindness and mercy and meeting the need that was
right in front of him.  Jesus could have spoken a word or waved his hand and
healed the man's blindness.  We know that Jesus spoke a healing word for
others who were not even in his presence.  Touching this man, and many of
the other people Jesus healed, was not acceptable by the rules of society or
religion, but touching him was a way not only to heal his physical disability,
but also to welcome him back into the community. 

Our communities also have people who are considered outsiders or
"unclean" because of a disability or illness, because of racial or religious or
cultural differences, because of where they live or how much money they
make.  Of course, speaking a kind word to them is a good thing to do, and it
is a start.  But our faith in Christ calls us to cross those boundaries, to touch
people's lives by helping to change their circumstances, to offer hope by
demonstrating Christ's love for them by our words and by our actions.  

Gatekeepers Workcamp is not just about repairing homes.  If it were,
we could hire professionals to do much of the work that we accomplished this
week, probably  more efficiently than we were able.  But our ministry is also
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about becoming a part of the homeowners' lives, hearing their stories, and
forming relationships that will shape them and us with the love of Christ.

I want to be very careful here that this service and this sermon are not
just a chance for us to pat ourselves on the back for all the good that we
accomplished this week and then leave here feeling self-righteous and
satisfied until next year.  We should feel good about the work we
accomplished.  We should celebrate it and rejoice that for some of our Rocky
Mount neighbors, this week was the first one in a long time when their roof or
plumbing has not leaked, their floor has not sagged, their windows have not
been drafty or their house has not been dirty.  We should celebrate that
neighborhoods are a little brighter and, as we witnessed on a couple of
occasions this week, our work has prompted other homeowners in nearby
homes to begin sprucing up as well.  We should celebrate that we and our
young people have experienced the joy of giving of ourselves and forming
bonds with some who are very different from us.

But, as we discussed in one of our crew devotions this week, we should
also approach this and any work we do with what Paul calls in Philippians,
"the same mind that was in Christ Jesus," (Philippians 2:5), that is in a spirit
of humility.  We do this work and any work we do, recognizing both that we
have the strength and skills to do it because they are gifts from God and that
no matter how skilled we might be, the real work of Christ could not be
accomplished apart from God's grace and power working through us.  We are
channels through which God's goodness flows, vessels of his mercy for our
neighbors in need, when we imitate Christ by loving both in word and in
action.

So another Gatekeepers Workcamp is in the books, but our work is far
from over.  For you see, if we are to answer the call to live sacrificially for
others as Christ demonstrated for us, we will continue to take up our
hammers and paintbrushes, our  serving spoons and pencils, our medical
instruments and yard tools, our musical instruments and sewing machines,
and whatever other tools best fit the shape of the gifts God has placed within
us.  So get your tools ready and get some rest.  A new opportunity for you to
love someone in Christ's name may be right around the corner.  Amen. 
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July 15, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Like a fountain ever flowing with refreshing water, your love splashes
over us day by day renewing and refreshing us, O God.  Like the rain that fell
upon our community last week, your grace fills us up with renewed vigor so
that our lives can be vibrant in living for you.  Like the spit from Christ’s lips
which healed a beggar’s blindness, your call upon our lives opens our eyes
to all of the needs and resources around us.  For the many ways in which you
surround us and fall upon us, we praise you, O God.

Our words are not adequate to thank you for the abundant blessings
you brought to us and through us this past week.  For the safety of everyone
who worked with Gatekeepers, we are grateful.  For the skills and willingness
to work which helped to transform weary houses into safe and hopeful homes,
we praise you.  For the friendships formed and strengthened, for the witness
to neighbors and the community at large, for the transformation of hearts and
minds and hands, we offer our deepest thanks.  For the privilege of service
and the opportunities to put our love into action, we are grateful, O God.

For this fellowship of believers and all others in this community, we
thank you.  Continue to bring your flock together in unity of spirit and purpose.
Help us to celebrate the differences that bring diversity and interest to our
fellowship and to recognize those things we hold in common which solidify our
ministry in this community.

As Christ met the physical needs of the people around him, so also
meet our physical needs, we pray.  Many of us are ill; bring help and healing,
we pray.  Many of us face challenges that are beyond our control and
resources; bring us help and hope.  Some of us wake each day to the pangs
of loneliness and feel the sting of death; grant us comfort, we pray.  There are
others among us who are on a path which will surely lead to pain and sorrow
and destruction; bring us back to the way which follows your steps to
redemption.  All of us are in need of your grace and goodness; shower these
gifts upon us, we pray.

Merciful and Redemptive God, we praise you with all that is within us
and thank you for the life you bring to us all.  Accept our prayers and respond
to our needs just as you always have through Jesus Christ our Lord, in whose
name we pray.  Amen.

Jody C. Wright
Senior Minister


