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A Pastoral Letter
Colossians 1:1-14

As many of you know, I have just returned from a week visiting with Alayne’s family in Tennessee. We had a good trip, but I must say you folks kept getting in the way. It wasn’t that I was being hounded by the office or flooded with e-mails calling for immediate attention. No, it was the good type of getting in the way, where every thought about you became a prayer of sorts, as I remembered you to the God in whose service we minister together.

There were so many things I wanted to say to you, but distance prevented it, and too often these sorts of things go unsaid. Since my return, I have spent some time going through dresser drawers and getting rid of things that no longer fit and sorting through papers and letters that long-ago ended up in a temporary resting place “until a more suitable place” could be assigned. As you know from your own experience, you can dig up some long-forgotten items from your past in such a project.
Just this past week, I discovered a stash of letters that I received almost four years ago now from some of you. I had just been called to become your pastor; most of you didn’t know me from Adam; and yet many from the congregation took the time to write a letter of welcome to me and the family. I was overwhelmed as I reread those letters and remembered back to the strange time between being called and becoming your pastor.

As I reread those letters, especially on the tail end of a trip away from you, I came to the decision to make this sermon a letter of sorts, not unlike Paul’s letter to the Colossians. While I am under no illusion that this letter will rise to biblical standards, I do hope that you will receive this pastoral letter with the same love with which it has been written, and that together we might understand something more about what Paul’s letter to the Colossians is all about. And so, I offer you this letter from your pastor’s heart:
To the saints and faithful brothers and sisters in Christ in Massanutten:
    Grace to you and peace from God our Father.
In just a couple of weeks, it will have been four years since I first saw the welcoming church here at the crossroads of real life and abundant grace. And whenever I remember you in my prayers, I do so with a heart of thanksgiving. It didn’t take me long to discover that this descriptive phrase couldn’t be more apt—you are a people who live at the place where real life and abundant grace meet.
You know it as well as I do—real life comes to us unbidden, bringing with it its own measure of joy and sorrow. While there have been amazing moments of overwhelming joy, more often my mind returns to the raw times that we have spent together, when someone we loved was sick, or died, or was suffering in some way. I especially remember the overwhelming fear that gripped our family when my younger daughter Sarah was put in the hospital for a week just three months after we got here. She was only seven months old and we were scared to death, but your prayers and your meals and your visits bore us up, transforming real life with abundant grace.

And I have seen you do that for others as well. When a child has been shipped off to Iraq. When the test results came back with a terrible diagnosis. When someone died unexpectedly. When a child needed to be loved. In all of these times and more, your prayers and your tenacious faith in God’s ability to bring life even in the teeth of death, to transform every moment with grace, have sustained others in our common journey. Every time I remember you before God, I give thanks for you and for the simple yet dramatic ways that God’s abundant grace flows through you in the midst of real life.

I have also come to rejoice at something else that marks your life together. In fact, the best phrase to describe it jumps off the page from Paul’s letter to the Colossians, where he writes that he has “heard of the love that you have for all the saints.” I have found this to be true of you as well, but I have been here long enough now, and have heard more than enough stories, to know that this wasn’t always the case. Like so many other congregations, tensions had arisen among you over whether or not to build a new sanctuary, or what that sanctuary should be like. The loss of a pastor during such an uncertain time ramped up your fears, and then a long interim without pastoral leadership at a time when denominational and political tensions were deepening. Throw in a couple of murky decisions and uncertain finances and it’s easy to see why your love for each other was tested.

And yet, when I look at you now, what I see are people who are doing their best to grow in their love for one another. You can see it in so many ways.
Not too many months ago a group of our session members and I needed to meet with the a couple of folks from a presbytery committee about a difficult issue, and before that conversation began, one of the leaders with whom we were meeting marked what he saw as a real difference from the last time he had met with Massanutten. He indicated that he saw a deep sense of love and a desire to make a difficult decision with integrity and grace. In other words, he saw what I see in you—your growing love for one another.

But to be honest, there are things coming that will test our love. Is your love for one another large enough to engage in open and honest conversation about things such as the war against terror, the rapidly approaching presidential election next year, or what the Presbyterian Church may or may not do at its next General Assembly? I ask that you outdo one another in showing honor as these things come before us, and that your love for all the saints would remain steadfast.

 I ask this of you for the sake of love itself, but also because I am rejoicing in the fruit that your ministry is producing. Just as the gospel has been growing and bearing fruit in the whole world, so it has been bearing fruit among you. I have seen it in the lives of children who come dancing out of Faith Village on a Sunday morning after Sunday School.
I have seen it on the faces of those sweating on a mission trip to the Gulf Coast, and in the lives of the survivors they have helped there.

I have seen at the bedside of a member whose death is near that has been carried by the love present around her.

I have seen the fruits of your ministry not only in your own lives, which is real enough, but in countless other places where your faithful efforts have been blessed by God and the gospel has been made known.

And so, that’s why I want your love for one another to grow stronger—that your ministry may bear fruit—and so I continue to pray for you that you may be filled with the knowledge of God’s will. And, while I am thankful that so many of you want to see that your children or grandchildren are getting the instruction they need to grow in their faith, I long for the day when that same hunger for growth in the faith marks each of your lives.
In fact, I pray to God about this more than about any other thing. You see, all that you are doing for your children will mean little if they do not see in your own life the marks of your continued growth in the gospel. Whether you intend to or not, by not engaging in worship or study, you are communicating that there will come a time when they will no longer need to participate either. That’s why my prayers to God constantly ask God to deepen in us a desire to learn more about the ways of the gospel, to grow in faith, hope, and love.
After all, there is never a time when you can stop growing in your faith. As you say so often here, you are a people on a journey together, and that journey will lead you deeper into the ways of the kingdom as you continue to study and grow.

I also ask God to enable you to lead lives that are worthy of the Lord, which is no easy thing today. You are pulled by so many voices, and it’s easy to believe that you are less than the beloved child of God that you are. What God wants from you—and from me—is a life dedicated to embodying the self-giving love that we see in Jesus, whose single-minded desire was to live in complete relationship to God. And so I ask God for that for you, that you would be undivided in your pursuit of the way of Jesus and that your life would show that you belong to God.
Lest you think that leading a worthy life isn’t important, let me tell you about one of my friends, a pastor of another congregation, who recently received a call from a store manager to say that one of the members of that congregation had just been extremely rude and that he would want to know that this person’s behavior was not fitting for a disciple of Jesus Christ. I pray that God will help you and me lead a life worthy of the Lord.

And then, I most often close my prayers with an echo of what Paul wrote to the Colossians: May you be made strong with all the strength that comes from his glorious power, and may you be prepared to endure everything with patience, while joyfully giving thanks to God. While that might seem a throwaway ending, you need to know that it isn’t.

If we are mixed up about anything in our world today, it is about strength, endurance, and thanksgiving. That final petition—that you be made strong, that you endure everything with patience, that you joyfully give thanks—summarizes everything that God has done for you in baptism. God has joined you to the saints in light; God has rescued you from the power of darkness; and God has transferred you into the kingdom of his Son Jesus Christ. It is in remembering these things, and what God has done—it is in taking these truths so deep into your being that the gospel becomes your consuming passion—that you will begin to pour yourself out in every way, from extravagant giving to faithful teaching; from risky welcome to sacrificial service; from a closed off life, to one open to the ways that abundant grace makes life more real than you could have ever imagined.
And so, my dear sisters and brothers of the Massanutten Presbyterian Church, I give God thanks each time I remember you, and I will keep you in my prayers, that our faithful God would bring us each to the fullness of life that is the gospel of Jesus Christ.

With great joy and overwhelming love. Amen.
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