Water and Rocks

Caldwell Memorial Presbyterian Church

August 31, 2008

Scripture:

Psalm 28:1-2, 6-9

Matthew 16:13-20

It’s been a good week to be a duck, especially here in Charlotte and

especially around this old church campus.

As any homeowner knows, there is nothing like a real gully washer to teach

you about how  water proof – or not – your roof is.

I’ll never forget when Kelly and I had just moved into our first home, a

1920s bungalow in Plaza Midwood.  We knew the roof was old when we bought

the house, but we didn’t have enough money to do anything about it.  The

realtor said we might be able to get a few more years out of it – which is

about what it would have taken us to save the money to pay for a new roof.

We hadn’t been in that house long before a good strong rain came.  I can

still hear the sound.  Drip.  Drip. Drip. Water hitting a leather chair in

the living room.

Here at Caldwell, last week’s record rainfalls, especially the 30 inches

or so we had on Tuesday and Wednesday, provided an equally good buildings

and grounds learning opportunity.  I think I counted seven different

leaks, thankfully none of them serious.

I’m equally thankful for Fred Powers and Jimmy Todd, who have the skill of

detectives in tracking a problem with our buildings to its source … the

ability of a triage doctor in a MASH unit to sort out and  prioritize our

repairs … and then the skill to make many of the repairs themselves.  Fred

and Jimmy have been here all week, poking their heads up in the attic and

shining flashlights into the darkest corners of our buildings to

understand just how the water got in.

I’m also grateful for our sexton, Fred Hamilton, who’s been taking care of

our buildings and grounds for 28 years.  When I asked him what he thought

about the effect of last week’s rains, he responded with the wisdom of a

philosopher:  “Awww, we’ve seen worse.”

I value having his perspective and assurance that this old campus we’ve

grown to love isn’t going to fall down tomorrow … (knock on wood).

We want to think of things that are solid, strong and stable, especially

when we think about our church and our God, perhaps because there are so

many other things in our lives that seem temporary and vulnerable.

No wonder that the hymn we sang to open worship today has been popular

across the ages. Martin Luther wrote the words in 1592:

“A mighty fortress is our God, a bulwark never failing. Our helper he amid

the flood, of mortal ills prevailing.”

After focusing on our calling to proclaim Christ as Lord of all last week,

I chose to return to this same passage in the Gospel of Matthew because

Christ’s calling Peter the rock on which Christ will build his church

seemed worth revisiting.  Especially after this week’s rains.

You know the story.  Christ asks his disciples, “Who do you say that I am?”

Peter is the one disciple who speaks up.  “You are the messiah, the son of

the living God.”

Pleased with Peter’s response, Christ tells Peter that he will be the

stone on which Christ builds his church.

The Roman Catholic Church, of course, reads this story as the basis for

considering Peter the first in a succession of divinely chosen leaders of

the church, the first pope, in effect.  But we in the Reformed tradition

take a different view.

We believe in what is called the priesthood of all believers, that we all

stand on equal ground as children of God and people of faith.  The

Reformed church has traditionally read this story as Christ’s saying that

Peter exemplifies the rock-like faith of a true believer … and on such

people of all kinds is built the church, including this one.

Sometimes as your pastor, I feel a bit like I am standing in the middle of

Stonehenge, that pre-historic, unexplained monument formed as a circle

stones in the English countryside.  Almost every day, I catch glimpses of

how you demonstrate rock-like faith in -- how you hold each other up, how

you pray so passionately for each other and the world, how you study the

scriptures with open hearts and minds, how you care for each other and how

you help hold this church up.

It’s often humbling for me to be in your midst. And, in how you love each

other, you teach me how to be a pastor, how to extend the unparalleled

strength of the love of God to others.

         *       *      *

In addition to being known for its reference to Peter as the rock of the

church, today’s passage from Matthew is also known as one of only two

places in the Gospels in which Christ speaks of the church.

Scholars debate just what Christ really meant.  Some say that Christ could

not have foreseen what shape his movement would take after his death and

resurrection.  I admit that view strikes me as somewhat limiting of what

Christ, the son of the living God, could and could not do.

Regardless, the word that Christ uses may tell us something about what

Christ had in mind.  The word translates most closely in English to our

word “assembly.”  But if we take a look at the Greek, we can learn even

more.  The Greek word is ekklesian.  It has two parts: EK, which basically

means “out.” The second part, KLESIAN is from the “verb to call.”   So, to

be the “assembly” is to be those who are “called out.”

What does it mean to be those who are called out?

Does it mean that we as the church are called out or set apart from others

to serve God by serving others?  Yes.

Does it mean we are called out of living routine earthly lives, to

re-order our lives according to God’s purpose for us? Again, yes.

Or, perhaps, does it mean we are called out in the sense that our work as

God’s people is “out there” and not “in here” … which can only lead to the

question: What do we need with these old buildings anyhow?

That question might draw our attention to the passage in the Book of

Revelation that states there is no temple in the New Jerusalem.

Frederick Buechner writes that notion – that there is no temple in Heaven

– only confirms the idea that Heaven, after all, is one never-ending

church service, which is why anyone with any brains would prefer to go to

hell.

All kidding aside, it is a dangerous notion, this question of whether the

church, at least the earthly church, should invest in buildings and

grounds instead of investing purely in mission.  Some who say the answer

is “no” point to how Moses left the ark on Mount Ararat after the waters

of the flood receded.  The church, they say, is called out into the world,

rather than sitting here in the comfort of air conditioning and beautiful

architecture.

Earlier this summer, the session of your church went on a mini-retreat to

consider how best we can live into the mission statement on the back of

your bulletin.  To his credit, Elder Jeff Sinn urged us all to think about

this very question.

What if we thought about the church without buildings?  What if we sold

all this valuable real estate and redirected the funds mostly to the

mission field?

It was a courageous question for Jeff to ask and it was, for many of us,

an unfamiliar – if not also uncomfortable – conversation.  In the end, for

a variety of reasons, the session determined that is not God’s calling for

us.  But I think we were all glad we had the conversation – because it

caused us to ask a related question:  If we choose to hang on to our

buildings and grounds, what are the other great strengths of our

congregation. What do we have to offer as we seek to live into Christ’s

description of the church as those who are called out versus staying in.

The session came to the conclusion that our greatest blessing is the

people of this assembly – which means all of you: your remarkable energy

and commitment, the value of your wide range of perspectives and walks of

life, your skills and abilities, your lessons learned about how to be

church together and the sheer joy and humility you demonstrate for having

this chance – as the resurrected Caldwell church – to serve God, a chance

so many of you had not expected.

In the weeks to come, you will be hearing more about how we hope to

harness, organize and direct the remarkable human capital and faith-formed

desire of this congregation. So stay tuned.

           *       *       *

For now, then, we will stay right here on Fifth Street and continue to

seek God’s purpose for resurrecting this part of the Body of Christ.

As we bring life back into these old buildings, we will, no doubt, have to

deal with a few more leaks in the walls and the ceilings.  But, as our

Sexton and resident philosopher Fred Hamilton reminds me, these old

buildings have seen worse and, one way or another, we can handle whatever

comes up.

What makes me so confident?  Because our church is built not so much of

bricks set on stone foundations.  It was built in 1914 from the rock-like

faith of its charter members.  And it has been newly rebuilt over the last

couple of years – with the rocks that you see to your right and left, the

rocks of faith that I see every Sunday from my perch here in the pulpit.

And like the water that found its way through the mortar and cracks of our

old campus in last week’s rains, the waters of our baptism are trickling

through each of us.  Those waters remind us that, while we come to this

lovely old sanctuary to be fed by the Word of God, we are then called out

from this place … called out to live and to serve others according to the

gospel of Christ who is always building the church through us in new and

needed places.

 Amen.

