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Let Us Be . . . United in Our Purpose
Job 19:23-27; 1 Corinthians 12:1-13

My friend Amelia stopped me in the middle of the Quad.  "We just found
out we need another woman for the team," she said, "and I immediately
thought of you."  I didn't know what she was talking about, but I was not so
sure I was going to like the idea, whatever it was!

Amelia was a friend from Baptist Student Union at Wake Forest and a
graduate student in the religion department.  The team to which she was
referring was a Weekend Life Team, one of the ministries of BSU which
provided groups of five or six students to local churches to lead in-house
weekend retreats for youth.  A team was just a couple of weeks away from
leading such a retreat at Candlewyk Baptist Church in Charlotte, and one of
the team members had dropped out.  

My encounter with Amelia stunned me because I would have thought
I would be the last person she would consider.  I was a chemistry major at the
time and, as a sophomore, had only been involved in BSU for a couple of
months.  My circuitous denominational wanderings through my high school
years and my first year at Wake Forest had led me to just about every church
other than a Baptist one since, as a stubborn adolescent, I had insisted to my
parents that I would never darken the door of another Baptist church.   How
I finally did rediscover my Baptist roots is a story for another day.  God does
have a terrific sense of humor, doesn't he?

But there I stood, listening to Amelia talk me right into being a part of
this team!   I had never taught a Bible study before, much less led in worship! 
Most of the churches I had attended wouldn't even allow women to do such
things.  I had no idea what my responsibilities on the team would be, but I
heard myself saying that I would do it.  It sounded like an exciting challenge,
and something, or someone, was tugging at me to say, "Yes."

Though we when we arrived in Charlotte just a few days later, we were
clearly in over our heads and knew it, our team of six untrained, ill-prepared
college kids led worship and Bible studies and games and activities that were
a blessing to the youth participants and their parents as well as to us.  We
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quickly realized that whatever we accomplished that weekend, however, was
not our own doing.  We brought with us a random assortment of talents and
ideas and experiences, but as we joined together to lead and to teach, to play
and to worship, what emerged was far greater than the sum of our parts or the
extent of our preparation.  What we experienced that weekend was how the
Holy Spirit could move in us and through us to transform us into channels
through which God's grace could flow.

I saw it happen again last weekend.  About fifteen youth and adult
volunteers from Lakeside traveled to the Conetoe community to partner with
members of the Conetoe Chapel Baptist Church for a food giveaway.  As part
of our Lakeside Involved efforts, Carol Barker and I had solicited food
donations from anyone and everyone in Rocky Mount who would stand still
to listen.  Convenience store managers and high school students, sweet
potato farmers and fire fighters, civic clubs and colleges, joined together to
donate hundreds of cans and boxes of food.  Combined with a truck load of
produce from the Food Bank of North Carolina and vegetables which the
Conetoe members pulled from their own community garden, we filled their
fellowship hall on Friday, and, in a community of about 300 residents, we
gave food to 91 people representing 272 family members on Saturday.  It felt
great to know that we had fed nearly an entire town!

So many people had come together to donate and harvest, to plan and
organize, to work and to pray in order to make the project happen that it was
exciting to see how many people were helped.  But as Carol and I reflected
on the project this week, we realized that as important as it was that we fed
hungry people, we also witnessed ministry of another kind.  Our youth and
those from Conetoe who knew each other from Gatekeepers renewed and
strengthened friendships.  The youth reached out to elderly people who
needed assistance to carry their groceries.  And the people who had arrived
on Friday morning to set up for the project as a group of individuals who were
black and white, rich and poor, educated and illiterate, each just a little
skeptical of the intentions of the others, by Saturday afternoon had become
brothers and sisters in Christ, joining our various gifts to serve our neighbors
in need, sharing hugs and handshakes and smiles, already talking of when
we might work together again.  While we worked together to give away food
that would nourish people's bodies, the Holy Spirit was working within and
among us to build the Body of Christ.

Today's passage in 1 Corinthians is just one of several places where the
Apostle Paul speaks of this work of the Holy Spirit.  In this instance, he is
writing to a congregation that is experiencing damaging divisions.  Given its
location and importance as a port city in Greece, it is not surprising that the
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population, and therefore the church, in Corinth would be diverse.  Jews and
Greeks, travelers from throughout the known world, wealthy merchants and
poor laborers all would have come together to worship in Corinth, and their
differences had begun to create divisions.  We read in chapter 11 that they
had even started to discriminate against some church members in the sharing
of the Lord's Supper!  

So in chapter 12, Paul wants to clarify for the Corinthian believers that
their differences are not a liability but are, in fact, an asset and an opportunity
for the Holy Spirit to work through them to accomplish great things.  We all
have different talents and abilities and interests and, while the variety may be
interesting, it can also become a point of discord.  But when our talents and
abilities are empowered by the Holy Spirit, Paul says, they become gifts to be
used for the common good, for building up the Body of Christ.

We come together in this place week by week, some of you for many
years, to worship and to study and to fellowship and to serve, and when we
come we bring with us all of the threads of backgrounds and experiences and
opinions and talents and interests that make us who we are and who God
created us to be.  We acknowledge that in the mystery of God's wisdom, each
of us is crafted uniquely yet all of us are formed in the very image of God.  We
have to look no further than our political affiliations, our hymn preferences, the
teams we support, or the talents we display to know that there are many
differences among us.  And we could, like so many in our society and world,
allow these differences to divide us, to pit us against one another, and to
cause animosity and resentment.  

But we acknowledge that by the grace of God and the working of the
Holy Spirit, here we become the Body of Christ, and those different strands
of our tendencies and preferences and personalities are woven by the
creative hand of God into a beautiful tapestry of life and ministry together. 
When we join together in this place, and in the work we do together beyond
this place, we are no longer a group of individuals touting our achievements,
advancing our agendas, or jockeying for position, we are the Body of Christ,
supporting and encouraging one another, building community both within and
outside these walls, and celebrating the wondrous variety of our gifts. 

While we often acknowledge that each one who is a part of this
congregation, and indeed every believer who claims the name of Christ, is
called to offer our time and treasure and talents in service to God and to one
another, and we understand that our differences allow each to claim our place
as an important part of the Body of Christ, there is a far greater mystery to
which our faith in Christ attests.  You see, it's not just that our gifts
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accumulate with those that are given by others, as if we can measure the
effectiveness of our ministry the same way we record our offerings on a
deposit slip or tally the amount of time we've given as we would on a service
hour form required for graduation.   No, God doesn't simply add up the value
of our gifts.  Instead, he multiplies and transforms them.  Through the working
of the Holy Spirit, our gifts of time, talents and resources, joined with those of
our brothers and sisters in order to share the love of Christ and to meet the
needs of God's children become catalysts for justice in our world, agents of
compassion and hope, and signs of God's reign of peace.  

And we must acknowledge that this transformation is an achievement
not of our own accomplishment but of the miraculous work of the Holy Spirit. 
In fact, many of us can probably think of times when we recognized that God
was working through us when our own resources were depleted and we
thought we had nothing left to offer at all.  We see this acknowledgment in the
surprising words of Job, which we read earlier, that when he had lost
everything important to him, including his family, his possessions and his
health, and even his friends who were supposedly there to offer support had
turned against him, he could still declare, "I know that my Redeemer lives,
and that at the last he will stand upon the earth."  It is the Living God who
makes himself known in and through us who unites and transforms our often
inadequate resources and clumsy efforts to accomplish the redemptive work
of God's Kingdom.

Yesterday, fifteen Lakeside Ringers joined with about 500 other
handbell ringers at the Capital Area Handbell Festival, hosted by the
acclaimed Raleigh Ringers.  It was a wonderful day of music and fellowship
with talented choirs from across North Carolina and neighboring states.   

The process of making music with handbells is unique in that there are
several musicians who are collaborating to serve as one instrument.  Most
handbell music could be played by a talented pianist or organist, but putting
bells and chimes in the hands of a group of musicians working together
creates sounds and effects that cannot be duplicated by other instruments. 
Each player is vital to the effectiveness of the ensemble because if any one
were absent, notes would be missing from the piece.

I saw this idea demonstrated in a video which a handbell conductor had
made with his youth bell choir.  He had the entire choir gather around a piano
and each attempt to play the three or four notes represented by the bells they
played.  It was, of course, chaotic and muddled, as the players reached over
each other, struggling to keep their positions and find their notes.  The
demonstration was an attempt to let them know how important each of them
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was to the ensemble and how working cooperatively was essential to the
music they were creating.

And so it when the Holy Spirit begins to work in and through the Body
of Christ.  We each do our part to create the sweet refrains of worship and
service and learning, of fellowship and stewardship and  discipleship which
witness to the grace of God working in our lives.  Ours, however, is not just
a collection of random unrelated notes because a cacophony of solos, no
matter how skillfully or artfully they are sung will still clash and compete rather
than make music.  So we join together thoughtfully and intentionally, offering
our gifts and relying on the Holy Spirit, to unite those gifts with those of our
brothers and sisters, knowing that our call is to unity, not uniformity, as the
song of our faith is not a unison melody but a rich, complex harmony of voices
and instruments joining together in praise to God, each one essential for the
composition to be complete.  So may we allow God's Spirit to work in and
through us, that the gifts we bring might ring forth as God's song of life and
hope for all the world.   With God’s blessing, may it be so.  Thanks be to God! 
Amen. 
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Pastoral Prayer November 10, 2013

O God who crafted us from the dust of the earth, molded us into your
own divine image, and built our lives upon your steadfast mercy and infinite
wisdom, our songs and prayers, our confessions and praises are but feeble
attempts at acknowledging our need for you and our gratitude for your
never-failing mercies.  Too often we look around our world–to money or
status, to education or accomplishment, to other people or even within
ourselves–seeking security and wholeness.  But here we are called to
acknowledge, Loving God, our utter dependence upon your grace.  You call
us to welcome you into our lives and to be transformed into the likeness of
Christ, humbling ourselves in service and gratitude.  You call us to turn to you
in faith and it is because you have been faithful to keep your promises to us
and to your people for generations, that we can find in you joy that will
brighten our weary  hearts, peace that will calm our fearful minds, and hope
that will sustain our wounded souls.  For every good gift which comes from
your generous hand, we offer to you our thanks and praise.

This day, we are reminded that because we have received the
abundance of your gifts to us, we have been called to be faithful stewards of
possessions and talents, of time and energy.  Despite our failings and
limitations, you have entrusted to us the sacred work of sharing your love and
hope in this community and beyond.  For those who lack adequate shelter, we
are called to build.  With those who lack food or clothing or medical care, we
are called to share.  To those who lack companionship and hope, we are
called to be present.   Equip and empower us for these tasks, we pray, that
we might find the strength and courage to pattern our lives after the example
of Christ so that  your light and life might be spread to the dark and dying
corners of our world.  In the name of the One who offers abundant life now
and eternal life with you, even Jesus our Lord, we pray.  Amen. 
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