The Claims Department
Genesis 2:18-23

John 21:15-17; 19b

Ephesians 2:19-22


This is a picture from this past summer.  It’s a picture that Lisa Stoneham took on the Mission Trip and which she did offer to delete from her camera if I wished, given that it’s not the most flattering picture of me.  It’s a picture of Donna Furlong, who is a nurse, looking at my throat, following almost a full week of my not feeling well while we were in Louisiana.  After this picture was taken, Donna declared my throat “kind of grubby” (something I hope never to hear again about my throat!), and Beth pronounced me sick and declared that I needed to go to a doctor.  So, off I went to a medical clinic to see a doctor who came to us highly recommended as the son of a friend of the woman who owned the local fishing lodge, and at the clinic they took my health insurance card, made copies of it, asked me to fill out forms, gave me a diagnosis and a prescription and sent me on my way and all seemed well.  Until a couple of months went by and I got something in the mail from my insurance indicating that that particular medical claim had been denied, because it was out of network care without pre-approval from them.  After several phone conversations and logging countless minutes of being on hold, the claims department at my insurance company finally agreed to cover the cost of the doctor’s visit.  But, health insurance has become kind of a political issue, and this isn’t a sermon about politics…it’s a sermon about a love story.  


Some members of the group going on the Mission Trip decided to go down a few days early to spend some time sightseeing in New Orleans.  Suzanne Harlow and Avis Thomas flew down ahead of us and planned to meet us at the airport when our flight arrived.  But just before the rest of us were getting ready to head down, we got a call from Suzanne’s mother, Betty Megrath, telling us that the airline had lost Suzanne’s luggage.  Yes, when Suzanne and Avis got to the baggage claim, there was no luggage there for Suzanne to claim.  And the airline never seemed to be able to tell her where it had gone, and they never found it, it never turned up anywhere.  She had to file a claim with the airline to try and recover her lost luggage or to get reimbursed for some of the cost of what was lost, but this particular claims department was fairly slow and disorganized. Luckily, the rest of us were able to bring down some new luggage and clothing for Suzanne, but her claim with the airline never amounted to Suzanne’s bag finding its way back to her.  But this isn’t really a sermon about the many frustrations of air travel, either.  This is a sermon about a love story.  

I want to read you something.  [Somehow the church has always had a way of finding its way back into my life.  Not only back into my life, but right into my heart, where a piece of it has always been.  I grew up in a wonderful church, the kind that every child should be so lucky as to have, because it truly was – and still it – the kind of church that I believe all churches should seek to be.  It was a church dedicated to outreach ministry in its community, a church dedicated to the education of those within its walls, a church truly dedicated to its mission of not only teaching and preaching the word of God, but also to making the world we inhabit here and now a better and more tolerant place through its existence.  Through my now more adult eyes, it has become something even more beloved to me, something more sacred.  The First Baptist Church in Beverly has become my church, one of which I am not only protective, but in awe.]  That paragraph is the opening paragraph from my application essay to get into divinity school, which I wrote in 2004…before working here, before getting ordained, as I was just beginning to discern my call to ministry.  And yet the church – this church – clearly had a hold on me then, clearly had a claim on me, on my heart.  And it has that claim on me now.  This is a sermon about a love story…about the church’s love story and each one of us.

When new members join the church, they are presented with, among other things, a copy of the covenant of the First Baptist Church in Beverly.  This covenant is also in the back of every hymnal here in the sanctuary.  It represents our shared beliefs, as a church family, the common promises we make to one another, to our church, to our God.  As we move toward Stewardship Sunday, as we consider the place of the church in our lives and in our giving, there is one portion of this covenant that stood out to Beth and me, that we wanted to consider more deeply with all of you.  And it is this: “We acknowledge the claim of the Church upon our loyalty and devotion, and we pledge our support for its ministry through our personal service and regular contribution.”  We acknowledge the claim of the Church upon our loyalty and devotion.  The claim of the Church.  That’s pretty strong language.  Claim isn’t a word we tend to use all that often.  It’s a word that implies ownership, possession, a holding onto of something.  But I think claiming also has to do, in large part, with naming.  Even when we are claiming an item, a thing, or making a medical claim, what we are really doing is naming it – that’s my suitcase, that’s my coat, the problem is that I need my surgery covered by my insurance.  Claiming has to do with naming.  In Genesis, God brings the animals to Adam, to see what Adam will call them, and the names that Adam bestows on each living thing become the names by which they are known.  But God isn’t just bringing those living things before Adam for the fun of it – humankind is also given dominion over the earth and the other creatures…creation is entrusted into our care.  The naming of the animals is a way of staking a claim on creation.  In the gospel stories, we hear the account of Jesus giving Simon a new name, a second name, by which he will be known: Peter, the rock upon which Jesus’ church will be built.  Even this election season, there’s been an awful lot of naming going on…Joe the Plumber, Tito the Builder, Jan the Nurse…the campaigns that have bestowed these public names on private citizens are claiming them, in one way or another – as regular Americans, as potential voters, as workers defined by the jobs they do.  

Names say something about who we are and about whose we are.  The adult Jesus’ identity first becomes very public when he is baptized by John the Baptist, and the Spirit of God descends upon him, and God’s voice can be heard to say, “This is my beloved son, in whom I am well pleased.”  God names Jesus and in so doing, claims Jesus as God’s own.  The poet Sandra McPherson wrote a poem entitled “Helen Todd, My Birth Name.”  In this poem, McPherson wonders about names, what they say about who we are, how our lives might be different had we lived them as a different name.  She writes about her experience of being adopted, about how the name on her birth certificate reads “Helen Todd,” but when she was adopted, just two days old, her parents named her “Sandra McPherson.”  She wonders in the poem what her life would have been like, if she had lived it as Helen Todd.  Perhaps, she says, she would have become the math teacher Helen Todd, rather than the poet Sandra McPherson.  In her poem she wonders about the power of naming.  Names shape our understanding of who we are and whose we are.  Names tell us who claims us.  How might our lives be different if the church didn’t claim us, didn’t name us as its own, didn’t stake out a place in our hearts, demand space in our lives?  How might our lives be different if the church didn’t name us?


Author and preacher Fred Craddock tells this story in his book Craddock Stories: My mother took us to church and Sunday School; my father didn’t go.  He complained about Sunday dinner being late when she came home.  Sometimes the preacher would call, and my father would say, “I know what the church wants.  Church doesn’t care about me.  Church wants another name, another pledge.  Right?  Isn’t that the name of it?  Another name, another pledge.”  That’s what he always said… “The church doesn’t care about me.  The church wants another name and another pledge.”  I guess I heard it a thousand times.  One time he didn’t say it.  He was in the veterans’ hospital, and was down to 73 pounds.  They’d taken out his throat, and said, “It’s too late.”  The put in a metal tube, and x-rays burned him to pieces.  I flew in to see him.  He couldn’t speak, couldn’t eat.  I looked around the room, potted plants and cut flowers on all the windowsills, a stack of cards 20 inches deep beside his bed.  And even on that tray where they put food, if you can eat, on that was a flower.  And all the flowers beside the bed, every card, every blossom, were from people or groups from the church.  He saw me read a card.  He could not speak, so he took a Kleenex box and wrote on the side of it a line from Shakespeare.  If he had not written this line, I would not tell you this story.  He wrote: “In this harsh world, draw your breath in pain to tell my story.”  I said, “What is your story, Daddy?”  And he wrote, “I was wrong.”
  The church claims us, naming us, telling us who we are, saying, “you are God’s beloved child.  You are more than another name, another pledge.  You are a beloved child of God.”

Short-story writer and essayist Anne Lamott tells this story in her book Traveling Mercies, as she explains why she makes her son Sam go to church: “The main reason is that I want to give him what I found in the world, which is to say a path and a little light to see by.  Most of the people I know who have what I want – which is to say purpose, heart, balance, gratitude, joy – are people with a deep sense of spirituality…They follow a light brighter than the glimmer of their own candle; they are part of something beautiful…Our funky little church is filled with people who are working for peace and freedom, who are out there on the streets and inside praying, and they are home writing letters, and they are at shelters with giant platters of food.  When I was at the end of my rope, the people at St. Andrew tied a knot in it for me and helped me to hold on.  The church became my home in the old meaning of home – that it’s where, when you show up, they have to let you in.  They let me in.  They even said, ‘You come back now.’ … Sam [her son] was welcomed and prayed for at St. Andrew seven months before he was born.  When I announced during worship that I was pregnant, people cheered.  All these old people, raised in Bible-thumping homes in the Deep South, clapped.  And then almost immediately they set about providing for us.  They brought clothes, they brought me casseroles to keep in the freezer, they brought me assurance that this baby was going to be a part of the family.”
  The church claims us, naming us, telling us who we are, saying to us, “You are no longer strangers and aliens, but citizens with the saints and all the apostles.  You are a part of the family.”  

 When we have made the choice to be part of the church, when we make the commitment to be present, to show up, to be part of it, the church of Jesus Christ finds a way into our hearts.  The church claims us, claims our very selves.  The church names us, tell us who we are and whose we are.  The church claims us as its own.  Responsibility comes with that.  Acknowledging that claim, accepting the claim the church has on us, comes with responsibility, the kinds of responsibilities we profess in our covenant.  There’s the responsibility to feed the sheep, to respond to the call of Jesus saying, “follow me.”  And the best way for us to do that, the way that gives us the greatest strength and talent is through the church of which we are a part., that church that has claimed our hearts.  Together we are strong.  Together we can do more than we ever could do alone.  We are in a tough place right now as a country – there is fear, there is uncertainty, the financial climate is scary.  The Church universal – and this church – must respond to that climate…and must move beyond that climate.  And that takes all of us, takes a willingness to roll up our sleeves, get to work, and look forward toward the future, to see where we need to go, rather than backward, at where we have been.  The question is before us: will we live up to the responsibilities of this church which has claimed our hearts?  Will we give all that we can to make this beloved church strong?

You are claimed – I am claimed – by the church…by this church, that keeps finding its way into our hearts, staking out a place there, demanding space in our lives.  We are claimed by the church out of love, claimed by the church that names us, that tells us who we are and whose we are, saying, “You are a beloved child of God,” “you are no longer a stranger, but a citizen with the saints and the apostles,” “you are part of the family,” “come, follow me.”  Acknowledging and living into that claim means stepping up seriously in serious times and looking boldly toward the future, to take the church there.  So let’s go.      
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