February 28, 2010           2nd Sunday of Lent          Philippians 2: 12- 3:1a

Prayer: Dear God, We pray that this congregation might have the joy in you that Paul speaks of in his letter to the Philippians. Please go with us into the study of that word. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

Being church

Finding the right church can be a tricky business.


I was raised at Overbrook Baptist Church, which was a very loving, nurturing congregation. Vince was raised at the First Baptist Church of Louisa, Kentucky. By the time we met, he’d had about enough of church. Period.


After we got married, we were ready to try something a little different. We visited Methodist churches and Episcopal churches and Presbyterian  USA churches and Associate Reformed Presbyterian churches, and I’m not sure what else.


For awhile we joined a little church because it was within walking distance of our house and our friends went there. But it was a terrible fit, and within a year, we were looking again.


And as much as we thought we wanted something different, we just never felt at home anywhere but in a Baptist worship service. So we kind of shrugged and joined a big Baptist church on the Eastside. I should probably say, a big, loving Baptist church on the Eastside.


But the thing was, it never felt particularly loving to us.


We liked the minister a lot. My youngest two children were baptized there. I led our Sunday school missions for many years. My older two children and I helped teach Bible school. I kept the nursery. 


But I never really felt a part of that church. I would take Madison to choir practice on a weeknight, and it seemed like all the other mothers knew each other and had their little cliques and no one wanted to talk to me. So I just started taking work from the office to do while I waited for her.


The problem was not with the church. It was with me. I think I knew I was out of step theologically with most people there and so I had to be careful what I said. 


Bill Clinton was the president during part of our time there. In Sunday school one day, everybody was beating up on him, saying he clearly wasn’t a Christian because of his womanizing. Now I had certainly been disappointed by his actions, and found them contrary to biblical teachings.

But to declare that someone is not a Christian because of moral failing or sin struck me as … unchristian. So in Sunday school that day I screwed up my courage and cleared my throat, and said, “Um, I don’t think it is up to us to pronounce who is a Christian and who is not. That’s between him and God.”


And there was a lot of shuffling of feet and glances shot my way. I was a wet blanket on the Moral Majority.


Still, we stayed in that church for 14 years. It takes a lot of energy to leave a church. And I’m not sure we ever would have left if I hadn’t started seminary. Because at that point, I really had to start paying attention to what I believed, and saw how out of step we were with that congregation. 

We left one Sunday, and the next Sunday we visited First Baptist Greenville. And there I found out what it was like to truly be church community. 

I couldn’t tell you why. I couldn’t articulate why I felt so instantly at home and comfortable and welcome. I do know I didn’t have to hide my true beliefs anymore. It was fine to question and to doubt and to rail. No matter what, here was a church that welcomed us as friends and as fellow Christians. 


Did that mean we liked every single person in the church? Of course not. 

Did it mean we thought every decision made by the pastoral staff was correct? No.

 Did it mean my children embraced the youth group? Not really.


But it did mean that we felt like valued members of a community of believers who were struggling every day to live out their calls to be disciples of Jesus Christ. And I am sure I could have spent the rest of my life in that community of believers if something even more special hadn’t come along.


I am sure Paul could have spent his life in the First Church of Philippi.

Today’s Scripture passage is going to show us a snapshot of a true community of believers, joyous and joy-filled. It is going to show us a snapshot that I believe Triune is approaching. 

In the first part of the passage, Paul is teaching theology, giving pastoral advice. In the second part, he’s talking about personal fellowship. I think both have to be right for a church community to be a good fit.


Please turn with me to Philippians 2: 12-3: 1a. 
 
12 Therefore, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed me, not only in my presence, but much more now in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling; 13for it is God who is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure. 

14 Do all things without murmuring and arguing, 15so that you may be blameless and innocent, children of God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and perverse generation, in which you shine like stars in the world. 16It is by your holding fast to the word of life that I can boast on the day of Christ that I did not run in vain or labour in vain. 17But even if I am being poured out as a libation over the sacrifice and the offering of your faith, I am glad and rejoice with all of you— 18and in the same way you also must be glad and rejoice with me. 

19 I hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon, so that I may be cheered by news of you. 20I have no one like him who will be genuinely concerned for your welfare. 21All of them are seeking their own interests, not those of Jesus Christ. 22But Timothy’s* worth you know, how like a son with a father he has served with me in the work of the gospel. 23I hope therefore to send him as soon as I see how things go with me; 24and I trust in the Lord that I will also come soon. 

25 Still, I think it necessary to send to you Epaphroditus—my brother and co-worker and fellow-soldier, your messenger* and minister to my need; 26for he has been longing for* all of you, and has been distressed because you heard that he was ill. 27He was indeed so ill that he nearly died. But God had mercy on him, and not only on him but on me also, so that I would not have one sorrow after another. 28I am the more eager to send him, therefore, in order that you may rejoice at seeing him again, and that I may be less anxious. 29Welcome him then in the Lord with all joy, and honour such people, 30because he came close to death for the work of Christ,* risking his life to make up for those services that you could not give me. 

 Finally, my brothers and sisters,* rejoice* in the Lord. 

Here’s a clue that this is a sound church community: Paul uses some form of the word “joy” 16 times in his letter. 

“I am glad and rejoice with all of you.”
        “Be glad and rejoice with me.”

 “Finally, my brothers and sisters, rejoice in the Lord.”

 
You may remember that last week we talked about the Christ hymn found in verses 5-11. Christ was in the form of God, but he emptied himself to become a human who was obedient to death, even death on a cross.


Now Paul starts out this new section with a “therefore.” Therefore, because Jesus was obedient unto death, here is what you Philippians – and we modern readers -- need to do. We should show the same obedience that Jesus did.


We get in this passage a sense that the letter may well be Paul’s farewell to the Philippians. He talked about dying back in chapter 1, and he mentions it again with this metaphor of himself “being poured out as a libation over the sacrifice and offering of your faith….”


He’s referring to a sacrificial rite. After the god’s portion of a sacrifice was offered, the priest poured wine on the fire to make it flare up and send the aroma to heaven. So Paul is likening his dying blood to the wine poured out so the Philippians’ faith may waft heavenward.

 
This letter may well be Paul’s dying words to his friends.


And there’s a lot of work, he says, that needs to be going on.


“Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure.”  

Work not in some perverted desire to get into heaven, but work because of that “therefore” in verse 12. Work because you are obedient just as Christ was obedient.


“Do all things without murmuring and arguing.”  This is another way of saying to be “of one mind” that he voices throughout the letter. Do so, he encourages them, because in the midst of a crooked and perverse generation, you shine like stars in the world. 


I want to tell you about a man who has come through this community of believers and shines like a star in the world. 

John came to Greenville to go through the Salvation Army’s drug treatment program. He was from Charleston, and he said repeatedly he didn’t want to go back there because he knew, he just knew, he’d start using again.


He came to Triune every Wednesday morning to volunteer with our grocery distribution. He’d keep track of who was coming in and he’d help ladies carry groceries to their cars. And every week he’d go online with our case manager David Gay to look for jobs. 


David helped him find a wonderful transition house out near Taylors which he shared with several other men, but he and John couldn’t find a job for anything. For seven months, they looked and John kept saying, “Maybe I could find a job in Charleston, but I don’t want to go back there. I know I’ll start using again.”


Well, finally John came by and said he had a job interview in a plant near Greenville Memorial Hospital. So I wrote up a quick letter for him to take to the personnel director, explaining how much he had volunteered with us. He called a few days later and said he had gotten the job on a temporary basis, but he needed to be drug tested by the next morning. We drove down to Powdersville to get the drug test. He passed, and began his job the next day.


He had to pay someone to drive him to work every morning at 6 AM because the buses don’t run that early. He took a bus home every afternoon.


He never missed a day. And he did such good work that the plant hired him full-time, gave him benefits, a party and a $200 bonus. 


John spoke at our December fundraiser “Amahl and the Night Visitors.” He was terribly nervous and he couldn’t sleep the night before, and his knees trembled while he talked. Clearly, he didn’t want to do it. But he did it, he said, because he felt gratitude to this church community.


But that’s not the end of the story. One day, the plant owner was walking through the plant and stopped and introduced himself to John. John told him how God was working in his life, and told him about Triune. So the man called us. 


He brought his family to worship here one day, and then he called back and offered his computer expertise. He is now redesigning our web site. And I have no doubt he will give someone else a chance at a job some day – because John is such a shining star.


But you know what? He doesn’t shine a bit brighter than anyone in here. Anyone who is on drugs and sincerely wants a new life can do the very same thing John did.

 In the second half of our passage, Paul talks about two of the people he regards as shining stars: Timothy and Epaphroditus. Timothy, you may be familiar with. He was one of Paul’s fellow missionaries, like a son to him. Paul hopes to send Timothy to the church in Philippi to gather news. 

But apparently Paul needs him, too. Oftentimes, in ancient prisons, such as the one where Paul was housed, family or friends of the prisoners had to bring them food and necessities. They weren’t provided by the prison.


 If he was wavering on sending Timothy, Paul had definitely decided to send Epaphroditus back. The Philippians had sent Epaphroditus to help care for Paul in prison. But Epaphroditus became ill and nearly died. Now he’s better, and Paul is sending him back home, probably with this letter in his  hand.

 “Welcome him in the Lord with all joy,” Paul writes, “and honor such people, because he came close to death for the work of Christ.” 


This is a picture of a sound church community. 

We see the theology in the obedience to Christ as exemplified through the Christ hymn. We see the church body sending out an individual to care for their beloved friend Paul. We see them referred to as shining stars in the midst of a crooked and perverse generation.


I don’t think I am being overly biased when I see those things happening in this congregation. Many of you have come to me over the past few years to tell me why you are worshiping at Triune. And almost always, like me, you have some unsatisfactory church communities in your past – not unsatisfactory in themselves, just unsatisfactory for us. For whatever reason, they just weren’t church in the way we needed them to be at the time.


And that is fine. I’m not a fan of church shopping for the next big gym or the next big contemporary worship service. But it may take some authentic soul-searching – and some energy – for us to visit enough churches to select the right fit. Because quite frankly, if we sit in worship and are irritated at our surroundings or the music or the pastor or a building project, we are not going to be worshipful.

It is perfectly all right to seek a church community in which we feel … community.

That is a nebulous, intangible and hard-to-articulate thing. And I’m convinced, it cannot be forced and it cannot be manufactured.


But I think I am watching it happen before my eyes.


Two weeks ago, our art room director Karen Lucci went home sick right after worship. I went into the art room around 1:15, not knowing if anyone would be there without her. And eight people were in there, quietly painting and knitting and drawing, as comfortable as you please.


 At that afternoon’s Narcotics Anonymous meeting, a man who’s lived on the street ever since I’ve been here asked the other participants how to stay sober, even for one day. And one by one, they answered him, and encouraged him.


Andre played an old piano in the hallway all day long, despite the fact it has some dead keys. Wayne shared his testimony. Percy and Lamar and Tony and Andre sang during dinner. Kenny and Henry and Arnold  and Fred and Dale and countless others gave their time to wash laundry and tote clothes and make tea and do a thousand tasks that keep a church going. 


Nikki, who bakes our communion bread, told me one day that the Tuesday morning volunteers who pack groceries have become a little community. 

There may a hundred other things going on that I don’t even know about, and that is fine. As long as the Holy Spirit is blowing through and is aware, that is all that matters.


Because I sincerely believe that this church community is on its way to being “of one mind” as Paul so often encourages in his letter to the Philippians. Not always agreeing, not always getting along, not always interpreting Scripture the same. 

 
But simply, at our core, trying our darnedest to follow Jesus Christ and to pull each other up as we stumble after him.

Amen.  
