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Scripture: Matthew 5:1-16

I don’t know about you … but, from where I sat, the last week or so has been full of news of interest.

I guess I could be accused of that in any given week.  The news business was my first career and, as the son of an English teacher and a journalist, I grew up with ink in my veins a love for the language.  
I read at least a couple of newspapers a day and I keep NPR on the radio in my car.  Whether that is a blessing or a curse, I don’t know.  But I do plan to follow the advice of the great 20th Century theologian Karl Barth … that a preacher should always keep the Bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other.

So indulge me for a moment, while I reflect a bit on three news stories from the last few days and how they relate to our life in the church.
*
*
*

The big local story, of course, was that last Tuesday we came together as a community and did the right thing on the two big ballot issues will shape our future.  

If you disagree with that perspective, that we did the right thing, I don’t mean to offend. But I do believe that voters’ decisions to pass the school bonds and retain the transit tax were both critical. To have killed the bonds and the transit tax would set our city back years. But the loss of bus routes and the deferment of improvements to our oldest and poorest schools would have hit our poorest neighbors with disproportionate impact. 
The decisive margins of victory were a pleasant affirmation that as a community we can come together and get behind a more progressive vision.  And on Wednesday morning, I could have sworn I heard a collective sigh of relief settle over our city. 
But that is not to say that the work is done. As I have said from this pulpit before, the social capital of our community still rests in all of our hands.  Our city grows more diverse every day … and the currency of that social capital will not be finally counted in dollars and sense … but rather in the form of access, equity, inclusion and trust.  Our community will be at its strongest when that currency – access, equity, inclusion and trust – are equally shared by all the segments of this new 21st Century Charlotte.

As those who call ourselves Christian disciples, what more are we prepared to do?

*

*

*
The second news item that caught my attention was from New York City.  National Public Radio reported that homeless families there are being denied shelter based on the claim that they aren’t really homeless because they have relatives or friends in town who can put them up.  The homeless and their advocates have a different view. The city is still sorting it all out, including deciding on a true definition of what it means to be homeless.  
But what caught my ear was the voice of a child quoted in the story, a boy whose family had been turned away from one of the city’s shelters … but had found a place to sleep at a church.
“The church,” the boy said, “is not going to laugh at you. The church is not going to turn you away. The church is going to give you something to eat and a place to sleep.”

Hearing that boy’s voice brought to mind the image of our Fellowship Hall, just below where we worship now.  In partnership with St. John’s Baptist up the street, this church hosted 10 homeless women for a week. 
I had gone down for a look last Sunday morning and the women had gone for the day. The room resembled a dormitory. Mattresses spread across the room wall to wall, with blankets neatly tucked in, a teddy bear or two waiting dutifully for their owner’s return, small plastic bags with toiletries, all the women’s other worldly possessions contained in a sack or a suitcase sitting at the end of their bed.

The room took on a completely different character from other times I’d been there – times like our joyous fish fry last summer or some recent Sunday School classes where we circled the chairs and talked about God and the church.

I felt a sense of affirmation that even though this church is in many ways a new church with few means, you are doing what you can with what you have for those who have less. 
At the same time, I was keenly aware of all the other nights these women and thousands of others who are homeless would be moving around our city … from one fellowship hall or gymnasium to another … until we as a community decide enough is enough and address the systemic causes of homelessness, which raises difficult questions for a distracted and affluent city.

As those who call ourselves Christian disciples, what more are we prepared to do?
*
*
*

The third story that stayed with me was in the Observer’s Faith and Values section Saturday a week ago.  The headline was arresting:  Poll of Young People:  Christianity panned by ages 16-29: Majority says church is anti-gay, judgmental, hypocritical.  

Perhaps you saw the story, too.  It summarized a poll of young people, church-goers and non-Christians alike.  The findings were damning. Church attitudes about people in general -- and gays in particular -- are driving a negative image of the Christian faith among young people, the survey found. Said one author quoted in the story:
“The anti-homosexual perception has now become sort of the Geiger counter of Christian’s ability to love and work with people …,” he said.
“The Christian community’s ability to take the high road and help to deal with some of the challenges that this (anti-gay) perception represents may be the … defining response of the church in the next decade.”

In the Civil Rights era, similar words were spoken about the stereotypes and bigotry of its time and that generation’s defining moment. 
As those who call ourselves Christian disciples, what are we prepared to do … in response to the gospel … to redefine this image of intolerance, judgment and hypocrisy?

*
*
*

The scripture we read a few moments ago is perhaps the best known passage from the Gospel of Matthew.  The Beatitudes, as they are known, and Christ’s calling his disciples salt and light are the first parts of the Sermon on the Mount … which has been called the defining moment of Christ’s teaching.

The Sermon on the Mount speaks to the essence of what it means to be a disciple.
Christ has pulled his apostles aside, though the text tells us that the crowds soon followed.  His message is clear: God is close at hand and, in Christ, God’s will for the world will be exhibited.  The oppressed, the grieving, the humble and those who hunger, not just for food but also for justice, will be satisfied, comforted and exalted in the kingdom of heaven … in and through what Christ will do while on earth. 
This is the first part of Christ’s preparing the apostles for a life of discipleship, an orientation session, if you will.  Christ opens the curtain to reveal the world as God will have it … in and through Jesus Christ and at the end of time.  
The first set of Beatitudes, as they are known, focuses on those we traditionally associate with Christ’s ministry, the poor, the mourners, the meek and the hungry.  But Matthew doesn’t stop there - his account includes a second set of beatitudes that focuses on the people who may not themselves suffer like those in the first set … but who nonetheless hunger and thirst for justice for others.

Then, as we read, Christ moves on to characterize those who follow him as salt and light, two essential elements of life.  Without light, of course, we walk in darkness, literally and figuratively. And for those who first heard these words, salt was of almost equal importance – for seasoning and preserving food, for fertilizer and other every-day uses.

Christ’s message was that his disciples are as essential and as important to the world as God will have it as these basic necessities, which, when you think about it, is quite a call indeed.

*
*
*

Finally, we cannot look at this text – and consider the call of the discipleship -- without also recognizing the joy … and the cost … of answering that call.
The beatitudes can be read alternatively – “Blessed are the oppressed … Blessed are those who grieve …” or “Happy are the oppressed … Happy are those who hunger and thirst for justice.”

But the happiness that Christ refers to is not a mundane, every-day kind of happiness.  It is the deep and abiding joy that comes with knowing that God’s will for the world, God’s redemption for those who suffer in any way, came to be in Christ and is to be the rule of the day at the end of time.  
In our busy, material-filled lives, it can be hard … if not sometimes impossible … to be in touch with that kind of joy.  But when we serve others in pure Christian service, it is possible to experience that joy, and see it reflected back to us in the faces of those we serve.  

I was changed by that experience on a mission trip to Africa a few years ago in what I saw on the faces of the children and the parents we served, worshipped with and met with to discuss the twin blights of hunger and aids.  But as those of you who have served in the mission field in South America, New Orleans or Charlotte know, you don’t have to go that far. 
With this joy and assurance, we are all given access to freedom from our worldly ways and our worldly woes.  And with that assurance we are compelled to live in response to God’s grace … including taking risks for the sake of the Gospel when that is what’s required.

The Book of Order, the constitution of our denomination, says it this way:

“The church is called to its mission at the risk of losing its life, trusting in God alone as the author and giver of life, sharing the Gospel and doing those deeds in the world that point beyond themselves and to the new reality in Christ.” 

Taking any risk comes with a potential cost, otherwise it is not really a risk.  But as we proclaim each week in our Confession and Assurance of Pardon, the cost has been paid in the extravagant, costly grace of God.

Through that costly grace, we are liberated to live boldly, trusting in God and answering the call of discipleship, to be the salt and light of the world.  And as a unique part of the Body of Christ, Caldwell church is summoned to be its own kind of salt and its own kind of light … practicing your faith with the Bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other.  

In our age, that means responding boldly to the great challenges we read about in the paper every day.  It means engaging in systemic change to build trust, tolerance and social capital that crosses lines of race, religion, color and class.  It means working relentlessly to lift up the least among us – whether providing a safety for when they fall down or lifting them up through education and economic opportunity. It means demonstrating Christian love in the form of affirmation and inclusion for all of God’s children.  
If you haven’t spent time reviewing Caldwell’s Mission Statement on the back of the bulletin, I commend it to you.  It is a wonderful – and challenging -- expression of how you have said you intend to be salt and light. 

Like Christ’s call to discipleship, it compels us to answer each of these questions – and so many others.  It continually asks: As those who call ourselves disciples, what more are we prepared to do in response to God’s sacrifice for us?

That is a call that this church is uniquely equipped to answer … one that asks for great things from you in response to the great things God has done for you … and a call that I look forward to seeing how you continue to answer.

In the name of our loving, Triune God. Amen. 

� Book of Order, Form of Government. G-3.0400





