Faith thet Woarks

A sermon preasched by the Revd, Theodore S. Atkinson at Knox Presbyterian Chursh, September 15,
1983, the Ils-th Sunday after Pentecast., Seripture: Proverbs 22:4-2, 9-9; Psalm 125; Jamas
D=5, BVD, F¥-T8 Mark 8:27-38.

My text for this morning comes to us from our epistle Leseon: "Faith
by itself, if it is not accompanied by actions is dead.” What James says is
clear and simple. He says there sre two cherscteristice of & faith that
works. A faith thst works, first of sll, doesn't discriminate against s
person on the basis of their place in society and, secondly, & faith that
works clothes the naked, feeds the hungry and offers hospitality to the
homeless. These aren't the only characteristics of a living faith but
theyre two impaortant ones. They aren't Christian options, like an
air-cenditioner on a new car. Christian faith without these two qualities

fsn't a living faith. We don't need 20 minutes of exposition to explain what

- Jdames -means—Whet-he-says-ic-clears -What-we-need-to-de-ie-discover-how-—=

to obey what he says. So that's the theme of this sermon. How can we as a
congregation become more of a church that puts iis faith to work?

In my previous church in Reedsville something happened which I'm
beginning o sense is & possibility here. ‘When | came to Reedsville it was
a sleepy country church that had proclaimed the Gospel Tor over 200 years
to its own kind of peaple. It was a rich, upper middle class church. In the
congregation of 200 were the presidents of two banks, 2 bank
vice-presidents, the president and vice-president of the Standard stee)
plant as well as several other high ranking executives. There were seversl
doctors, & college professor and many teachers. There were owners of
successful businesses, There were the landed gentry, retired and
politically powerful people who lived comfortably in 200 yesr old houces
on country estates thst had been in their families for generations.

Three-quarters of the church were descendants of the original
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Scotch-Irish immigrants, McNitts, Reeds, Taylors, Rodgers.  Their
ancestors, buried in the church cemetary, had worshiped in Reedsville
since befare the Revolution. One visitor told me after s service, "You have
the power structure of Mifflin county worshipping et your church”,

These people were quite orthodox in their theology. They believed in
the authority of Scripture, the deity and resurrection of Christ. They were
good people, the Kind of people every town loves to have. They had class
ahd styie. They didn't conscicusiy look down on people whe didn't shsre
their wealth or heritage but we all naturally tend to associate with people
like ourselves and feel uncamfortable with people who belong to anather
social class. It tekes & lot of effort and motivation for raost of us to
regch out and welcome people who aren't like ourselves. So people who

weren't Mchlitts, Rodgers, Taulors or Reeds were intimidsted by the weslth

“and--power of—the- old-timers. - Many didn't—feel—~welcomed—at—the -

Presbyterisn church. They sensed & favoritisr and discriminetion that
Jdarnes condernned in our Epistle lesson,

sametimes thet favoritism wes quite cpen. | remember one Sunday
morning before the service meeting & new young family, casually dressed,
hurriedly leaving the sanctusry. The wife was crying. The husband looked
angry. | stopped and asked what the trouble was. Gary said they'd come in
and sat in a certain pew but & well dressed man and his wife came in later
and informed them they were sitting in the family pew. [1 was one of our
etders. He was & good man. He wes concerned about correct docirine and
maorals. Bul he was instinctively showing favoritism and being & respecter
of persons. | couldn't imagine Tam assking old My, Reed to move if he'd ssat
in his pew. Tom wasn't being malicicus. He was simply being incredibly
thoughtless.

| 1ed Gary, Marsha and their children back into the church and assured
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thern it wouldn't happen again. That morning | began the service by
relating the incident withoutl naming neres end moede clear thet the
church belonged to Jesus Christ and that all the pews were reserved for
visitars. | went on to say how the church, unlike a1l other institutions
exists, primarily, for non-members. Well, | angered sore of the strongest
supporters of the church with those comments. In & church that's 200
gears old change takes place slowly and it's resisted sngrily. Soreone has
soid that &// chenge is experienced by &// people as loss and is followed
by snger. That insight helped me to understand the hostitity that | felt
frarm some of the old-titners after that service. It doesn't matter if the
changes are for the good. People inherently don't like change and are angry
when it comes.

But aver the yesrs slow chenges took plece. Fortunstely for me there

was no sundey -evening service when |- came-to Reedsville.. This left- - -~

sundsy evenings free to do whatever | wented. The thought of having
snother worship service didn't meake much sense to me. Thet's not what we
needed. ‘We needed something different. | began to invite neighbors end
members to the church basement on Sunday evenings to study the Bible and
to talk. We were & mixed group. Some were quite wealthy and came well
dressed, others were poor and had & somewhat shabby appestrance in
comparison. We were single, married and divarced. we were young and old.
we were conservetive and liberal. We were religious and irreligious.

[n the more intimate atmosphere af a smell room and never in groups
of mare than 10, people fell more free to say what they reslly believed and
Tell. They were more willing to pray publicly and ask others to pray for
them. We got to knew one ancther in & way that can't be done in a
traditional worship service. 'We begsn to see henesth our facades. We

began to learn how to minister to one ancther more effectively. We began



4
te realize it's not impertant whal kind of clothes you can afford or how
much education you've had. It's not importent if you can trace your
ancestors back to before the revolutionary war. ‘We began to discover
what really is important in tife. Over the years some men and women
came to know Christ as Lord and Savior. Encouraged by one another they
began to come to the Sunday morning worship service. People from lower
class beckgrounds, without any famous sncestors, without furs end
expensive cars and furs, began to feel like they belonged. Eventually these
men and women becsme elders and teachers in the church.

Rebecca Fippert shares a similar story in her book entitled, Zw? a7
ine Ssiisheker, She wrole, "when | first came to Portlend, Oregon, |
met & student on one of the campuses where | warked. He wes brilliant

and 1o0ked like he was always pondering the escteric. His hair vwas always

mussy, and in the entire~time I-knew him, | never-once sew-him-wear e-paitr————

of shoes. Rain, sleet ar snow, Bill wes alweays barefool. ‘While he was
attending college he had become a Christian. At this time a weli-dressed,
middle-ciass church across the street from the campus wented to develop
more of 8 ministry to the students. They weren't sure how to go about it,
but they tried to make them feel welcame. One day Bill decided to worship
there. He walked inta this church, wearing his blue jeans, tee shirt and of
course nc shoes. People looked & bit uncomfortable, but no cne said
anything. So Bill began welking down the aisle looking for & seat. The
church was quite crowded that Sunday, so 6s he got down to the frond pew
and realized thal there were no seats, he just squatted on the carpet--
perfectly acceptsble behavior et a college fellowship, bul perhaps
unnerving for & church congregation. The tension in the air became so
thick one could slice it.

"Suddenly an elderly man begsn walking down the aisle toweard the
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boy. Was he going to scold Bil1? My friends wha saw him approaching said
they thought, "You cen't blame him for what he's going to do. He'd never
guess Bill is & Christien {dressed the wey he is). And his world is too
distant from Bill's Lo understand. You can't blame him for what he's gaing
to do.

“As the man kept welking slowly down the aisle, the church beceme
utterly silent, sll eyes were focused on him, you couldn't heer anyone
bresthe.  ‘When the ran reached Bill, with scme difficulty he Towered
himsell and set down next Lo him on the carpet. He snd Bill worshipped
tegether on the floor that Sundey. 1 was told there was not & dry eye in
the congregation.”

So many people come to church on Sunday mornings wearing, naot

shabby clothes like Bill, but smiling masks thst sey, 'I'm fine; no

problems’.  So-often—this—is-just & -facade that “usyally covers deep-and-

often ugly hurts. in every church there sre men and women struggling with
failing marriages, threatened by financiel crisis, siruggling personally
with such issues as childlessness, shortion and homosexuality, Crushed by
doubts, depression and disapaintment., And after the service we say to one
another, "Go, | wish you well; keep warm and well fed” but we never
discover the desperation, the loneliness, the hunger for love and hurmen
warmth the man or woman sitting next to us in the pew feels, Any church
that wants to teke Christian nurture seriously must pry under the mask.

| have & dream of & church filled with God's passionate pecple,
concerned shout the souls snd bodies af others. And | have, not only a
drearn, but & plan. | heve o plan whereby Sunday evenings will be & time
when men snd women, married and unmarried, rich and poot-, liberal and
canservetive, religious or un-religious can come together in small

intimste groups to lesrn how to love and be loved and to discover the
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reslity of the presence of the Lord Jesus Christ.

John Sictt has pointed oul that every church needs & variety of
services to be truly biblicsl. He points to the practice of the early church
in Jerusalem where they worshipped together in large groups in the temple
but they slso met in smsll groups. There was the majesty of the formal
temple worship focusing on the glory of God but there wes also the
intimate and informal fellowship of the small groups where mutual needs
were discovered and where Christian growth was most effectively
nurtured. Both were needed, Both were practiced.

| have & dreart and & plan for that New Testameni practice to be
revived here at Knox and that the power of the Spirit that found relesse in
the lives of God's passionate people in the days of the sposties will find

release once again ameng us. Will you come out this evening to learn mare

sbout this dream—and- plan?- Will ~you take -that one ~smail—act-—of-

commitment thet may set you on the path to discevering s feith that
Wworks?

Lot s pray: Almighty and everliving Sod, ruler of all things in heaven and earth, hear our
prayers for this parish family, Strengthen the faithful, arouse the careless, and restors the penitent.
Grrant us all things necessary for our coramon life, and brring us all to be of one heart and mind within
your haly Churche; through Jesus Christ our Lord, Anren,



