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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1“ Remembering the Way Home....”

Good morning.  I am grateful, delighted, honored and humbled to be here.  My deep thanks to Ken for the invitation to be part of such a high occasion in the life of this congregation. 

It seems fitting that on such an occasion I might bring some expression - not only of my personal gratitude - but also of the deep appreciation of Week of Compassion.  For 65 years of your 175-year history this congregation has been a steadfast and strong supporter of Week of Compassion and a partner with WOC in reaching out to offer help and hope to hurting people throughout the world.  In all my 16+ years with WOC one of my favorite partners was a small women’s organization in Bosnia - Sarajevo Phoenix.   Sarajevo Phoenix grew out of the terrible war in the Balkans back in the early nineties as a place for women to try to cope with and heal from the unspeakable horrors that had been visited upon them and their families.  Part of their therapy has led to a small income generating program whereby the woman offer for purchase the gifts of their embroidery work.  An example this communion cloth which I would like to present to you Ken and to the congregation in honor of 177 years of ministry and in gratitude of your partnership with WOC.  As I thought about 177 years - do you know that that represents at least nine thousand times the congregation has gathered on Sunday morning to celebrate this communion.  9204 times!  And so I hope this cloth might also serve as a reminder that all our acts of compassion, all of our deeds of mercy and justice, all our faithfulness to do what Christ has commanded us to do, begins here in the Sanctuary, at the Table.

177 Years!  177 years!  Only a few of our congregations can claim such a milestone.   One congregation I call home, First CC, Paris, TN, is preparing now for its 177th year of ministry.  I don’t want to begin, however, 177 years ago – nor even here in Rappahannock, VA.

Rather I want to begin in June of 2000 in Sarajevo, Bosnia. I was visiting a hospital where WOC was providing medicines and

medical supplies to support that hospital in the midst of caring for an enormous influx of refugees from the war in neighboring Kosovo. We were in the maternity ward hearing the painful story of Maria, a young Kosovar woman who had given birth a few days earlier to a baby girl – still nameless because it is the custom for the entire family to take part in the naming of the child and the family was not together.  As I was leaving, Maria took me by the arm and said: “Remember my child, remember me.”   Remember my child, remember me.

One of the few things that I both remember and understand of the writings of German theologian Paul Tillich was his plaintive observation: “The most difficult thing to be endured is to be forgotten.”   The most difficult thing to be endured is to be not remembered.

It may now well be that one of the most important, imperative tasks of the church in this 21st century is to reclaim itself as the community that remembers — that remembers its stories, 

its traditions, its memories; that remembers all those who are forgotten, all those NOT remembered by the rest of the world.  And so this anniversary celebration gives us an occasion to remember and to think about what it means to remember.

There are, as you well know, a decreasing number of occasions like this in our culture, and we are a lesser people for it.  Americans, increasingly, are a people who don’t remember. (Last summer I was watching the Tonight Show - it was one of those episodes when Jay Leno goes out on the streets of New York and asks passers-by a very obvious question. This was right about the time of the 4th of July and the question was why do we celebrate the 4th of July – and it seemed like no one was able to remember 1776, the Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson)

We are in a new century – we hear that all the cultural changes, the scientific discoveries, the technological advances we’ve seen over the last century will be nothing compared to what’s ahead of us.  Who wants to look back? We are entering a new millennium.

Perhaps part of this is due to our own inadequate understanding of what memory is.  We think now of “memory” as a function of the computer - memory is what the hard drive holds, how many gigabytes — all about storing and retrieving information.  

But computer memory is not the memory of faith. The memory

of faith is much more creative, much more complex – it’s not just a matter of storing information and retrieving it later. That’s not the whole of memory.

Did you know there is bodily memory?  The body remembers. In baseball a hitter practices at the plate over and over and over again, so that when the game begins and he comes to bat the muscles of the eyes and arms and legs will remember.  

An Alzheimer patient may not remember the spouse, the kids, but put that patient in a strange room, stumbling about confused,

“this is not my room” — the body remembers.

This is why I have become convinced it is so important that we bring our children to church.  They may not remember a thing the preacher says, they may be bored to death, but there comes a time, as happens to me when I’m traveling and it’s Sunday and there’s no place to worship and my body knows something is amiss.  The body remembers.

There is community memory — we participate in memories we ourselves don’t have.  A Jewish child, 13 years old at bat mitzvah, bar mitzvah will recite: “when we were in Egypt and were sorely oppressed, God heard our cry and brought us out with a strong arm and a mighty hand.”  13 year old child reading that - “when we were in Egypt” – of course, when we were in Egypt.  Community memory.   (Craddock in Israel, off the tourist path, his guide describing how right up on that hill an ambush took place, over in that valley a battle. Fred asked, was this the Six Day War, or the Yom Kippur War, or was it the war for independence back in the forties.   No, it was the Maccabean war, the guide said.  The Maccabean War!  That was over 2000 years ago. You tell the story like you were there.  “I was!”

The next time I’m fortunate enough to pastor a congregation I hope we have an education program that will enable our young people to leave church saying, “when we were in Bethlehem..... when we were in Jerusalem..... when we were at Cane Ridge..... when we were at Rappahannock Christian Church......

That’s the way it is with the memory of faith - accuracy, facts are important but with faith memory it is more than just the facts.  We become a part of the story. 

When I was pastor at First CC, Paris, TN – our nearest Disciples neighbor was the Christian Church in Dover, TN.  There sanctuary – likes yours – is by, American standards, an old sanctuary – and like yours historical and beautiful. The church has two front doors - two entry ways into the sanctuary.  And someone will tell the story: Early in the Civil War, battle nearby, Xmas Eve service at the church. Union soldiers stacked their rifles outside this door; Confederate soldiers stacked their rifles outside that door – and they went in and worshiped together. Service was over. Came out, collected their rifles, and the next day it was war again.

But if you say to the story teller - but it says on the cornerstone that the church didn’t begin until 1868 (when the war was already over), the person will say, “So?”  It’s not simply the accuracy\inaccuracy of the story - that’s not the point - it’s the function of that memory in the identify and life of that congregation.

The little church I attend on occasion when I’m home in MS - where my grandfolks attended for years. Small congregation, about 20 folk on Sunday morning.  Communion is central to that little church - often they didn’t have a pastor, but the congregation would gather for prayer, bible reading and communion.  There is a beautiful, handmade, white linen spread that covers the bread and wine, and when the minister and servers come to the Table, they take great care to remove the cover and fold it just right.  And if you ask the minister or just about any of the members, they will tell you about the significance of Christ’s sacrificial death and that the linen represents a kind of funeral pall covering the broken body of Christ.  But I know that linen cloth was first put there decades ago before the church had a\c, and the windows were left open during worship and people used those little funeral parlor fans to stir air and the cloth was there to keep the flies of the bread tray and communion cup.   But that’s not important, what is important is the function of that memory in the identity and life of that congregation.

Memory\remembering – very complex: Sometimes it can even be so destructive that thousands of dollars are spent on a therapist to dislodge an ugly, distorted, disguised memory, bring it to the surface, exorcize it, so that life can be whole again.  Memory can be painfully bitter when we remember the life of a loved one that is not here and the memory of that loss can be a hole in the soul that is never filled, and memory can be a source of sanity – POWs often tell they were able to keep their sanity by remembering the names of streets in their hometown, names of classmates in the sixth grade, bible verses from SS, multiplication tables - anything to keep their sanity.

It is an important thing we do today – this remembering. Some folk may make lite of it - just a bunch of nostalgic sentimentality.  The church has better things to do. The church has got to change. We’ve got to be relevant.  And that’s right - the church does have to change - transform - be relevant. And the church has to remember. 

On one occasion when I was in Bosnia we talked to refugees who told how when the paramilitary came to their homes they confiscated not only drivers licenses and other legal papers to erase people’s legal identity, they also tried to confiscate photo albums and religious books and family heirlooms – why – to erase the memory.  Over and over again refugees, victims of fire and flood and hurricane - just minutes to leave - what to take: it’s almost always the same - the wedding pictures, the photo albums. 

Remembering - it’s not just important in the Xn tradition, it’s a requirement of us.  It’s required of us to remember. 

When Israel came into the land, the word of God said: “You’ll build your houses, dig your cisterns, plant your vineyards and you’ll forget who gave you the land, the water and the fruits of the earth.”  Some of the greatest sermons in the Bible are in the book of Deuteronomy and they begin: “Remember.”

Our Lord himself said: “when you come together to eat, “remember me.”  We do not gather without a memory - in fact we gather around a memory. 9204 times this congregation has gathered around a memory!

John Donne, the English poet and philosopher said: “The shortest and surest way to God is not through your intelligence, not through your will power, but through your memory.”  

Annie Lamott, in her book Traveling Mercies, tells a story of a little girl who gets lost one day.  The girl runs up and down the streets of the big town where she lives, but she can’t find a single landmark to help her find her way.  She becomes  frightened, almost to the point of panic.  A policeman happens by, notices her and stops to help.  He puts her in the passenger seat and they drive around looking for something she’ll recognize that might direct her home.  Finally they drive by her church. She see its, points it out to the policeman and says, “There’s my church. You can let me out now. I always remember the way home from here.  

This is your church.  177 years - this is your church.  You can, all of us can, always remember our way home from here.
