A Church that Chooses Life

Plymouth Park, Good News, November 4, 2007

This morning we@ going to take a break from the book of Mark, and | want to
speak to you from my heart. | run a risk telling you that, because you might
assume that | normally don®speak to you from my heart. That is not true. But
this week, my starting place, the basis of my sermon, comes from within me,
rather than from within our text.

Since last week marked my one year anniversary with you, and this week is a
year from the very first time | stood before you as your called minister, | thought |
would spend today reflecting on why I@&n here, why 1@ your preacher, and then |
want to look ahead a little bit and tell you some places | hope we will go together
in the future.

But before we do that, let® pray.
Prayer

Last week, you turned in a ballot that listed several reasons why the advisory
board recommended that you hire me long-term, beyond my initial one-year
contract. Today, | want to give you some reasons why | have chosen to be your
minister.

1) The primary reason why | am here is because you asked me to be
here. Twice you have voted to call me as your minister, and for that |
am grateful.

God never spoke to me and told me to come to this church. | never saw a sign
that pointed me in this direction, beyond the shadow of a doubt. But what | did
receive is your affirmation. As we got to know each other, you still decided that |
was the person for your church, and that, | believe, is evidence that God has
called me to this church.

| was not asked here by the leaders of this church, or by an influential member.
No denominational organization told me to come here. | am here because you,
the people of God, asked me to come, and | do not take that lightly. It is because
of you 1@ here, and | am here to serve you.

2) The second reason | am here is because of who you are.

In other words, | like you. Plymouth Park is a church of conviction, a church who
hasn®always done the easiest thing, but has always sought to do the right thing.



In the past, and even today, you have chosen to make hard choices that were
not always easy or popular, but you have chosen the narrow path, and Jesus
tells us that it is the narrow path that leads to life.

There are a few hard choices in particular this church has made that makes me
proud to be a part of this family.

1) In atime when Christianity is often presented as a set of rules and laws to
be obeyed, in a time when God is seen as a angry father in the sky ready
to send wrath and judgment on all those who may break his laws, this
church has chosen to stand on the side of grace, not legalism.

This is not an easy stand to take. When you stand on the side of grace, people
accuse you of being soft on the teachings of God. When you stand on the side
of grace, people accuse you of being liberal. Yet, this is the side we must stand
on.

As we®e seen in our study of the book of Mark, this is where Jesus stood. When
the Pharisees and teachers of the law were upset because Jesus and his
disciples broke the law by healing people on the Sabbath, Jesus tells them that
the Sabbath was made for people, not people made for the Sabbath. When
people got up in arms because Jesus called a tax collector named Matthew to be
his disciples, Jesus said that | desire mercy, not sacrifice.

An important part of your stand with grace has been the choice you have made
to stand with those who have been divorced. Among many churches, divorce is
seen as the unpardonable sin. Sadly, divorced people are unwelcome in a lot of
churches. Or if they are welcome, they are often treated as second-class
citizens, unable to fully participate in the life and leadership of the church.

This is, can | say, ridiculous. We serve a Lord who has always, always stood
with the sinner, welcoming them in no matter what they had done or what had
been done to them. To the woman caught in adultery, Jesus refused to
condemn. To the Samaritan woman who had been married 5 times and was
currently shacking up with a man who was not her husband, to this woman
believed by the Jews to be an immoral half-breed, Jesus gave her living water.

If this how our Savior treated people when he was on this earth, why would he
have us treat a divorced person any differently? This church has chosen to
stand with Jesus on this one. Whether you are married, divorced, remarried,
single, or widowed, you are welcome in this church as a full member, no
exceptions. This church has chosen to stand on the side of grace, to stand with
people, and because of this, | am proud to be your minister.



2) Along the same lines as this, this church has also made another
important stand. You have chosen to stand for unity, when so many
others were dividing.

Even though we come from the Stone-Campbell Movement, which from it® very
origins in pioneer America stood for unity and fellowship of all Christians,
Churches of Christ strayed away from that foundational commitment. Especially
in a place like Texas, and in the DFW area in particular, Churches of Christ have
not been known as voices for unity.

Instead, Churches of Christ have promoted division among other Christians.
Churches of Christ have arrogantly claimed to be the only true church, filled with
the only true Christians. Yet, at the same time that Churches of Christ professed
to be the true church, we acted in horribly sinful, divisive ways towards our
brothers and sisters in Christ who went to different churches with different
names.

This church has taken a stand against such behavior. Whenever possible, this
church has tried to build bridges with other churches, instead of erecting walls.
This is evidenced by the congregations that stood closest with you after the
church building burned. When your building was burned, it was your brothers
and sisters in Christ from other denominations who rushed to your side. They did
this because they knew you to be a church of peace and unity. Even though you
were from different faith traditions, you were still family. And when someone in
the family is hurting, the whole family hurts.

Taking a stand for unity is not always the easiest stand to take. Because of this
choice, some other churches within our own fellowship have turned their backs
on us. They have chosen to divide from us because we stand for unity. And
while that is painful, that is okay.

Our Lord, in his very last moments on this earth before his death, prayed to his
Father that his people would become one. Paul, in writing to the Ephesians,
called the church to live out the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. For we
are all baptized into one body and share in the one Spirit. For too long,
Christians have used baptism as a way to divide us, but this church has chosen
to see baptism as a place of God-given, Spirit-filled unity, and for that 1 proud
to be your minister.

3) One of the first thing that stood out in my mind about this church is
the choice you made eight years ago to unify two different churches
as one body.

Instead of the Central Church of Christ and the Rochelle Road Church of Christ
continuing to do their own thing in the same city, just a few miles a part, you
chose to join together as one church for the sake of the kingdom of God.



While other churches were competing, trying to out do one another, trying to
prove to others that they were the better church with the better programs, you
decided to let go of your pride and learn to live with one another.

Such a spirit of unity is in line with the earliest and best inclinations of the Stone-
Campbell Movement. But more than that, such a spirit is in line with the heart of
God. Paul tells us again in Ephesians that God, through Christ, has brought
down the dividing wall of hostility that is between us in order to reconcile us into
one body. You lived out God® reconciliation in a powerful, powerful way when
you chose to merge two churches into one, and for this, | am proud to be your
minister.

4) Maybe the most controversial stand you have made, yet one of the
most important, is your choice to stand with women.

It is no secret. For centuries, the church has oppressed women. The church has
preached the lie that God created women as inferior. The church has oppressed
women by treating them as lesser human beings and refusing them any positions
of authority or leadership in the body of Christ.

This church has chose to stand against this sinful past. In our worship and in our
leadership, we strive to be inclusive, choosing those who serve this church not
based on their gender, social standing, or their past, but based on the gifts God
has given them.

Such a stance has caused a lot of criticism to come our way. This choice, more
than probably any other we have made, has turned some people away from our
church. But that is okay, because this is the right choice. This is the Godly
choice.

This church firmly believes with Paul that in Christ, there is neither male nor
female, but we are all one! This is the ideal. This should be the norm. But
because of our sinfulness, it is often not this way. It makes sense for there to be
places of segregation and inequality in the world, for that is the world. But in the
body of Christ there should be no inequality! It is time the church stand on the
right side of this issue. It is time the church is a place that affirms the equality of
our sisters. It is time the church does whatever we can to create an equal and
just society.

For when our Lord walked on this earth, he challenged his own societal norms by
closely associating with women. He affirmed women as equal children of God.

In fact, the very first person Jesus ever appeared to after his resurrection was
Mary Magdalene, and it was Mary who told the disciples, being the first to
declare the Gospel, Ohat Jesus Christ has risen; He has risen indeed!O



This church has chosen to stand with Jesus in his desire for gender equality. It
doesn®mean we do this perfectly yet, it doesn®mean we still have some work to
do, but we are committed to the work, and because of this, | am proud to be your
preacher.

5) 1 am also proud to be your minister because this is a church that has
consistency chosen life.

In Deuteronomy 30, Moses stands before his congregation of Israelites as they
are about to enter the Promised Land, and pus before them a choice. Moses
says to them, @ call heaven and earth to witness against you today that | have
set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Choose life so that you and
your descendants may live.O

You have been a church that has chosen life. In the midst of the ashes of your
building, many thought the church would die that day. But you chose life. You
chose to rebuild, to keep fighting, to do all you could to keep this church alive.

In the midst of growing financial strain, many thought the end of the church was
coming. But instead of giving up, you chose life. You endowed your building to
ACU, and with this gift you ensured the future of this congregation in this place.

You chose life, church. And for this, | am proud to be your minister.

That® why | am your minister. That® why I@ here. But more than all that, |@
here because | see for Plymouth Park a hopeful future.

God® got some big things ahead of us, church. He® at work in our world. He®
at work in our community, and he@® called us to join him in this work. These are
exciting times, and | am thankful to be with you at this time in this place so that
we can experience together all the ways God plans to use us for his Kingdom.

| believe with all my heart that there is an exciting, hopeful future ahead of us, but
such a future will require us to make some more difficult and important choices.
The road ahead will be exciting, but it won®always be easy. There will be
struggles and challenges, but my prayer is that we will continue to make the
choice to stand with Jesus and to chose life.

If we are to thrive as a church in this city, there are three important choices
ahead of us that | believe we must chose.

1) First, we must stand with our young people, particularly our young
adults.

In the past, we have done well focusing on our children and on our youth group,
but we have had a hard time ministering to our college-aged people and young



adults. Itis imperative that we listen to, respect, and honor our young adults. It
is imperative that we allow their voice to be heard in this church, and that we
incorporate them in our leadership.

It is no secret that young adults in North America are leaving the church in mass.
For young adults, the church is seen as irrelevant and out of touch with society.
For many young adults, it® not that they don®love Jesus, they do, and they
could probably even teach us a thing or two about loving Jesus. It® the church
that they are frustrated with. They see the church standing against Jesus; they
see the church choosing hypocrisy instead of authenticity. They see the church
failing to address the serious issues of their day and talk openly about these
things. Because of this, they chose to leave the church.

We must not forget that Jesus was considered in his day and time to be a young
adult. When he called his disciples, he called young adults to leave their careers
and their families, and to follow him.

Young Adults are close to the heart of God, and they should be close to the heart
of the church. Young Adults are filled with passion for God, yet if we don®work
to nurture that passion, if we instead put that passion out, we will miss out on all
that they can do for the Kingdom of God.

We must find ways to love and learn from our young adults. We must support
them and make intentional choices to reach out to them. We must chose to
stand with our young adults.

2) Second, we must make the choice to stand with the poor.

There is no denying it. We are a white, middle-upper class church in the midst of
a poor, international community. Every week, people come by this building
asking for money, food, gas and other needs that we often take for granted.
When they come, we try to help, but there is little we are prepared to do, and
there is little we know how to do. We can give them a Kroger gift card, a little gas
money here or there, but these handouts are not what will help them long-term. |
believe Monroe and David would agree that there has been more than one time
that we just don®know what to do; we don®know how to help.

At first when | arrived here, | thought these people came to us for help because
we were right on the freeway. And that is part of it, IGnh sure. But I@h beginning
to think that there is more to their coming to us than simply our location on 183.
So many people come our way that Monroe, David and | have begun asking if
God may be trying to tell us something. Maybe God is sending them to us.
Maybe God has given us these people so that we may get to know our
neighbors, hear their story, and hear what they may have to teach us about the
mercy and justice of God.



Maybe God has sent them our way so that we can begin asking the hard
guestions. It has been said that people will support you if you want to give a
handout to the poor, but don®you dare ask why they are poor. But if we are to
be a church for our neighborhood, we must make the choice to ask the hard
guestions. To study our community, get to know our neighbors, find out where
they came from, why they are in the situation they are in, what societal problems
may have contributed to their poverty, and we need to ask them how we could
best serve them.

This is hard to do, but we must not forget that Jesus himself was poor, for the
Son of Man had nowhere to call home, no place to lay his head. We must
remember that whatever we do to the least of these, we do to Jesus. If we give
food to the hungry, we give food to Jesus. If we clothe the naked, we clothe
Jesus. If we welcome the outcast, we love Jesus. We must remember that
when our neighbors knock on our door, asking for something to eat, this is really
Jesus asking us for something to eat.

If we are to move into our future, if we are to build our church in the kingdom of
God, and be a church for our neighborhood, then we must make the choice to
stand with the poor.

3) Finally, and this is perhaps the hardest decision that is facing us as a
church, yet perhaps the most important. We must make the choice
to be a church for all people.

As we@e already talked about, we have already made important choices along
the way that has helped create a welcoming environment in this church. But
there is more to do. When at us, and then look at our neighborhood, it is
painfully obvious that we are not a church for all people.

We sincerely want to be, but there are some hard choices we must make to truly
create a welcoming environment for all people.

Irving is an international city, and this is not changing anytime soon. With this
comes a lot of anxiety and fear, and we have talked about this before. But in the
body of Christ, there is no place for prejudice or racism or fear. The church is to
be a welcoming place, the visible representation of God® reconciling love.

For too long, the church has been segregated. For too long, there have been
black churches, and Latino churches, and Asian churches, and white churches.
It is still true that 11 o®lock on Sunday Morning is the most segregated time
during the week. And this is wrong, church. This is sin!

| spent this weekend at a conference with 70 or so members of Churches of
Christ in Abilene, TX who are beginning to get serious about racism. Because
they have seen that this is a serious problem, even in a place like Abilene



saturated with churchesN perhaps more so in a place like Abilene. When Marti
and | were in Abilene, | was a minister at a predominately African-American
church, and we learned a lot while we were there. But the most important thing
we learned was that racism is still alive and well in our culture, and especially in
our churches.

Here in Irving, we face an growing racism. The many immigrants in our city, both
documented and undocumented, have caused a lot of people to react in fear and
prejudice. Our city is becoming divided. Racial stereotypes are creeping up.
People are taking their kids out of schools, moving to different neighborhoods,
going to different churches, all because they want to avoid the diversity in our
community.

Church, this should not be so. This should not be so. We are the people of God,
and God is no respecter of persons. In the kingdom of God, there is neither Jew
nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, black or white, rich or poor, English-
speaking or Spanish-speaking, Mexican or Salvadorian or Brazilian or Honduran
or African or Korean or Filipino or ChinN for we are all one in Christ.

In an international city like ours, it should be a priority, a high, high priority, for
this church to be multi-racial. This should be the top of our agenda, something
we are constantly praying for and talking about and working towards.

It is time for the church to stop spreading the harmful lie of racism. It is time for
the church to make the choice to speak out against racism in all its forms and to
be a place of reconciliation.

I@ not saying that we make the conscious choice for racism. 1@ not saying that
we don®want people from other racial backgrounds in our church. We do. But
in order to do this, we must learn about these people. We must make hard
choices within our church to create a truly welcoming environment.

The way to create a church for all people is not to invite people in on our termsN
you can come to our church if you do everything like we do. This is not the way
of Christ. When Christ came to this world, he became human like us, he
humbled himself, so that he might reach us. And so we must find ways to
humble ourselves for the sake of our neighbors.

This issue is very close to the heart of God. When Jesus entered the temple a
few days before his death, he could not believe what he saw. There, in the
temple of God, was segregation and oppression. There, in the temple of God,
the rich were divided from the poor, the Jews from the Gentiles. There in the
temple of God those at the bottom of society were being taken advantaged of,
and this angered Jesus so much that he made a whip and began to drive out the
moneychangers. &or it is written,QJesus says, My house shall be called a
house of prayer for all the nations, but you have made it a den of thieves.O



May this never be true of us. May our church never be a den of thieves that
would steal away the humanity of our brothers and sisters in Christ. Instead,
may our church love all people, no matter how hard it may be, no matter what
stereotypes may exist, no matter how we have been raised, no matter if it is
politically incorrect to do so. May we love all people, no matter if they are legal or
illegal, no matter if they look like us or not, no matter if they speak our language
or not.

Revelation 7:9-12

After this | looked, and there was a great multitude that no one could count, from
every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the
throne and before the Lamb, robed in white, with palm branches in their hands.
They cried out in a loud voice, saying,

‘Salvation belongs to our God who is seated on the throne, and to the Lamb!’

And all the angels stood around the throne and around the elders and the four
living creatures, and they fell on their faces before the throne and worshipped
God, singing,

‘Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom

and thanksgiving and honor

and power and might

be to our God for ever and ever! Amen.’

This is our heavenly future, but the prayer of God is that we would not wait until
heaven to make it happen. He has called us to work for reconciliation now. To
gather with people from all tribes and peoples and languages and worship God
now.

What an opportunity we have in place like Irving. What a chance we have to be
the light of the Gospel in this place. Do you know what would happen if we really
strove to become a multi-racial, multi-cultural, multi-ethnic church? | tell you
what would happenN life would happen. True, abundant, spirit-filled, God
honoring, fulfilling, and joyful life would happen.

God wants us to be known as the church that chooses life. Our world is filled with
death. Our community is filled with death. They need life. For the sake of the
world, for the sake of our community, may we choose life! We®e done it in our
past, may we continue to do so in our future. May God Bless You.



