Paul Walker    CEC    May 3, 2009   1John 3:16-24    “Preach the Gospel, Love People, Trust God to Change Lives.”                                                         An Annual Meeting Sermon
     Today is Christ Church’s annual meeting. By my count it’s the 189th annual meeting since our organization as the 1st church in Charlottesville.  Annual meetings allow us to elect Vestry, vote on business, and generally review the state of things in the parish. 

     Along these lines, in my sermon today I’d like to give a clear and simple vision for us at Christ Church.  This is a kind of hope for how God is and will be at work in this place. I’ll use our Scripture reading from 1 John to speak about this vision, which I trust is not just a dead letter, but a life giving word from God. 
     And if you are visiting today – don’t feel left out! Now’s your chance to get a clear read on what we want God to do here.  And we hope you will be so compelled that you will come back next week and bring all your friends, and maybe even one or two of your enemies.  Or in the words of a sign in front of a little English church (and I’m not making this up) “When you pass by this little church, be sure to plan a visit, so when at last you're carried in, God won't ask "who is it"!!!
      So here it is - preach the gospel, love people, and trust God to change lives. For the past year, I’ve begun each Vestry meeting with a BLT (a “blessed little thought”). Each message has been some form of this theme: preach the gospel, love people, and trust God to change lives.

     First, preach the gospel. Everything flows from the gospel preached, heard, and understood, and preached again. The bible gives us some great, pithy definitions of the gospel, none better than in 1John. “If anyone sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous; and he is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only, but for the sins of the whole world.”  

     This is one of our “comfortable words” read after the confession and absolution in our Rite I Communion Service.  It is also the meat and potatoes of Christianity, the bulls-eye of the gospel. Jesus is very clear that the main problem of human life is the sin that corrupts and destroys us as creatures of God. Sin separates us from God and alienates us from one another. We are all guilty; the Bible says that no one is righteous. 

     I am convinced that the deepest need of every human being – even if it is hidden or unrecognized – is the need for forgiveness and absolution. This is what John says in that powerful verse “even when our hearts condemn us.” Most people feel condemned. You see it in body language - tension in your back and neck and shoulders. Chiropractic Docs make a killing off of condemnation.

      Most people condemn themselves. “I’m my own worst critic.”  Deep down many people feel like God is after them because they don’t measure up. Or at least, vaguely disappointed in them? As if God might say, “well, I had great hopes for you but….” Or when we mess up yet again and go to God, He’ll say, “Oh no, not you again. This is the last time.”

     Condemnation is a constant murmur from within and without. It reminds me of how Edgar Allan Poe described the presence of his famous Raven. “That bird, that imp pursues me, mentally, perpetually: I cannot rid myself of it’s presence; as I sit here, I hear its croak…the flap of its wing in my ear.”  Creepy, but connecting.
    Because of this constant murmur of condemnation, we preach the gospel, week after week after week.  As John says, “even when our hearts condemn us, God is greater than our hearts.” His blood shed on the cross washes you clean, forgives you of your sin and absolves you of your guilt. His propitiation shoos the raven of condemnation away, once for all.

     Preach the gospel. When I say preach the gospel, I do not mean just from the pulpit. I do not mean just me, Dave, and Justin. I mean that all of us preach the gospel to each other over and over again. It means that we confess our sins against God and one another, and that we forgive each other. The church, of all places, should be a place of forgiveness, healing, and reconciliation between people. The church, of all places, should be a place where we deal kindly with one another’s failings.

     Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote a great book about this kind of Christian community called “Life Together.” He says, “Christianity means community through Jesus Christ and in Jesus Christ. He [the Christian] knows… if somebody asks him, where is your salvation, your righteousness he can never point to himself. He points to the Word of God in Jesus Christ, which assures him salvation and righteousness.”

     If anyone sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ, the Righteous. We are to “meet one another as bringers of the message of salvation.” In other words, preach the gospel.

     Second, love people.  John says, “And this is his commandment, that we believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ (believe and preach the gospel), and love one another, just as he has commanded us.”  Love is the primary fruit of belief in the gospel – loving God and loving your neighbor. Without love, nothing we do amounts to anything good. 

     This is what Paul says in 1 Corinthians 13. “If I speak in the tongues men and of angels, but have not love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging symbol.”  A few weeks ago the fire alarm went off in the church building.  There was no fire, but we couldn’t shut the alarm off. It was awful: deafening, incessant, piercing noise. We all had to hold our hands over our ears. All we could think about is stopping the noise.

     This is what Paul says a person without love is like. He may be technically doing all the right things – theologically smart, full of faith, generous giver, sacrificial worker (to use Paul’s examples in 1 Corinthians). But if love is absent, then not only does he gain nothing, he is like a fire alarm going off everywhere. Do you know anyone like this?

     So, what is the nature of this kind of love? John says, “By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us, and we ought to lay down our lives for others.” This is how preach the gospel and love people are connected. It is the hearing and contemplating and thinking on the gospel – “that he laid down his life for us” – that leads to love for others.

     This love takes many, endless forms. Many of you know the story in my life that best illustrates this kind of gospel love. When I was 19 I was driving recklessly with my friends, one of whom was my best friend, Drew Rollins. I loved him more than anybody. He was in the middle of the back seat and hated my driving, asked more than once to be let out of the car. I told him not to be such a wimp. 

     We crashed into a boulder on the side of the road by the University of Richmond lake. We went to the hospital; I heard Drew’s screaming down the hall. Drew had lost his right eye. When I went to see him, I knew what I deserved: his wrath and condemnation. I knew our friendship was over. And yet when I walked in his hospital room, the first thing he said was “Paul, I love you and forgive you. I could have been driving.” Drew and I are still very close friends, godparents to each other’s children, we talk every week.

     We were ordained together 12 years later, in a church about a mile from the site of the wreck. We were interviewed by the Richmond Times Dispatch on the day of our ordination. This is what Drew had to say, “I did not forgive Paul because we had a good friendship. I forgave Paul because Jesus Christ has forgiven me.”  Drew, who is a preacher of the gospel in Baton Rouge, heard the gospel and then loved me.

     Third, trust God to change lives.  We have seen the content of gospel love and have heard the command to love others as we think on that love, but how does this love actually show up in our lives? That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it? Well, John is instructive for us here too. “Whoever keeps his commandments abides in him and he in them. And by this we know that he abides in us, by the Spirit whom he has given us.”

     It is by the Holy Spirit – God’s presence in us – that we are able to “keep his commandments.” It is by the Holy Spirit that we are able to love people. It is by the Holy Spirit that we will be transformed into the image of Christ.

     If you are like me then you sometimes get sad or angry or frustrated with the way sin continues to cling in your life, showing up in all kinds of unfortunate ways. (If you are not sure what those ways are, ask anybody who is close to you!) But, the good news is that the very presence of your sadness about your sin, your desire to be released from it indicates the work of the Holy Spirit in you. Your desire to love,  even when you fail; your desire to obey God, even when you fail is proof of God’s abiding presence in you. 

     In this life, God sometimes gives victory over sin; sometimes it remains. What we know is that our hope for change in ourselves (or others) must be placed in the only safe place – God himself.  And He is faithful. As Paul says, “And I am sure of this, that He who began a good work in you will bring it to completion at the day of Christ Jesus.”

     Preach the gospel, love people, trust God to change lives. May God richly bless us at Christ Church today, on our 188th annual meeting, and always.

     Amen.

