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Psalm 111
	As you may remember the past two Sundays I have been asking you to write a note telling me what it is about this congregation that gives you joy or makes you smile.   I have gotten a bunch of good responses – I’ll get to some of those in moment.  But there was one that caused me pause.   It said this, “I most enjoy my time of worship at MHCC when the focus of worship is our thanks and praise to the Lord.  I wish there was more of that focus in the sermon.”   
For what it’s worth I “get” that comment and I “hear” it.   I suspect that whoever wrote it is absolutely right.  And in true “Larry Snow fashion” I am giving a lot to thought to the questions raised by that comment.   I am also offering to you this morning’s sermon.   
Of course today is the day of the Ministry Fair.   In the Fellowship Hall are a whole plethora of exhibits describing the different work done by the different ministry teams that are a part of Murray Hills Christian Church.   I hope you’ll take the time to look at each one of them.   More importantly at most of those booths there is a person standing there who is looking for help.  I wouldn’t call them body snatchers.  I’d call them recruiters.  That’s because every ministry within the life of this congregation needs more help.   We need more teachers.  We need people to help take care of our building by changing furnace filters.  Our choir loft has empty seats.  The Outreach Committee always has new projects they would take on if they had more help.   Every one of those booths is looking for additional volunteers.   Forewarned is forearmed.  
And I could beat that drum this morning but I have elected to go a different direction.  Rather than encourage you to find a new way to serve, I’d like to offer these reflections about this congregation that come out of a true spirit of thankfulness.  And I am thankful.  I really am.  I am incredibly thankful for our life together.   The comments that you offered me say it best, “I love the way we treat each other.”  “The warmth that the whole congregation presents.”  “Sense of belonging to a family.”  “The people who fill our pew.”  “I am so thankful for the way this body loves its members and the community as a whole.  The way it shows love is amazing.”  “I know I am never alone with any struggle.”
My observation is that this congregation has some pretty unique DNA.   This congregation really has the gene for genuine warmth and compassion.   My observation is that if they will let us first time visitors receive a warm and genuine welcome.  In fact I have at some points wondered if we weren’t overwhelming first timers with our welcome.   I have also observed that if people will let us this congregation will provide them with a warm, nurturing spiritual home.  I think the proof of that fact is in our diversity.   This congregation contains people from all along the theological spectrum – and yet I observe that we spend little time fighting or trying to fix each other.   
	I realize that the warmth and acceptance that this congregation exhibits does not come cheaply or without its problems.   In virtually every way it is expensive to care about others.   There are churches that cold and impersonal.   Which causes me to wonder, just exactly why are we the way we are?   What is the source of this warmth and caring?   In answering that question I suppose that I could point to wise lay leadership.  I could point to talented clergy.   But most importantly I believe that I have to point to the Spirit of God that I believe lives and flows within this congregation in a powerful and unusual way.   I have to believe in a wonderful and beautiful way the power of God enables us that our “love may be genuine.”   Thank you God for the love that we share. 
While I’m on that theme I need to address the fact that we share more than love.   We share our resources – and they are plentiful.   This congregation is a “resource –rich environment.”  This congregation is filled with smart, educated, talented people who can find a way to do almost anything.  While I occasionally wish that this congregation contained a plumber, I am always amazed at the talents, gifts and resources that this congregation has.   If you need proof of that go look in the Fellowship Hall at the things that we have the resources to do.  
While I’m talking about that I need to talk about money for a moment.  This has been a bad year financially.  Lots of us lost 30% of our invested funds and others of us have lost jobs or had income cut back.  In light of all that the finances of this congregation do concern me greatly.   It’s my guess that the amount given to the General Fund is going to end up being about 10% or $30,000 below our expectations.  That’s a lot.  I am eager to see how our bank account will end the year.  
	But I’ll tell what is a lot.  You will remember that I recently received the results of the Harris Poll that you took last September.   One of the questions asked what percentage of your income do you give to the church.   The answer blew me away.  Thirty-seven percent of us indicated that we give 10% of our income to the church – or more.  That 37% is roughly three times the national average!   That figure is so high that I have to wonder if it’s accurate – and then I look down the Fellowship Hall at the things that we do together and I know that it’s true.  That figure is so high that I have to wonder what has gotten into you.  And then I know the answer.  God has gotten into you.   God’s Spirit is living and moving in this congregation and we have an amazing life together.  For that I am thankful.

	I am thankful also for the reach of this congregation.   The other day I came into the office to find a phone message from a woman who wanted to check Gayle Hernandez’s background.  It seemed that she had volunteered to work with children at the Beaverton Compassion Clinic and they wanted to make sure she was OK.   Of course Irene Laney is in charge of the Social Service portion of the Clinic serving right along with the folks from all of the conservative megachurches in the area.   At that event we’ll be handing out kits of hygiene supplies.  The latest Care to Share newsletter reported an interesting item; Jim Ahl has become the President of their Board, which is not bad since he’s only been on the Board for 6 months.  Among other things Care to Share does the screens the clients who come to our food pantry.   Speaking of food pantry I’ve talked with the counselors of the schools nearby to let them know that our food pantry will be open on Wednesday nights to provide food to the people they refer to us.  Those were pretty cool conversations.  I hope you remember that we recently received a plaque from Willamette West Habitat for Humanity in recognition of the fact that through the generosity of some members of this congregation we were able to join with a group of United Church of Christ congregations to sponsor a house.  I had to laugh at Bonnie Vance last Sunday.  You see Bonnie has begun to receive mail here.  I had to tell her that when that happens you are in pretty deep.   The mail she received was from Love Inc. which is the Care to Share for the more conservative churches in town.   They appreciate her helping with the “Packed with Love” event for which we provided 400 binders for low income middle and high school students.   Did you see the bulletin board on your way into the building?   It highlights the work of Quilts for Kids in which groups of women – some of whom have no connection with this congregation – come here one day a month to produce quilts that are given to the children who, with their mothers, are living at the Mountaindale Recovery Center.  
	As I reflect on those projects and all the other projects that we undertake in a year’s time I come away amazed and thankful.  In your notes to me some of you mentioned that.  One of you wrote that one of the things that about this congregation that makes you smile is the “social activism of our members.”  Another wrote about the “opportunities we provide for community service.”  Another of us was appreciative of our “outreach to the community and the world.  There was also the note that expressed joy about “serving those who need a helping hand.”  We are not the largest church in town, but I am hard pressed to think of a congregation that is into more things, that tries as hard to touch people outside of these walls with the love of God.  I am hard pressed to think of a congregation that is so focused on the needs of people outside of these walls.  I believe that we are unique and special.  I believe there is a real beauty to the way that we are so willing to share and help people whose faces we will never see.  I have to wonder what makes us special.  I have to wonder why this congregation is so intent on sharing with others?   I have decided that more than anything else God has gotten into this congregation – and for that I am thankful.   

	And I am thankful for our challenges.   For instance, since my coming here we have tried a variety of different projects to see if we couldn’t increase the number of people who come in our door.  We have found that none of them work.   The only thing that seems to work is each of you being willing to share your faith and share your church with people you know.  And therein lies the rub – because we Disciples haven’t been good at that for at least the last half of a century.   The last statistic I heard said that on average we Disciples invite someone to church every 16 years.   We have to do better than that or this congregation will not survive into the next generation.  Of course you have to factor into the mix the fact that we live in the midst of a culture in which many people are increasingly skeptical about the church or are offended by what the church has done, or asked people to believe about God.   
	Here’s the challenge.  Can we change the culture of this church so that talking about your faith or sharing your church becomes something that you’re comfortable doing?   So that it becomes something that you will do?

	Or try this one.   I was talking recently with a young Independent Christian Church Pastor who explained to me that the folks who are age 30 and under look at e-mail as the way that old people communicate.  That illustrates a point.  This congregation is geared to make sense to people who are age 40 and up.  Persons who are younger than that – like my children – live in a very different world --- think about faith in a very different way – and want to be involved in church in a very different way.   
	I had a really interesting thing happen in Vacation Bible School this year.   This was the year that almost made me want to vow to never teach children ever again.   You see, they wouldn’t listen to me.  Try as I might, what I said went right in one ear and out the other.   I might as well have been trying to talk to them in Swahili.  Fortunately we had a young woman, a friend of Katie Eide’s, a teacher from McMinnville, who clued me into communication styles and our children.  For several reasons our children are primarily, almost exclusively, visual learners.  To be heard you have to draw them a picture.   To hear what you’re saying you have to give them something to look at.  With that piece of information we got through Vacation Bible School but I’ve been thinking about them ever since.   You see, I don’t have a clue how to preach to them.  Worship, our worship, is built around hearing and it’s built around words – not pictures.  So tell me, when those children are older how will we present worship and the Gospel in a way that makes sense to them, that they will find compelling?   

	Or speaking of children, try this one.  This congregation is blessed with children.  I realize that sometimes our children act like children but for the most part this congregation is filled with really great kids who will make great adults and who will probably live a long time.  In fact the children in our Sunday School today may well live into the 22nd century.  So tell me, in order to be people of faith then, in order for the church to be vital and alive then, what do those children need from us now?   
	My answer now is that our children need words and stories so that they can understand how God has been talked about in the past and so that they can talk about God in their own lives.   And I believe they need more than words.  I believe our children need to find here, in this church, a place of incredible warmth and acceptance.  And even more than that our children need to see and know adults whose faith is alive and real and whose faith leads them to do amazing things for the sake of God’s love.   That is a big challenge.  It’s a challenge from which we cannot escape.  

	And there is this one.  In the 56 years of this church’s life it has faced many really big challenges – most of them having to do with real estate.  That particular challenge isn’t over yet – but you can see it from here.   We have exactly 9 more years left on our mortgage.  And while this building will always require a large amount of money to operate and maintain, it would appear to me that the age of real estate dreams is over for this congregation.  And so the challenge lies before us; will we decide that we’ve reached the top of the mountain and decide to sit down and enjoy our just rewards, or are we going to find new challenges, are we going to find new risks to share together – probably challenges and risks that won’t be made of bricks and mortar?   Which will win out – inertia or challenge?   What will we do, rest or allow God to lead us into new chapters in our life?   We all can identify churches that at this point didn’t choose very wisely.   Now, there is a challenge for us.

	I am grateful for all this church is and for all it does.  This is a rare and unique congregation which is typified by a desire to love each other in real and powerful ways and make the love of God real to people who have no real connection with this congregation or even a connection with God.   This congregation is a powerhouse involved in projects that we really aren’t big enough to handle.   To the core of my being I am thankful for all this congregation is and for all it does.   And to the core of my being I believe that the real thanks need to go to God “in whom we live and move and have our being.”  I am thankful to God for where we as a church are this morning.  
	And I am thankful for our challenges too.  I am thankful that the way is not clear and the road is not easy.  I am thankful that there is some risk and some danger in our future – because we will have to remember that God is with us. We will have to remember that we are God’s church and that we are God’s people.   Because of our challenges we will have to depend on God’s presence and power – and for that I am thankful.  
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