
REDREAM THE DREAM
1 Kings 17:8-16

Galatians 1:1-12


I am glad to be in the same room with several of our former pastors and interims: Jack Halsell, Larry Matthews, and John Roberts. This reminds me of the 15th anniversary service for University Baptist Church in Montevallo, Alabama. I was the third pastor of that church and had been their pastor for one year—exactly as long as I have been here at VBC. Becky and I were in the banquet hall of the University of Montevallo cafeteria for the Saturday evening dinner. At the head table with us were both former pastoral couples: Dub and Joy Steincross and Bob and Sylvia Davis. I leaned over to Dub and Bob and said, “Thanks for what you have done at UBC because you have made my life much easier here.” Quickly Bob Davis responded, “Well, if we had not left, you wouldn’t even be here.” 


I am so glad today that I was called to follow those two pastors of University Baptist and that I have been called to follow the four Senior Pastors and all the other pastoral associates of Vienna Baptist Church. Thank you! If you had not left, I would not be here today.


And I am so glad to be here in Virginia. For decades my dream has been to live in North Carolina and in Virginia. Last summer, one month after we moved here from Raleigh, North Carolina,  I told my friend since seminary, Mike Clingenpeel (who is now pastor of River Road Baptist Church in Richmond) about my dream. Mike said, “Well, I’m sorry to tell you this but your dream has not come true. You may be in Northern Virginia, but you are not yet in Virginia.”

VBC has continued to give me and thousands others a place to bring our faith, our worship, our discipleship, our stewardship, our questions, our confessions to this place. We are here to be a progressive Christian community of servant leaders in Northern Virginia. 
A DIFFERENT GOSPEL

Our lectionary text for today is Galatians 1. Ironically, the debate in biblical studies is whether Paul is writing to Northern Galatia or Southern Galatia. In any case, I believe Vienna Baptist Church has spent these past fifty years trying to live out the letter Paul wrote to the Galatians. If you read the beginning of Paul’s early letter to those churches in the region of Galatia, you will notice that it is not warm and fuzzy. Unlike his other letters, Paul has no warm greeting and no specific prayer for them. He begins, I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you in the grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel (1:6).
We see that early on in the life of the church—in Galatia only twenty years after the death and resurrection of Jesus—another gospel tries to take over. Paul says there really isn’t another gospel: not that there is another gospel, but there are some who are confusing you and want to pervert the gospel of Christ (1:7). 
What is this “different gospel?” Paul tells us what his life used to be before he met Jesus. In his writings Paul never tells us that he quit being Jewish, so you can be Jewish and still follow the gospel. What he discarded was the traditionalism and legalism of his past. Paul confesses: You have heard, no doubt, of my earlier life in Judaism. I was violently persecuting the church of God and was trying to destroy it. I advanced in Judaism beyond many among my people of the same age, for I was far more zealous for the traditions of my ancestors (Galatians 1:13-14).

I believe one aspect of a “different gospel” is that it lives by the maxim, “We’ve always done it this way.” Throughout our history Vienna Baptist Church has struggled with this tension of two gospels. Born as a mission church of the Southern Baptist Convention and led by Rev. Rudy Davenport, Vienna Baptist Church was founded on the gospel proclaimed by Southern Baptists who, as you know, are great at saying, “We’ve always done it this way.”
Under our second pastor, Jack Halsell, we became involved in the church renewal movement of the 1960’s.  We focused on the emphasis of the “priesthood of all believers” with the responsibility for each Christian to minister to everyone he/she can. With Jack’s leadership, key leaders attended church renewal conferences and we began a relationship with Gordon Cosby and The Church of the Savior in Washington, DC.   These experiences prompted some members to raise the basic issue of the nature and purpose of the gospel.  
After Jack Halsell followed a call to Champagne/Urbana, Illinois, Dr. Clarence Goen became the interim pastor at VBC. He was a professor of church history at Wesley Seminary in DC, a gifted teacher and one of our rare Baptist prophets who called us to our Baptist roots and also called us to the gospel of grace and social action. Dr. Goen called us a “progressive” Baptist church, but he was really saying that we refused to follow a “different gospel” of tradition and legalism.
As Larry Matthew ministered with us for 32 years as Senior Pastor, we began to see ourselves as the “regional alternative” Baptist church.  Larry helped us define our own identity with this statement: “Vienna Baptist Church, a servant church, secure in its own identity, open to the future and free to minister as a sign of God’s love in Christ.”

Those who follow a different gospel actively oppose the fresh wind of God’s spirit working in our world, are locked into the past traditions of our ancestors, and demand laws and rules in addition to the gospel of faith which Paul proclaimed. Early on in the history of Vienna Baptist Church, a growing number of members saw the vision of a servant church relevant to the realities of the late 20th century. Inevitable conflicts developed as the church struggled with the issue of its own self-identity. Some were disturbed by the prospective changes and our history names a serious but not fatal rupture in the fellowship in the summer of 1965 when the church was but eight years old. The struggle with this different gospel does not come without pain. 
We are a church trying to resist the temptations of a “different gospel” and instead follow the gospel Paul proclaimed in this letter to the regional churches in Galatia: “Vienna Baptist Church, a servant church, secure in its own identity, open to the future and free to minister as a sign of God’s love in Christ.”

THE SCARCITY STORY

I think the “different gospel” emphasizes law and tradition because it is based on the scarcity story. We hear that story in today’s suggested lectionary text from 1 Kings 17. Elijah the prophet journeys to Zarephath in another country and finds a widow gathering sticks. He asks for some bread and water and she says, “As the LORD your God lives, I have nothing baked, only a handful of meal in a jar, and a little oil in a jug; I am now gathering a couple of sticks, so that I may go home and prepare it for myself and my son, that we may eat it, and die.”(17:12)
Elijah, however, offers the most repeated command in the Bible, “Do not be afraid!”: “Do not be afraid; go and do as you have said; but first make me a little cake of it and bring it to me, and afterwards make something for yourself and your son. (7:13). She was living under the story of scarcity but Elijah, the messenger of God, was operating out of the gospel of abundance. If you know the story, you know that the widow and her son lived on meal and oil until the rains came. There was always enough when they were willing to share their meager resources with others.

Vienna Baptist Church has tried to avoid the different gospel of scarcity and instead lean into the gospel of abundance. We have heard the command, “Do not be afraid!” and have tried to believe, “There is enough!” We see these buildings not just as places where we study and worship. We offer these buildings to our outstanding Vienna Baptist Children’s Center, to the Shepherd Center, to Alcoholics Anonymous, to the Vienna Choral Society, to art groups, and to hosts of other groups. We offer our Lost River Retreat Center to other school and church groups. We believe there is enough and we are not afraid.
When Jamie Munro joined us as Senior Pastor in 2000, we were venturing out to proclaim this gospel of grace. He served as pastor as we organized ourselves around the spiritual gifts of grace the Spirit has already given to each person here. We expanded our type of worship to include other music and forms of worship to praise God who is the Generous Giver of all gifts. 
We have not been afraid to venture into new ministries in Vienna, in downtown Washington, and in retreat centers. For these 50 years Vienna Baptist Church has been, like our ancestor Jacob, following the call of a dream and walking with a limp because we have struggled with an angel. Servant leaders are wounded healers who do not ignore the wounds and sufferings we have experienced but limp with others on this journey as disciples.
Even when our financial resources seem too limited and scarce, I have found that Vienna Baptist Church is a generous faith community who does not buy into the story of scarcity. In my first days here I discovered that, like the widow of Zarephath, Vienna Baptist Church practices the spiritual gift of hospitality to the stranger.  We share water and bread with others because we refuse to believe the different gospel’s story of scarcity and instead follow Elijah’s and Paul’s gospel of abundance. We are not afraid because we believe Divine Graciousness bestows gifts and blessings to equip us to follow the dream of the gospel of Jesus Christ.
TWO BROTHERS


I heard a story which I believe is Vienna Baptist Church’s story. A rabbi tells of a Jewish family with a generous father and two sons.  The father took equal delight in both of them and let them know that their sheer existence really did matter to him.  He, like Divine Graciousness, offered each the gift of blessing. He invited them early on to become his co-laborers as they worked together the fields that they owned. And the three developed a wonderful sense of community as together they worked, as together they produced, as together they cared for each other. 


In due time the father died, and the relationship between the two boys was so healthy, so noncompetitive, that they never divided up the inheritance.  They left the family farm intact and continued to work side by side.  At every harvest, one of the brothers would take half of what they had raised, and the other brother would take the other half. They lived side by side in harmony and in blessing and were not afraid.

There was only one difference between the two brothers.  One of them never married and lived alone.  The other married a Jewish girl and in the course of time had eight wonderful children born into the circle of his affection.  


Well, one night the brother who had no children said to himself, "You know, my brother has ten mouths to feed, and I only have one. He really needs more of this harvest than I do, but he is way too fair to agree to any kind of redistribution of the proceeds.  I know what I'll do. For the rest of the harvest season, after he is fast asleep, I'll go and get some of my half and take it over quietly and put it into his barn so that he will have more to feed his children."


At the same time the bachelor brother was thinking these thoughts, the other brother was saying to himself, "God has blessed me with this wonderful family who are going to take care of me when I become old. My brother has not been so fortunate, for he has no one but himself.  He really needs more of this harvest than I do, so he can lay it up for his old age. But he is far too fair to consider any kind of redistribution of the proceeds.  I know what I'll do. Every night for the rest of the harvest, I will take some of what I have placed in my barn.  I'll go quietly over while he is sleeping and I'll put it there so he can use it against his old age." 

 
And I bet you can anticipate what happened. One night, when the moon was full, those two brothers met each other, each with the gift for the other on his back, with the intention to bless.  And though there was not a cloud in the sky, a gentle rain began to fall.  Do you know what it was?  The rabbi said, "It was the Lord weeping for joy that two of God's children had at last got the point."


I believe Divine Graciousness weeps tears of joy today. The dream of Vienna Baptist Church is to proclaim the gospel of Jesus Christ--the good news of faith based on the story of abundance—and to share our gifts of blessing. The dream is why I came here one year ago today and why I think you are here today. But it is up to you and me to dream again and not to let the dream die. We weep in joy with the Lord today because Vienna Baptist Church proclaims the gospel of faith and the story of abundance. And we are not afraid!
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