February 20, 2011	Toward Perfection:  Memorial Can Do!

I Cor 3:10-11 and Matthew 5:38-48

Before the epistle:  In this brief reading, Paul uses the imagery of a builder to teach about the ministry of the church and the importance of working together.  Earlier in the chapter, Paul teaches a very similar lesson with an agricultural image:  one tills the ground and plants the seed, one supplies the water, but it is God who supplies the growth.  So it is with this lesson, we work together, building on the foundation which is Christ.

Before the gospel:  Recall from last week the formula that Jesus is using in the section of the Sermon on the Mount.  First he recalls the law with “You have heard it said.”  Now Jesus did not come to abolish or refute the law, but to fulfill it.  So he follows with a re-envisioning of the law introduced with “But I say to you.”  Finally, he cites examples of how the two together would be applied in that day.  

It is wrong for us to take the application and blindly apply it to our day.  That ignores the lesson Jesus modeled: take the law, understand it in light of the revelation of God in Jesus Christ, and wrestle with that eternal truth in our contemporary situations.  

****

“Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”  What does it mean to be perfect?  In our United Methodist tradition, which we are highlighting today with Wesleyan hymns and poems, to be perfect means having the heart and mind of Christ.  Perfection springs from John Wesley’s teaching on grace.  The grace of God is active in our lives before we ever realize it.  That is prevenient grace.  But there comes a time when we do recognize God’s grace and we respond.  This is justifying grace where we repent and commit to follow Christ.  But grace is stymied if we stop there—we need to put that grace into action in our lives.  We need to do it intentionally wrestling with these eternal truths to understand how they should impact the way that we live.  To do that, we strive for perfection, having the heart and the mind of Christ.  Having that heart and mind of Christ is both a present reality and a future goal we will never attain.

Think about perfection is this manner.  I am a baseball fan.  An aspect of that is a hobby of collecting baseball memorabilia.  I collect and keep things that remind of the joy baseball has provided to me over the years.  For instance, I brought with me today one thunder stick from the very first home game that Nationals played in Washington.  Now originally there were two, but one did not survive the Metro trip home after the game.  But this thunder stick, along with the ticket stub, sits on a bookshelf and reminds of that game.  I also have a ticket stub from a game in Memorial Stadium in Baltimore in 1987.  That game was the only no-hitter I have ever witnessed; unfortunately it was the Orioles who were the victims of the no-hitter.  But that ticket stub still evokes the image of two out in the bottom of the ninth, Eddie Murray at the plate.  Murray sends a screaming line drive to right center—a sure double and possibly a triple—until Robin Yount running hard, dove and caught the ball for the final out and preserve the no-hitter.

Now these pieces of memorabilia are real.  I have them.  They work for me and remind me of the joy I find in baseball.  But just because I have them—they are a present reality in my life—does not mean that my collection is complete.  There is more to come.  It is also a future reality.  And as long as I live, there will always be more to come.  It is a future reality that will never be fully attained.

Such it is with perfection and the heart and mind of Christ.  We have it today.  It guides the life of our congregation.  But there is also more to come and there will always be more to come.  We will never fully attain the heart and mind of Christ but always have the ability to go deeper into our understanding and grow even stronger in our faith.

That is an important understanding as we celebrate our congregation and dedicate this year as “Memorial Can Do!”  That does not mean that we have not done so in the past.  We have.  In just the past year we had mission projects, supported Sue Porter as our missionary in Liberia, the Crafty Ladies and Gents installed the new sign, we continued to be an active leader in this community, we supported Memorial Cares, WUMCO, and at the end of the year, we installed this new instrument.  Quite a year.

But did we attain everything?  Have we scaled the mountain top?  Of course not.  In the words of Paul, we are going to build on that.  We are going to keep going.  The underlying foundation is Christ.  That foundation has supported the work of this congregation in years past and in 2011 we are going to continue it—Memorial Can Do!

You’ve seen the plans.  They are posted in Spurrier Hall.  They have been on the web site.  And we refined them and added a few more during our leadership retreat earlier in February.  Those ideas will get circulated in the near future.

And Memorial Can Do!  We’ve done it in the past and we will do it this year.  “Memorial Can Do!” is both a description of our past ministry as well as a goal for this coming year.  It is both a present reality and a future reality that will always keep us growing in faith and ministry.

Paul’s teaching to the church in Corinth is instructive to us.  Both the master builder image that we read this morning and the agriculture image that exists earlier in the chapter indicates that ministry in Christ’s name happens over time.  Plants must be nurtured and tended before they bloom; buildings must planned and material secured.  It takes time.

Consider the organ installed in November.  Memorial just didn’t decide to pursue this in the summer.  This organ is the product of years of planning and prayer consideration.  Today we welcome a former pastor, Lewis McDonald.  In a few months, we are going to make the final mortgage payment on the educational wing which was begun during his pastorate.  Memorial didn’t just decide to build a building and then two months later start construction.  It took years of prayerful discernment and preparation to reach that point.

In 2011 we will achieve goals that are built on foundations years in the making.  In 2011, ministry will bloom because for years this congregation has watered and nurtured an ideal.  And just as important, 2011 will see us continue to nurture ministry plants that will not bloom for two, three, even more years into the future.  

“Be perfect, therefore as your heavenly Father is perfect.”  There is both a present reality and a future reality to perfection.  And Memorial Can Do both in 2011, bringing ministry to fruition in the months ahead and laying the foundation for ministry in the years ahead.

Memorial Can Do!  For we are building on Christ, our sure foundation.

We will stand, as able, and sing, “The Church’s One Foundation.”  #545
