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Dedication Sunday for Gathering Space

Matthew 28: 16-20

Hebrew 11: 8-10

You have been with us in all times and places.  You’ve called us, and we’ve responded.  We ask that you continue to be with us, guiding us in all we say and do.  May all that we have, all that we are, and all that we do give you glory.  For with you, all things possible.  Amen.

“Got Faith?”

When Calvin Coolidge was president, he wasn’t exactly known for being a talkative person.  There’s a story about how one Sunday Coolidge returned to the White House after attending church.  When his wife asked what the minister preached about, he answered, “Sin.”  Well, his wife tried to get him to tell a little bit more about the sermon, so she said, “What did the minister say about sin?”  Coolidge replied, “He said he’s against it.”

When you leave here today and someone asks you what this morning’s sermon was about, you can tell them it was about faith and new beginnings.  And if someone asks you what the minister had to say about faith and new beginnings, you can tell them she’s in favor of it.

I’ll admit, though, that when I first started thinking about today and what I wanted to say, my first inclination was to talk about endings since we’re celebrating the completion of the gathering space.

But the more I thought about, I decided we aren’t really celebrating an ending, we’re celebrating a new beginning. 

Towards the end of August, about the time the plywood wall came down and the glass panes went in and the completion for the Gathering Space was near, I began to feel as if I had given birth to my 5th child.  Except this pregnancy was 3 years in the making and was a group effort-something I wouldn’t normally recommend.  Having 4 children, pregnancy is something I know a little bit about-and I know enough to realize that the end of a pregnancy is the start of something new.  Just like the end of a couple’s engagement is the beginning of a marriage; or the end of a career is the beginning of retirement; all of these things are endings but they are also the beginning of something new.

In the passage from the book of Hebrews that Will read earlier, we hear about Abraham and Sarah who set out by faith to embark on a new life.  Abraham and Sarah, by faith, were looking forward to a new beginning.

If you remember the story of Abraham and Sarah in the book of Genesis, you’ll recall that God told them that even though they were 100 and 90 years old, they were going to have a baby.  Well, the thought was so ludicrous that poor old Abraham “fell on his face and laughed.”    Sarah, who was eavesdropping behind the door, also laughed.  And God, who I really do believe has a sense of humor, tells them it will be a boy and they should name him “Isaac”, which means laughter.

Frederick Buechner, who is a magnificent writer, asks, “Why did the two old crocks laugh?  They laughed because they knew only a fool would believe that a woman with one foot in the grave was soon going to have her other foot in the maternity ward.  They laughed because God expected them to believe it anyway.  They laughed because God seemed to believe it.  They laughed because they half-believed it themselves.  They laughed because laughing felt better than crying.  They laughed because if by some crazy chance it just happened to come true, they would really have something to laugh about . . .” (Buechner, Wishful Thinking, page 29).

Chapter 11 of Hebrews says faith is “The assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.”  Faith is laughter at the promise of a child called laughter.  I’ll admit that during the past 3 years of discussions and then construction, there were times I laughed because I couldn’t believe it was really happening.  It takes faith to embark on a new beginning even when it seems slightly crazy.

Faith always looks forward; it rarely looks back, because faith means setting out in a new direction.  Time and time again in the Bible we’re shown that faith means saying good-bye to the familiar and embarking on a new beginning.  

For example, Moses was happy being a shepherd, but God had other plans for him.  Peter, Andrew, James and John were fishing happily on the shore of Galilee, but Jesus came along and disrupted their lives.  At the end of Matthew’s gospel, which we also heard today, the 11 disciples probably would have been happy to just stay on the mountain worshipping Jesus, but Jesus told them to get up and get moving.

And all these people did as they were told without having the faintest idea of what was in store.  Abraham and Sarah set out not knowing where they were going.  The only thing they knew was that the place where they were going was a city whose architect and builder was God; which apparently was all they needed to know to summon the courage to say goodbye.

They said goodbye to their home to discover a new future; as did Moses, Peter, Andrew, James, John and the other disciples.  By faith, they all said goodbye so they could discover the new beginning God had in store for them.  Which sounds really scary because they had no idea what was coming.

And yet the word goodbye is not really something scary, it’s really a word of blessing.  Goodbye was originally a contraction for “God be with you.”  Goodbye.  “God be with you.”  And so, when we have faith, we’re able to say goodbye to what’s comfortable and familiar and head out in new directions, because we trust that God is with us.  (“Saying Goodbye”, Lectionary Homiletics)  As Jesus told the disciples on the mountain, “I am with you always, even to the end of the age.”

When you decided to embark on this project, you said goodbye to some things that were not familiar and comfortable, such as the steep stairs, the old crummy bathrooms, not having running water on this level, or being crammed into the narthex for coffee hour.

But, you did say goodbye to comfortable routines and familiar ways of doing things to embark on something new and courageous.  And, as such, the leap into the future came with questions and doubts: is it worth it?  Can we afford it?  Are we doing the right thing?  What if something goes wrong?  Maybe the old way isn’t so bad?  Tell me again, why are we doing this?  The leap into the future is littered with questions and doubts.  I know it was for many of you; it was for me, too, at times.  

The leap into the future was littered with doubts for the disciples.  They went up the mountain and worshipped, but some of them doubted.  They doubted because it would have been easier to return to fishing.  They doubted because it was easier to stay on the mountain rather than venture into the world.  But despite the doubts and the odds, they journeyed into new territories.  You journeyed into a new territory despite the doubts and odds, and for that you are to be commended, because most churches don’t.  It’s just too scary.   

Now, when the disciples journeyed into the future, Jesus also told them to get out there and share their faith.  He told them to go, baptize, teach and make disciples.  It’s interesting he didn’t tell them what to believe, but he did tell them what to do.

And that, ultimately, is what faith is.  I have said it before and I’ll say it again, faith is a verb, not noun.  It’s not something we possess as much as it’s something we do.  Faith looks forward and journeys out.  It’s not something that’s just inside us.  If we really have faith, it’s going to show up on the outside, too.  It’s going to show up with what we do with our lives, and what we do in the church.

And for this reason, I hope that the Gathering Space will be more than just a really beautiful place to hang out, drink coffee, and enjoy the scenery.  I’d hope that the Gathering Space will be a place that offers welcome to many and diverse people; that it will be a gathering space of goodwill; that people who gather their to study will learn God’s ways; that those who worship there will worship gladly; that those who seek to know God may come to know of God’s presence in their lives; and that it will stand as a sign of God’s Spirit at work in the world and as a witness to Christ’s mission and ministry.

Last week at the reception following Pete Bredehoeft’s funeral, I struck up a conversation with a man who attends the Monday night AA group in our fellowship hall.  After remarking on the construction that went on outside all summer, he proceeded to tell me about the number of miracles and lives that are changed on the inside of this church.  “I can’t tell you,” he said “about the number of lives that have been changed for the better, and the number of miracles that have happened in the basement of that church.” “It’s amazing,” he said, “just amazing what goes on in the basement of that church.”

I’d like to think that similar things will happen in the Gathering Space, too, and that lives will be changed for the better.  And I have faith that they will.  

Abraham and Sarah and the disciples embarked on a new beginning.  Their faith looked forward even as it said goodbye.  

Every good story needs closure, for this is the nature of life.  Even Jesus’ story comes to an end when he says goodbye to the disciples on the mountain.  And yet the best stories, like the best of lives, give rise to something new.

And it’s that something new, that new beginning, that we celebrate and give thanks to God for today.  

Amen.

 Ever present God, In the midst of our journey, we have trusted in you.  We ask that you continue to work through us, to build your city, a holy dwelling place for all people.  In the ministry of this congregation we pray for strength and courage, for creativity and joy.  May we see each other-young and old, differently abled and gifted, with a variety of talents, as people who are signs of faith-filled living.  By faith, Let us grow and minister, as did our ancestors, summoning the courage to say, “God be with you,” while looking forward to the future you have in store for us.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.

