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THE SEVENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Ordinary Lessons During Extraordinary Times:
Worship

Romans 12:1-21; John 4:5-24

A few weeks ago, Amy told me that she got up one morning, got
dressed, and drove to the church ready to get to work.  When she arrived,
however, no one else was here.  The lights were off.  All of the doors were still
locked.  She was puzzled because usually Liz and Linda are both here by
9:00 a.m. every Monday morning.  At first she said, she thought the rapture
had happened and she was the only one left behind!  Then it hit her!  It wasn’t
Monday morning, it was Sunday morning!  We record our worship on
Saturdays–which, for us, becomes our “Sunday.”  Understandably, Amy
expected the day after worship to be Monday, so she was ready to go!  She
is not alone in this kind of confusion.  I wake up most mornings now and have
to take a moment to figure out what day it is.

Anne Whitaker wrote that she has the same dilemma.  Because Sunday
has anchored the week  for her entire life, she treats our time of worship with
great importance.  These days she doesn’t go as far as her brother Al who
dresses in suit and tie to “go to church” on Sunday mornings, but Anne does
put on “regular” clothes as opposed to the shorts and t-shirts that are familiar
attire for most of us.  I won’t ask what the rest of you are wearing as you
participate in today’s worship, but I understand that some of you have taken
seriously the admonition that Sunday is supposed to be a day of rest!

Many of us, like Anne, do what we can to make Sundays as “normal” as
we can.  Margaret Harper told me that she and Harold worship on Sunday
mornings promptly at 11:00 a.m.  When worship is over, they get in their car
and go to get a take-out lunch because that is what they usually do on
Sundays.  All of us, in one way or another, try to find normalcy and
orientation.  For most of us, Sunday and church activities have long been 
a marker for the beginning of each week.  Anne reminded me that her mother
Wilba Rae used to always say about going to church, “It helps me to get
through the week.”

It is a challenge to figure out how to “do” church when we cannot be
together.  I don’t know about you, but as a minister, I hear and read a lot of



people talking about how the church is not a building but is people.  That is
good New Testament Pauline theology.  I hear a good many people talking
about the word “church” being as much a verb as it is a noun.  In other words,
church is something we do rather than a place to which we go.  That
perspective tallies with what Jesus taught.  I also hear people saying things
like, “The doors of our buildings are closed, but the church is open.”  Again,
a good New Testament perspective on what it means to be the Body of Christ
on earth.

All of these things are true and should reflect our attitude about what it
means to be the Church at all times, not just when we have to shelter at home
and practice safe distancing.  We are the Church.  We have all seen that
clever bumper sticker that reads:

C H _ _ C H
What’s missing?

UR

I will tell you this morning that there are a lot of empty spaces at
Lakeside these days and we miss all of you.  The children’s hand
game–Here’s the church and here’s the steeple–is sadly completed now
with–Look inside . . . where’re all the people?

We all miss being here in our beloved sanctuary.  Harold Harper went
into detail describing how he and Margaret typically enter the sanctuary after
Sunday School.  During the few moments it takes to reach their seats, they
have an opportunity to see who else is in the pews on a particular day.  Once
seated and the service has begun, they note whether any choir members are
missing.  Then, they look to find themselves in the sermon.  Being here
together is about our relationships with God and one another.  We miss one
another greatly.

Worship is important.  I believe, as I have said to you many times
before, that worship is the most important thing that we do.  It informs and
influences everything else that we do as people of faith.

We worship God and God alone.  This is why we are here today. . . and
you are at home in your pajamas.  We make sacred this time each week to
celebrate God and all that God is and does in the world.

John’s story of Jesus talking with the Samaritan woman by the well at
Sychar is significant in many ways.  It was a special well, dug by none other
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than Jacob, the grandson of Abraham, the one whom God renamed Israel. 
It was a significant conversation because Jewish men did not generally talk
to women in public places.  Rumors might be started!  Most significant is the
fact that is was an occasion when the woman found herself in the presence
of God and her life was changed.

Jesus invited her into a conversation by asking her to do something for
him–give him a drink of water–a simple act of hospitality.  When she marveled
that he a Jew would even speak to her a Samaritan woman, Jesus showed
keen interest in her as a person by revealing her secrets and accepting her. 
When she pointed out the fact that Jews looked down on Samaritans partly
because they built their own temple instead of worshiping at the temple in
Jerusalem, Jesus opened her life to a great truth: It does not matter where
you worship.  What matters is how you worship which Jesus explained as the
orientation of your heart.  Regardless of where you are, he said, you must
worship God in spirit and in truth.

Without thought or a moment’s hesitation, the woman worshiped. 
Captured by awe and gratitude, she hurried back into the city to tell her
neighbors that she had met the Messiah.  Keep in mind that she was not the
most popular woman in town–at least not with the women.  She had
something of a reputation, as we would say.  That is why she came to Jacob’s
well in the heat of the day rather than in the cool mornings when most of the
women filled their jars.  She wanted to avoid the stares, the whispers, the
sharp comments that stung an already bruised heart.  Jesus offered her none
of those things; instead, he filled her heart with such joy that she had to rush
to tell her neighbors, practically forgetting their opinion of her.  That is
worship.  When our spirit and the Spirit of God connect in truth, we can do
things we would never do otherwise.  Our response to our worship, to our
adoration of God, is the sharing of the Gospel in word and deed.

Writing to his friends in Rome decades later, the Apostle Paul shared
what he had learned about worshiping God in spirit and in truth.  While we
often think of worship as a specific time of prayers, scripture, songs, and
sermons, Paul revealed that worship is much more comprehensive.  He
wrote, “I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God,
to present yourselves as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which
is your spiritual worship” (Romans 12:1).  Paul speaks of being transformed
in our thinking so that we can discern God’s calling in our lives.  He urges
humility and the recognition of our gifts so that we become useful in the world. 
He links the worship of God with what we do day by day, not just on Sundays. 
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He reminds us that we are to present “ourselves”–heart, mind, soul, and
strength–to God as an act of worship day by day.

That is why worship is so important to us–it orients our entire lives.  Not
only does it give us a focal point for the week, it gives us direction and
purpose and fulfilment.  We know that when we pray and sing and listen and
work and play and rest and do all of the other things that comprise our lives,
we worship God if we do so in spirit and in truth.  From that perspective,
worship is like a drink of cool, refreshing water that quenches our thirst and
gives us life.

It is more than a little odd to record our worship one day and watch it the
next.  Obviously, such an idea would have boggled even Jesus’ mind as he
explained the essence of worship to the woman at Jacob’s well.  Yet, he
would have approved because he told her that worship is not limited to time
or place.  So, whenever you join us for worship by taking your place in
cyberspace, it works.  It works, not because of technology or talent or even
effort.  It works because the Spirit of God is present with us all the time,
whenever and wherever we worship.  It also works because, as Connie
Griffin, Anne Whitaker, the Harpers, and others of you have said, our worship,
in the sanctuary or online, connects us.  At a time when we have to be apart,
when so many things are different and we cannot do the things that are
natural and common and part of the flow of our lives, the ability to set aside
time to worship God together connects us as a family of faith.  Whether this
time of worship is recorded on Saturday or some other day of the week,
whether you are in the sanctuary, in your den, on your deck, or at the beach,
whether you are dressed in your Sunday best or your Saturday worst, we can
worship together because God happily meets us whenever and wherever we
are.

Fred Craddock was a preacher, a teacher, and a child of God–not
necessarily in that order.  He died a few years ago, but throughout his life he
used his childhood experience of growing up poor in western Tennessee, his
education in college, seminary, and the lives of everyone he met, and his
ministry of preaching and teaching to learn what it means to be a follower of
Christ.  He was also a wonderful storyteller.  Listen to one of his stories:

I was walking one afternoon, and I passed a corner where
a man was doing something that fascinated me, and I stopped my
walk and watched him.  He had a pile of bricks, and the thing he
was doing was measuring each brick–how long it was, how wide
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it was, how deep it was.  He’d throw a bunch of those good-
looking bricks out.  He said, “I’ve got to get them all exactly the
same.”

I said, “Why?”
He said, “I’m building a church, and I want it to stand.”
. . . Boy, he started stacking those bricks; they were all just

alike.  I went by the next afternoon, and they were all just a pile of
brick.  Fell down.

I went on around the corner, and I saw a man with a pile of
rocks.  You’ve never seen such a mess in your life–no two of
them alike, round ones, dark ones, small ones, big ones, and little
ones.  I said, “What in the world are you doing?”

He said, “I’m building a church.”
I said, “You’re nuts!  The guy down there had them all alike,

and he couldn’t make it stand!”
He said, “This’ll stand, this’ll stand.”
. . . And he went over to a wood tray, took something like a

hoe, and began to stir something back and forth.  Looked a lot
like cement to me, but that’s not what he called it.  He put healthy
doses of that between the stones.  I went back thirty-four years
later, and it was still there.  It was that stuff in between, looked a
lot like cement.  That’s not what he called it.  You know what he
called it.1

You know what he called it.  He called it love.  It is love that holds a
church together and worship that is the binding agent–both the times that we
gather for worship and the ways in which we worship God with our lives.  Put
all of that together and it will hold together a group of folks who ordinarily
might not stick together.  Put all of that together, and it will hold together the
world even when it feels as if it is falling apart.

Worship celebrates God who created us, loves us, saves us, and holds
us.  Worship informs and guides us.  Worship connects us.  Worship reminds
us that today is the day the Lord has made and gives us cause to rejoice in
it.  Worship may often be a rather ordinary thing, but it is what we all need
during these extraordinary times.  May your life be an offering of worship to
God.  Amen.

1Fred Craddock, Craddock Stories, Mike Graves and Richard F. Ward, eds. (St. Louis: Chalice Press,
2001), 148-49.
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July 19, 2020 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

The significant and myriad challenges of recent months have reminded
us that we are a fearful and restless people, O God.  Even though we have
been separated from our family of faith, we know that we cannot travel this life
alone, and that we need one another as well as your presence to comfort and
encourage us along the journey. We especially need your companionship to
guide and instruct us as we walk through uncertain and challenging days,
even as we need you in seasons of joy and abundance. So we come to
worship seeking you, offering our thanks for all the good gifts you have
provided, and trusting that you will reveal yourself to us, not only in these
moments but in every circumstance of life.

We pray for your Holy Spirit to bring us peace, O Lord, because we are
a distracted and impatient people. The chaos and division around us and the
insecurity and turmoil within us often cause us to overlook the signs of your
nearness and miss the evidence of your work in our world and in our lives. 
We are so preoccupied with our own agendas and anxieties that we are not
mindful of the work of your Spirit and become apathetic to the needs around
us.  Too often we mistake small things for great and confuse the temporary
with the eternal.  Teach us to make space for worship in our lives and in our
hearts, to seek solitude and silence so that we might listen more attentively
for the quiet murmurings of your Spirit, and to open our hearts more fully to
you and to one another.

We pray for the mercy of Christ to move within and among us, O God,
because we can be a divided and hard-hearted people. The work of living in
community is difficult, Lord, and we do not always do it well.  We are often
frightened by our differences, indifferent to the suffering around us, and
cynical about the intentions of others. You have called us to love one another,
but too often we protect our own interests and feelings rather than being
vulnerable to the risks and joys of welcoming the stranger and sharing in
meaningful relationships with those around us. Grant to us the courage to
reach out  beyond ourselves to a world that is hurting.  Give us the vision to
look beyond color or class or status to love all our brothers and sisters in the
human family, to be messengers of your grace to all who are bound by fetters
of injustice and hopelessness, and to see in each one we encounter a
reflection of the image of Christ, whose example we seek to follow and whose
life and light we are sent out to share. Help us to live so that our words and
attitudes toward one another become an expression of worship and our
service to others an answer to prayer.  Dwell within us and empower us to be
the Body of Christ, we pray, for the sake of the world you have called us to
love.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


