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Jeremiah 31:31-34

Ephesians 2:17-22

20/20/20: 20 Lessons after 20 Years at FBC in 20 Minutes or Less


I grossly underestimated how hard this would be.  A couple of weeks ago when I came up with the idea for this sermon – 20 lessons learned in 20 years of ministry at the First Baptist Church in Beverly in 20 minutes or less, it just sounded kind of fun.  It turned out to be quite a challenge.  Pretty quickly I realized that I have learned way more than just 20 lessons in the last two decades.  And second, it didn’t seem all that helpful to just share randomly this idea or that insight.  So I struggled to shuffle and organize and make some sense of my thoughts in the hope that there might be something useful maybe even challenging in all this.  In that process I discovered I felt most drawn to share with you the lessons learned about church, about what it means to be God’s people, to be the living body of Christ.  So I am going to focus my attention there.  But before that there are just six quick, less categorized and more random lessons that seem worth sharing.  


So here we go, Lesson #1 – Inevitably a wedding includes one glitch or mistake so no need to panic when it happens.  For example, there was the Saturday when I was to officiate at the wedding of Amy Armstrong and Jarrod McCay.  That same Saturday we were cleaning up from a rummage sale and in the process several kids got stuck in the elevator.  When it was time for the bride’s limo to arrive, the street in front of the church was crowded with emergency vehicles.  Don’t need to worry – it’s just a wedding, things like that happen.  The second lesson was learned within the first hour of my first Allagash canoe trip - an abundance of black flies, no-see-ums and mosquitoes can try a person’s patience.  Taking care of 20 or 30 kids, that’s no problem.  Dealing with bugs, that’s hard.   Number 3 – When we put our minds to it, we at First Baptist can throw a pretty good party, whether it’s a 200th birthday party for the church, a block party, or a staff anniversary. Four - I am and probably always will be anxious before preaching or officiating at weddings and funerals. The desire to be respectful of people’s time and the thought that God is watching makes me feel there is a weighty importance to those occasions.  Number 5 – working with families to create a funeral or memorial service was a responsibility I once feared but have discovered are some of the most precious moments in ministry because of the vulnerability, the grief, and the trust.  

The last random lesson, #6 has to do with what I’ve learned about the current staff and it’s this – Craig can’t stand it when his office is in disarray. (So I am always tempted to go in there and just mess things up a little bit.)  Esther can play foot pedals and a keyboard on an organ but cannot drive a standard car; she can’t use a clutch.  That fascinates me. Julie often borrows things from me without asking, particularly my black pulpit shoes, when she forgets shoes for a graveside service.  Pat has been to every restaurant on the North Shore and probably Boston too.  John has the worst driving record of any of the church staff.  And, Buck and I can transport folks to the Allagash, faster than a speeding bullet, although I cannot drive a van in reverse.    
 

Now the church – we are gathered here in this sanctuary, under the steeple at 221 Cabot Street, not simply because we might be friends or neighbors.  We don’t sit in meetings, study or enjoy pot-luck meals together because we share a common interest or two.  We have been drawn here; we have chosen to be here because we are people committed to the church of Jesus Christ. As the prophet Jeremiah stated, we are here because we are in covenant with God; God is our God and we are God’s people. Or as Paul wrote in his letter to the church in Ephesus, here we are no longer strangers and aliens, but members of the household of God. First Baptist Church in Beverly is a truly unique expression of that household.  I’ve learned just how unique over the past 20 years and I believe that God has called and continues to call us to be a living, growing, vibrant household, one like no other.  If we listen for the voice, the call of God, we will continue to be faithful, continue to be a unique expression of God’s love and God’s work in the world.

I truly believe that God has called this congregation, this church, to claim and proclaim who we are, to shout aloud our unique identity, not to allow our light to be hidden under a bushel, but to let people know what we think is important, what we believe God has asked us to do.  It is hard to grow a church but when we say to the world, “This is who we are, this is what we believe, this is what we are committed to…” and say it with enthusiasm and joy, it’s way more likely that people will be drawn to be part of our community. 

 So, lesson 7 – team ministry has not always been perfect but for this church in this time team ministry has been a creative, cutting edge, and empowering model for ministry.  Team ministry reflects the diversity of this church because, I believe, all of the ministries of this church are considered of tremendous value, none placed higher than another.  Team ministry says that, says every piece of church life is critical, every ministry valued from worship to satellites, mission trips to Christian education.  Every year we clergy get asked about twice a year to be interviewed or studied so that other churches can learn about this model. Claim and proclaim our diversity and appreciation for all ministries.  Number 8 – this church’s commitment to youth ministry is truly unique.  There are probably only a handful of churches that continue to have youth groups as active and as large as ours.  And we are always the envy of other churches because of the number of advisors who work with our kids and because we have made room for our kids with a canoe room, gym and youth lounge. We think kids really matter.  Claim and proclaim that.  Lesson 9 – mission makes this church’s heart beat.  Doing God’s work any we can is just at the very core of who we are.  It just is.  Number 10 - justice is worth fighting for.  During my tenure here, the fight for inclusivity, to welcome all of God’s children has been a key focus in our struggle for justice.  There may have been times when individuals were tempted to give up the fight, walk away, but you just can’t when it’s about justice, when it’s about treating all of God’s people fairly.  We are a welcoming and affirming church.  Claim and proclaim that.  There are people out there who need to know that when it comes to justice, whatever the issue, we’re ready to take on the fight for the long haul, for as long as it takes.

For the past 20 years God has called and God continues to call us to claim and proclaim who we are.  And God has called and continues to call us to love one another.  The lessons in this area have been some of the most painful, joyous and profound.  (11) I learned that handling disagreement and conflict within a church community is really hard but essential. (12) I learned that the people in a church are God’s beloved children, each of us uniquely talented and gifted, with our own unique flaws, histories, annoyances and yes just plain weirdness.  We’re all here to learn about our faith, to grow in it, and to do God’s work.  But we aren’t always going to agree on how that gets done.  A faith community has to figure out how to work out differences in a healthy way, to speak openly, honestly, respectfully, to give and to take.  Because sometimes you will win an argument and sometimes you won’t.  But what makes a church family strong is when disagreement results in understanding and a willingness to move on together.  For lesson number 13 for me is that I do not handle it well when people choose to leave this family.  I yearn for people to stay committed, to work it out rather than to walk out.  For me, church is family, and in families you argue, you disagree, but you stay together, even when the issue is one of the most difficult; which leads me to lesson 14 – a bond of trust can be damaged and broken in one decisive moment but can take years to rebuild.  I, as so many of you, will be struggling with the scars from the sexual misconduct of a former minister and the choices made to deal with that as a church.  Like you I was a victim of the deceit and lying, yet some of you lost respect and trust in me for my involvement in how the issue was handled.  Every day of my ministry I strive to regain that trust and respect.  

And perhaps on a more positive note, lesson 15, this church has an abundance of compassion and concern.  We care about each other.  When we know someone else is hurting, we do something about that.  When we know someone is happy, we smile and rejoice too.  We help each other raise our children.  Truly in my 20 years here the greatest gifts have been your love as Jim and I grieved the death of our son Luke and your love for our children, Anna Mei and Matthew.  You are their extended family and they know there are bunches of adults and kids who care about them.  God has called us to love one another.  And we do.  Even in conflict, even when it hurts.  We do and we need to keep at that, just as we need to keep pushing each other.  

I think God is really pleased with this congregation, this church, and all that we’ve done.  But I am just as confident that God is not done with us and is challenging us to keep working, keep changing, keep envisioning, keep responding to the needs of God’s people and the world. So, lesson 16 – there is always more to learn.  There is more to learn about other people, about scripture, about faith, about human need, about God.  We are never done.  The world, the Bible, people, God – it’s all so fascinating, there is always more to learn.  And lesson 17 – for faith to withstand distress and crisis, theological exploration must never stop.  Ask your questions about evil.  Ponder God’s will for the world.  Ask why if God is love, children die.  Challenge God about the existence of cancer and other disease.  Pray about it.  Talk about it.  Work on it.  And then faith can hold up in the midst of crisis.  Push each other to learn more, to ask the tough questions.

And lesson 18 - change can happen and it must happen if we are going to be relevant.  It may happen slowly or quickly, unexpectedly or after great planning but change can happen.  And lesson 19, sometimes a wing and prayer is enough to make something new happen. You’ve probably heard the story of Beverly Bootstraps by now but when I hired Tom Gifford to be its Executive Director I had only two weeks of salary to offer him and now look at the multi-level community service organization it is.  Though it may feel risky, sometimes a wing and a prayer is enough to step out in faith.  Push each other to risk when it seems the right thing to do.

And lesson 20, this church, any church, can only be as strong as its active membership.  We need to push on this a bit, think creatively about this.  We are very busy here.  We like our programs.  We like our service projects.  We like being active in the world.  We like worship services to go well.  But the demands of life, the demands of work and school, mean that there are fewer volunteer hours to give.  We need to push ourselves a bit on this. Fewer people are doing more work.  What is the shift we need to make?  Do less? Do more and invite more people to help?  Too many of us, of you, are getting tired.  We need to push to answer this question of active participation.

Truly – my list of lessons is so much longer than this.  For example, I learned the hard way that the bulletin will be published every week now and forevermore.  I learned the hard way that if you want the wheels to stay on the canoe trailer, you should slow down when crossing train tracks. But I guess my hope is that the lessons I’ve shared with you this morning will encourage you to think about what you’ve learned during your time here at First Baptist Church in Beverly and appreciate those lessons…and that as a church, God’s beloved children, a unique expression of the body of Christ we will think about God’s call – God’s call to claim and proclaim our unique identity, to love one another, and to push each other to embrace what God has yet in store.

Thanks for putting up with me for 20 years! 
