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Gaining Through Losing
& zermen preached by Ted Atkin nson, Minister, to the congregation of the Oxford Pr esbyterian Church,
Oxcford, t-‘A on June 11, 1989, the fourth Sunday after Pentecost, at Sacred Heart Roman Cathulic
Church, Soripture Le;sans Job! 6-12; Pzalm 21 ; Philippians Z:4~15; John 15:1-5,

oL

IN THE NAME OF THE FATHER AND OF THE SON AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. AMEN.

St. Faul, in our Epistle lesson, talks shout fargetting those things
which are behind us, but zo often we hear the biblical comimand, "Do not
forget! Remember!” Before we can forget, we need to remember. That's
part of the grieving process. | feel that's what I've needed to do this past
week. I've looked thraugh our pictorisl directory.. at the pictures of the
argan pipes and the aanctuary and the Sunday School rooms. 've been
remembering the Christmas Eve services. The candle 1it sanctuary... the
srnell of pine needles and melted wax... the choir processing, singing, "Crice

m Eﬁga1 Da'nd s City..” or "0 Come all ye faithful”. I've been t"emembering
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the wonder’fui children's L,hmr preoentatwns when the pulplt Was puned
out &nd the young people proclaimed the gospel in song... the story of Neah
and the Ark... the story of Adam and Eve.. the story of Jonah and how God
delivered him from the belly of the big fish.

| remember how, when | was feeling overyhelmed, I'd sometimes
retreat into the sanctuary and just sit there. I'd sit and read the names
and dates on the stained glass windows and feel the peace and the
presence of the saints. Sometimes I'd stand in the pulpit and think, "This
is probably the pulpit that Caspar ‘wWistar Hodge preached from one hundred
years ago. From this pulpit the Word of God has been proclaitred for aver a
hundred years.” I'd sit in the pews and think of how for & hundred years the
lving God has encountered men and women and generations have received
Lhe Body and Blood of Christ in Holy Communion.

sometimes I'd stand alone behind the Communion Table, Was it hehind
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thiz Communian Table that the Dickeys, the Hodges and Dr. Watson staod
and broke bread and poured wine? | remeraber the marble baptismal font
and how it waz dedicated to the glory of God and to the mermaory of a child
who died at an early age. | remembered how snxious I'd be hefore g
baptism, afraid that | might get there only to discover there was no water,
And there st the font I'd dip my hand in the water and pour it on the heads
of infanis from where it would drip down their baptismal gowns onto the
carpet,

I've been doing a 1ot of remermbering these past twa weeks. But Payl
says, "Forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what 1es
ghead, | press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of Gad in

Christ desus.” | feel like saying ta the Apostle Paul, "Corme on, Paul, yau

never really entirely forgot your past anymare than e & can. if you kil reﬁltg

forgotten you wouldn't have reminded us with such endvm prlde 10y gou |
Were circumcised on the eighth day, of the peaple of tsrael, of the tribe of
Benjamin, & Hebrew born of Hebrews and & pharises.” Paul hadn't reatly
blotted those memories from his mind. But he knew that there weas &
future as well a5 a present and & past. He knew that God is s living God.
God is the God of Abraham, lseac, and Jacob but God is also the God of aur
children and our as yet unborn grandchildren.

Paul tells us, "Let us hold true to what we have attained.” Wa can't hold
true to what we've attsined it we don't remember what it is thst our
ancestors did sttain. We have a great heritage in Oxford as Presbyterians.
We're the oldest church in the community, dating back to the 1700, nlder
than this nation. In the center of town... known for aur involvement in the
Nfe of Dxford, as well a5 the nation. What fruit this n:hur::h' has produced

for nearly 250 years. From this church have come forth moderators of the
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General Azsembly, missionarie seminary profeszors, pastors, corrmunity
leaders, senators and congressional representatives, Lincaln University,
the Neighborhood Services Center, & seniar center, a pre-achool.. not to
speak of Christisn business men and wamer, teachers in the public
schools, and homemakers,

This church has produced rmuch fruit far the Kingdam of God but aur
Bospel lesson tells us that God prunes his peaple 5o that we'll bear more
fruit. what is it that God wents us to accamplish in the next 100 uears?
what great things God must have for us to do? What's the goal he wants us
to press on towards? God restored to Job all his possessions and
increased his family two fold, God gave St Paul & goal that eclipsed his
heritege. God has pruned us and I'm convinced that God has fruit for us to
bear rmore plentifully than the fruit thiz o hurr*h hﬁo produced inits 250
year history. This is as an exciting time as ever to be a minister Oﬁh]u |
church and I'm so greatful to God far this oppartunity.

[ think now of anather church that was destroyed by fire and how, aut
of the ashes, a new and more fruitful church srose. In the winter of 1940
the city of Coventry, England was blitzed, and the medieval Cathedral
destroyed by fire. Years later s new Coventry Cathedral was consecrated.
But three years before the consecration of the new Cathedral ten parish
priests met for prayer, Bible study and fellowship. One of them said,
“We're Taced with the Consecration of our Cathedral in just over three
years. | believe this is going to be & great spiritual oppartunity?” There
Was g pause. "An cppartunity for what?” someone asked. "How can it be
mare thah a great festival and a blowing of trumpets?” The discussion
y saon came Lo see that what Gad wanted wasn't

just & consecrated Cathedral, but & cangecrated people. And if there was
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to be o consecrated people, it would have to begin with themzelves,

They decided to meet weekly for breakfast, prayer, Holy Communion and
to listen to God's ward in the Bible. They asked God, "what does it mean to
be a consecrated people? And what, in particular, 0 Lard, do you want us
to du now?" Through this time they began to know and trust ane another
rnore deeply. Personality conflicts diminished. Petty jealausies
disappearad. They began to be concerned for one anather. Aftera year of
this the priests said, "wouldn't it be wonderful it the people in our
parishes could come to know one another as we have this past year, and
begin ta pray with and for one another as we have. So each priest went
hore and invited people in their congregation into their manses for
fellowship, prayer and to listen to the Word of God in seripturs,
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Their congregations began to ask, "What is the Church in My parish

really for?" "what sort of a Church would my church be i‘f e'v':ergl:nne in ihu
Church was just tike me?" "what has an arganization like our Church gat
to do with & man dying on & cross?" Of course not everiybody in the
parishes perticipated but those who did zenzed & deepening Christian
fellowship. They began to feel that they, and not the ministers, were the
front Yine soldiers of the Church, They, not the clergy, weare the
representatives of Christ in the factories, shops, offices, schools and
homes of the city. If Christ's compassion was to get into thoze situations,
then they, the lay-people, must be the channels through which it would
come. [f Christ's truth was to be spoken, then they must speak it.

And they begsn to learn to pray. One evening the parish priest said to
the parishioners gathered in a home, "I'm going to ask qou to do something
you've probably never done before in your life. To pray out loud, in your

own words. We shall wait upon God in silence, and each nf us is free to



affer up prayer as we wish." Silence fell, embarrassed, tense- because
Anglicans aren't used to this sort af thing anymore than Prestyterians.
Then ane would pray and the floadgates would open and from all aver the
oo would come prayer from the heart, sometimes expressed ina few
halting words, sometimes in the familiar words of the Prayer Book.

These cottage meetings continued nearly two years while the cathedral
was being rebuilt. Finally, on the eve of the consecrstion everybody
gathered in the cathedral where the Bishop called upon them to reaffirm
Ltheir baptismal vows; to renounce Satan, ta turn to Jesus Chrizt and
accept him as their Lord and Savior, and to be his faithiyl servants ta the
ghid of their lives. Hundreds of people, staid Anglicans, who do things even
more decently and orderly than Presbyterians, commitied their lives ta
Christ that night and_Eo_dwhad_,”rjat_.j:frng_@vmnz:o‘nsecrated cathedral but &
consecrated people who began to bear fruit in tha cif.g—uf céw&airg Peupl_é :
came to offer up to God every part of their daily lives. trdustry,
agriculture, education, government, the armed forces, youth, old age
pensioners and the medical zervices to mention only & few were
revitalized as Christians began to see that every area of their lives belong
to Jdesus Christ the Lord.

That's what | pray will happen to us. What a grest opportunity Gad has
given us, st opportunity unsurpassed for the past 130 years, What &
vanderful opportunity to bear witness to the grace of our Lord Jesus
Christ. In the coming manths we'll be making multi-million dollar
decisions. What a wonderful oppartunity to beasr witness to how

Christians express differences of opinion and make decisions.., how
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Chiristians can press on toward the gaal for the prize of the upward cal) of

God in Christ desus. Because make no mistake we will be bearing o
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witness. May we be so consecrated and dedicated that the witness we
bear rnay bring hanor to the Risen Christ.

In a year, perhaps two, our new church building will have been rebuilt,
we'll have a service of dedication. What if our elders were to begin naw to
meet weekly for breakfast and to ask God, "what is our Presbyterian
Church in Oxford really for?" "what sort of & Church would ray church be if
everyane in the Church was j-u-at like me?" "what has an arganization like
aur Church got to do with a men dying on & cross?" What if, throughout our
congregation, groups of people were begin to meet, not out of necessity
but out of & Sodly desire, in various horres ta raise those same questions
and wait for God to answer?

what if we took the manths, perhaps years, leading up to the dedication
of our new church as an uppr:rtumfg to redediceate ourselves to Jesus
Christ 85 Lord and Suvmr# God wants not ]U"t & dpdlcme’dﬁbuﬁzﬂnq but &
dedicated people. In the coming months may we gain rmore of Christ and be
found in him, not having a rightecusness of our own, based on law, but that
which 15 through faith in Christ, the rightecusness from Gad that depends
an faith. In the coming manths and years may we come to know him and
the power of his resurrection and may we, as well, share his sufferings,
becorning like hirm in his death, that if possibile we may attain the

resurrection from the dead. Aren.



