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The Once and Future Church
1 Thessalonians 1:1- 7

The first Sunday in Lent – also our Annual Meeting Sunday this year.  As we begin our Lenten journey again this year, we look back at the past year,  We remember where we’ve been and who’ve we’ve been so that we may correct any negative paths we have embarked on, continue any positive trajectories we have engaged in, and anticipate all that lies ahead for us in this year.  As we look back and look ahead, a word from ur scripture … (see if you can hear the paraphrase I employ) …

Read 1 Thessalonians 1:1 (personalize for PVPC)

(Did you catch it?  I took the liberty of including the names of your “pastoral staff” along with mine without even asking them, but … there it is.)  Now, I am not a traveling, itinerant new church developer or preacher.  Unlike Paul, I have not left since first coming to Pewee Valley Presbyterian six and a half years ago, and I’m not sending letters back to you check-in.  And unlike the communities that Paul helped establish throughout Greece and Asia Minor, Pewee Valley Presbyterian Church already existed long before I came to serve and respond to the Spirit of God as it was, and is, moving through this community.  This church body existed long before me and will exist long after me.  
But I begin this morning as Paul began, in one way or another, with the letters he wrote to the churches he helped begin or from which he received help.  It’s a personal greeting, to be sure, but it’s also a greeting from the church universal (which, granted, wasn’t much in Paul’s time!).  Still, this is a greeting from beyond, from somewhere “out there” in the wider world, from a larger “church” to a “particular” community..  

I begin this way on this morning, because I want to bring you news from the wider world as I have discerned it.  I am your Pastor, but I am also a minister of the larger Body of Christ, the church universal, and in as much as I represent that larger body, I want to share with you what I believe to be true about this “particular” community, it’s past and its future – more specifically the past year and the year ahead. 
Now, I am absolutely aware that I cannot be totally objective.  My labor, my love, and much of my life, including my own family, are a deep part of this church and I cannot, so I won’t even try to, detach myself fully.  But on this Annual Meeting Sunday, with written reports in packets beside us, verbal recognition on the tips of our tongues, with emotional issues entrenched inside us, and with spiritual hopes deep within us, I want to be sure that you hear what I know to be true about this, our church, and our future in this, our world.  
First, as you’ve always been so willing to do, pray with me …
And now listen to the next six verses of the oldest piece of scripture we have in our canon, Paul’s first letter to the church in Thessalonica.  Again, at the very real risk of sounding pompous and arrogant, I’m personalizing these verses that you may hear about yourselves and your faithfulness.
Read 1 Thessalonians 1:2-7
This is what I know from the outside:  In continuing conversation with my colleagues in ministry here in Oldham and Jefferson Counties, fellow Pastors, Teachers, and Officers of the denomination; in conversation with reading partners, theologians, authors of books and articles, and; in my conversations with many of you about your faith and the practice of that faith that is “emerging” in this community, I am convinced that the church of the future exists right here at Pewee Valley Presbyterian.  
I’ll say it again:  From all of those conversations and in my own prayerful dialogue with God, I am convinced that the church that will most fully, vibrantly, and faithfully express the Christian faith in the future, for the future, is present here at Pewee Valley Presbyterian.  We have many faults and weaknesses, so much more to realize and to do, and so many more ways to express and share God that we won’t linger too long in praise, but on this first Sunday on our Lenten journey of repentance and self-reflection, as we gather in part to remember and be reminded of the year past and the to begin to envision the year ahead through our Annual Congregational meeting, it must be okay to remind ourselves just a little; to honor the fruits of the labors of the saints of this church for the past 149 years, and to observe the “works of faith, the labors of love, and the steadfastness of hope” that is a part of this church today.  Let’s honor the joy and the promise and the hope that we share here in this place.  There is something special here in the life of our little church on Central Avenue in Pewee Valley. 

It may (or may not) surprise you that the joy, the promise, and the hope, that I note is found here in our community is not found in many faith communities today.  You’d think, from the outside looking in, that the church, any church, would recognize, celebrate and share these good gifts whenever they gather.  But you’d be wrong.  Joy and hope, potential and promise are not as common as we think in the churches of today.  Fear and guilt, confusion and complacency, exclusion and condemnation are too often the forces that drive church communities.  And as powerful a motivator as any one, let alone all, of those may be for the church of today, they will not sustain the church of the future.  Fear and guilt do not redeem.  Condemnation and exclusion do not build up.  But where faith and love abide with joy, hope, and promise?  There you will find the once and future church.  There you will find an awareness of a tomorrow.
I believe that the seeds of the future church have been planted, among other places in our wide world, right here at Pewee Valley Presbyterian.  These seeds, the “affirmations” of the church today, that mark the church of the future are the same as they were for the church in the past:  

1. The undeniable reality of God
2. The centrality of Jesus for revealing who and how our God “is;” and
3. The fundamental significance of the Bible, the Word of God, for discerning who we are in relationship with God and for discovering who we as a church  are called to be.
These are the primary seeds we plant every time we gather together:  God is … Jesus is our Lord … The Bible tells us so.  All three of these affirmations, the seeds of our past tradition, have been sown and are being nurtured here at Pewee Valley Presbyterian for the years ahead.  I give thanks to God for all of you and mention you in my prayers, constantly remembering before our God your work of faith and labor of love and steadfastness of hope …
Every time we raise a hammer and drive a nail for a Habitat for Humanity home, or collect for Lott’s Creek Settlement school and the Galilean Home, we plant a seed today for the church of tomorrow.   Every time we get into conversation with our children about our biblical stories, in Sunday school (God bless you Sunday school teachers!) or during our Vacation Bible School overnight, we plant a seed today for the church of tomorrow.  Every time we gather to re-energize our own spirits in far off places such as Montreat or  in our own backyard for picnics, fall festivals, and trivia nights, we plant a seed today for the church of tomorrow; every time we welcome another person or family into this fold (and we welcomed three beautiful families just last week!), every time we travel to another city or another country, such as Guatemala, or into our own cities, Pewee Valley, Crestwood, LaGrange, and Louisville, we find ourselves engaged in our deepest religious task, our reason for being a Christian:  planting seeds today for the church of tomorrow.  We are giving away the God within us, and our life in God, to the world.  The seeds of the future church are planted, among other places in our wide world, in this community.
As we celebrate the past and the present in this morning’s Annual Meeting, we also prepare for the future.  No better time or place to start that preparation than right here on our Lenten journey together.  Let us, as the Body of Christ in every age, continue to offer new life to everyone who is lonely and exiled, separated, blinded by pride and oppressed by prejudice – everyone here and all that are to come.  Let us continue to nourish relationships within, offer a path to all who would follow, and provide practical ways to travel that path together – for everyone here and all that are to come.  Let us continue to claim Christ as a doorway even as we acknowledge that God is always bigger than we can ever imagine – for everyone here and all that are to come.
May we continue to be “imitators of our Lord who received the word with joy inspired by the Holy Spirit, so that we may continue to be an example to all the world.”  Let us reap the seeds we have sown for the Once and Future Church at Pewee Valley Presbyterian church.
May the God of peace sanctify you entirely; may your spirits and souls and bodies be kept sound, and; may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with us.
1 Thess. 5:23,28
Amen.
Joel Weible, Pastor
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