GOOD GRIEF

Romans 6:3-5; 8:38,39, 14:8

This week and next we will be remembering Ed Hamilton who entered the Church triumphant on January 24, 2004. Today, as we approach the anniversary of his death I am asking your help in completing the message today. I want to begin by exploring some passages that affirm our faith in the Resurrection promises of the Gospel, and then move to a time of sharing together memories of the gifts that Ed left with us from the witness of his life and ministry. Next Sunday the sermon will focus on how we might integrate these gifts in our own lives and ministry. So, lets begin the journey. 

In Rome inscriptions on monuments and the gates around the city bear testimony to the fact that during the days of the Roman Empire Roman citizens owed their utmost allegiance to the Emperor. The Emperor was to be worshiped as the god who reigned above all other gods. Some of the inscriptions declared, "Caesar is Lord." Christians who declared "Jesus is Lord" were seen as dissidents, heretics, and anarchists. Because they claimed Jesus as their Lord in the face of the demands of a dictator who claimed to be god, they were persecuted, and often met their fate as part of the entertainment of the Roman citizens who gathered at the Coliseum to see them torn to pieces by wild animals, burned alive, or forced into combat against professional gladiators in the gladiatorial games. The "thumbs up" sign we make was a sign that the emperor would give to a victorious gladiator which signaled him to allow his opponent to live. "Thumbs down" meant that the emperor was not pleased with the loser’s performance, and therefore signaled the victor to finish the job on his opponent. 

That was the situation Christians faced in first century Rome as they attempted to live out their faith in allegiance to Jesus Christ. To say the least, it was a precarious existence for those who refused under threat of death to deny Jesus and affirm that Caesar and not Jesus was "Lord." To them, the Apostle Paul wrote this encouraging affirmation of the promise of God:

I am convinced that neither death, nor life,

nor angels, nor rulers,

nor things present, nor things to come,

nor powers, nor height, nor depth, 

nor anything else in all creation,

will be able to separate us from the love of God

in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Those words are an affirmation of the love of God that told those Roman Christians that in spite of anything that would threaten them – supernatural beings, powerful rulers like the Roman Emperor, natural threats, and the like – God’s love would always be there for them. These are words of encouragement to those Christians in Rome who faced brutal consequences for their allegiance to Jesus Christ. They are also words that came from one who himself had suffered beatings, stoning, shipwreck and exposure to the elements. He had been run out of towns because of his preaching, and he had done jail time for proclaiming Christ. He knew what he was talking about. On one occasion he even declared that for him only Christ mattered and that everything else was garbage.

I have used those words from the Apostle Paul in Romans 8 in every funeral I have done during my ministry. Every time I hear them or read them over again they take me back to a funeral I did many years ago when I served a church in Richmond, Virginia. It was the funeral of a young woman who had died of a drug overdose. Her mother was the woman who cleaned our church. Doris had asked me to take part in the service, and Doris’ pastor had asked me to deliver what he called the "condolence" to the family. In their African American Baptist tradition the "condolence" was a time for comforting the mourners who had gathered for the service. After I had agreed to take that part of the service I panicked. What do you say to the parents of the victim of a drug overdose? What do you say to people on whom the "tables had been turned" and the roles reversed because they had never thought they might outlive their child? 

When the day of the funeral came, Romans 8 was the source of the text I used to deliver the "condolence." In that setting of sorrow and grief, the reality of the promise of those verses struck me. The promise is the eternal love of God. All the other words are a summary of all the bad things that can happen to us – including death. There is no promise that these things won’t happen. In fact, Paul’s words affirm that all these things are harsh realities of our mortal and finite existence on this earth. But the promise is that we are held in God’s love whatever the circumstances we may face. It is a love that does not let us go and extends from this life into eternity. The great German reformer Martin Luther had flown in the face of the Roman Catholic Church (the only Christian church he knew) when he started that ruckus known as the Reformation. More than finding himself only in a position theologically opposed to the church, Luther ended up with a price on his head, and pursued by the church as a heretic. Living as a fugitive in hiding, he wrote his famous hymn A Mighty Fortress Is Our God that contains what I believe to be the expression of his understanding of the promise of God’s eternal love. This is what he wrote:

Let goods and kindred go, this mortal life also,

The body they may kill, God’s truth abideth still,

God’s kingdom is forever. 

Paul also wrote these words to the same Chrisitans in the Romans 6:3-5, and 14:8:

When we were baptized in Christ Jesus, we were baptized into his death.

We were buried therefore with him by baptism into death,

So that as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father,

we too might live a new life.

For if we have been united with Christ in a death like his,

we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his.

If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord;

So then whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s.

We are coming up on the anniversary of the death of Ed Hamilton. Ed died on January 24, 2004. As Christians we affirm that when Ed died he was embraced in the eternal love of God that he knew and affirmed in life, and from which he could not be separated in death. We celebrated God’s promise of resurrection to Ed (and to us) as we gathered at the memorial service in the Presbyterian Church of Toms River. In such gatherings there is a kind of paradox that comes into play. It has to do with the struggle between our spirit and our humanity.

On one hand, our spirit, by faith, affirms resurrection and celebrates. On the other hand, our humanness feels the separation, and longing, and all of those feelings that we know are part of grief. We go through the realities of separation and longing to restore the earthly relationship that has been broken by death. We wish that we had taken the time to say things, do things, or share things, and we sorrow that it is too late now. There are always unfinished agendas and loose ends, just because we are human, and life often catches us by surprise. 

Today and next Sunday we will be dealing with some of the unfinished agenda issues and, hopefully minister to each other as we share some thoughts and feelings about Ed and some of the gifts we received from his life and the ministry he shared with us. As I said earlier, today I am asking you to help finish this sermon by sharing some of the memories of Ed that have come to you over the past year. (Next week the sermon will focus on how we might integrate these things into our own lives as we seek to follow Jesus Christ into the future.)

All God Has To Work With

II Corinthians 4:1-15; Hebrews 12:1,2

Peter Steinke who is a well known church consultant has developed a list of the kinds of things that have an impact on congregations that may contribute to internal difficulties if they are ignored. His list includes, but is not limited to misconduct by clergy, the death of a child in the congregation, and the death of a minister. The Old Testament scholar and theologian Walter Brueggeman says that the story of God’s people is the story of births and deaths in our congregations. This is the second worship service in which we are dealing with the death of Ed Hamilton, who with Myrlene was a founding co-pastor of this congregation. 

Last week we remembered and gave thanks for the gift of Ed’s life. We shared stories, memories and thoughts about what he meant to us as a pastor, a friend, and a colleague. Of course we will continue to do that as we share life together. Here are some of the things we heard:

Ed was a truth-teller who was direct and clear and he cut to the chase, even when we didn’t want to hear it.

Ed was a person of strength, not just for himself, but who could use that strength for others.

Ed practiced the lost art of hospitality. He could make you feel comfortable and welcome.

Ed was down-to-earth. He had little patience with false pretense, and he had little tolerance for long and tedious meetings.

Ed was a creative thinker who could offer options you never thought of, and he encouraged us to "think outside the box."

Ed was approachable and could relate to people of all ages and all walks of life.

Ed brought joy to our lives.

Ed was a "safe place" for anyone who was hurt or hurting. For some he was a good, truthful, and loving parent figure.

That, of course, is not all that we shared. I don’t have the time to recap everything in this sermon. But it is clear from these few things that we have a lot to be thankful to God for because of the gift of Ed’s life in the time Ed had to share with us.

The question for today is, "What do we do with these memories, and these gifts we saw and received in Ed Hamilton?" That is the question I want to deal with in this sermon.

First, following Ed’s admonition to "think outside the box" I want to engage you in a little diversion. January 8 was the 70th anniversary of the birth of Elvis Presley. Somehow, I have been linked to Elvis since Brenda and I came back from a pilgrimage to Graceland in Memphis shortly after I had come to work in this Presbytery. I brought back a pair of those sunglasses that Elvis used to wear with the big chrome frames and wide earpieces with the holes in them. The joke was that on the bridge of the glasses were the initials "EP" which also stand for "Executive Presbyter." When I was installed as the "EP" of this Presbytery I was presented with a gold-trimmed white cape with a high collar on which the collar points bore the initials "EP." Knowing this connection and because of conversations we have had, Myrlene asked me if I had seen the January 9, 2005 issue of the Asbury Park Press with an article that was titled All Shook Up - Shore Enthusiasts Mark the King’s 70th Birthday. The article contains an interesting observation about Elvis Presley’s admirers from a Rutgers professor of American Studies, Angus Gillespie. Here it is:

He died much to young, at age 42, and for that reason you have a core

group who doesn’t believe he is really dead. That refusal to believe

in his death resembles deity. In a mythical sense he lives on in almost

God-like immortality. 

I think that if Ed knew that anyone thought of him in the way those folks think of Elvis he would be disappointed. From what was said here last Sunday he would probably say we were "knuckleheads" who had not understood anything he tried to teach us during his years of ministry. Ed knew that he and we are not perfect or immortal, but that we are mortal and imperfect human beings that God has chosen to work with to forward God’s purposes on earth. We are the "clay jars" that the Apostle Paul refers to in II Corinthians 4:7-12. Clay jars are not immortal. What Paul says though is that God chooses the clay jars (regular folks) to fill with God’s extraordinary power and the treasure of the gifts of the Spirit to do God’s work "that it may be made clear that this extraordinary power belongs to God and does not come from us." 

So how did the imperfect and very human Ed Hamilton do the things he did that touched our lives? He did them by the grace of God. He also knew the central truth of our faith: that nothing we can do or be, and nothing we have done or achieved can merit the love of God. That sounds like bad news until it is countered by the good news that God loves us in spite of ourselves. It is true that in spite of who we are or who we have been, and in spite of what we have done, God can still use us for God’s purposes. God can still place in these mortal and fragile clay jars (like Ed, and like you and me) the treasures of God’s "extraordinary power." As we learn to put these treasures to use we discover the joy of serving God.

The author of the letter to the Hebrews (someone other than Paul) talks about the "great cloud of witnesses." Before the author says that "we are surrounded by this great cloud of witnesses" he tells some of the stories of these "witnesses." It is important to note some of the personalities he includes in his "great cloud." I won’t go through the whole list, but here are some of honorable (or dishonorable) mention:

Abraham – wasn’t he the guy who said Sara wasn’t his wife to save his own skin from some marauders?

Moses – didn’t he kill a slave master in Egypt? And wasn’t he the guy who tried to dodge God’s call by saying he couldn’t speak eloquently?

Not mentioned are the prophets who were extremely reluctant to serve God: Jeremiah’s excuse was that he was too young, Isaiah,s was that he was tainted by the culture in which he lived, and Amos said he was just a "country boy" who herded sheep and pruned fig trees.

And how about King David the voyeur and adulterer who arranged for the death of a soldier so he could take the soldier’s wife Bathsheba to be his queen?

Then worth considering are some of the antiheroes of the New Testament (some have been "sainted" by another Christian tradition):

Peter got the answer to Jesus’ question right when Jesus asked, "Who do you say that I am?" Peter said, "You are the Messiah!" But later on it is Peter in the courtyard of the Temple on the eve of Jesus’ execution who is asked if he knows Jesus? There Peter is asked by some people if he knows Jesus. You know the story, don’t you. They ask three times. Each time Peter says, "I don’t know the guy." Jesus had said to Peter that before the rooster crows in the morning you will deny me three times. After his third claim that he didn’t know Jesus, the rooster crows and the scriptures tell us that Peter ran away and wept. 

Even before the crucifixion James and John are figuring on Jesus’ Messiahship as promising some advantage for them. Jesus has to stop their arguing about which of the two will hold the highest place in the Kingdom when Jesus vanquishes the Roman army of occupation in Palestine.

And let’s not forget Paul the Apostle. In one of his letters he refers to himself as the chief of sinners. Remember that in his early days he was a kind of bounty hunter for the Jewish authorities and his job was to round up Christians who were punished for their faith. The turning point in his life was a blinding vision of the Risen Christ who asked, "Saul (that was his name then) why do you persecute me?"

This list is not too impressive, is it? The fact is that the stories of these folks are all part of the one story of the people of God. The reality is that it has always been the imperfect clay jars that God has chosen to forward the purposes of the Kingdom – like Ed, you, and me.

Good and ethical counselors, good and ethical consultants, and good and ethical friends work with their clients, the congregations with whom they consult, and with their friends to empower them to take responsibility for their own lives or the life of their organization (whether a corporation, a company, or a church). Ed, in his many roles was a good counselor, consultant and friend. He worked to empower his clients, his friends, and the churches with which he worked to take responsibility for their own lives. One of the things I appreciated about Ed’s work as interim pastor was his refusal to do things that the congregations should have been doing for themselves. That was how they learned what it meant to be a church.

Last week’s bulletin insert said it well: 

It was January 24, 2004 that Pastor Ed died, leaving us to continue the journey

without him. Though we are still connected by our common bond in Christ, we

are painfully aware of his absence. Today we honor Ed both by our remembrance

of his life and our commitment to move forward. 

As I consider the question of how we honor Ed while making our commitment to move forward I again think about some of the things you said that you would say to Ed if you could speak to him.

Thank you.

Well done.

Thanks for being you.

Thanks for bringing Myrlene and the rest of us together.

We wish you could see the fruits of your labor and the strength you brought to our lives.

A constant theme in Ed’s story is the desire to help others discover their own gifts and their own strengths so they could use them in service to God and their fellow human beings. One of the best ways to honor Ed as we move into the future is to recognize the treasure that we have in our own clay jar lives and allow God to use us.

You know, I think if he were here, Ed might say something to you like:

"I appreciate all the good things you said about me and the gifts you saw in my life and ministry. You mustn’t forget that you, too, have gifts that will allow you to do some great things if you will just let God work through you. You have a congregation to grow, a building to build, and a ministry to continue to develop. You have work to do, and you can do it. I sure can’t do it for you. So stop sitting around and wringing your hands wondering if you can do anything without me. It’s God who you can’t do anything without, but God promises to be with you every step of the way. Now get on with your life and your ministry together. I’ll see you later." 
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