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Going to Galilee
The photo on the screen is our Bishop Jane Allen Middleton leading a “snake dance” around the parameter of the Brubaker Auditorium as a recessional at the Ordination Service two weeks ago at Annual Conference.  You’ll recall it was on that occasion when Pastor Mira was ordained an Elder.  I’ll bet you didn’t know that Bishops dance. Well, ours does.  
Her charge to the new ordinands and to the clergy and laity of the 800 churches of the Central Pennsylvania Conference was to “Go to Galilee.”  Now, she wasn’t implying we should take a trip to Israel and visit the biblical sites where Jesus preached.  What she meant was we need to go where Jesus directs us to go.

In the Gospel of Matthew, the author describes the scene on that first Easter morning when the women came to Jesus’ tomb to grieve their loss.  Much to their shock they were encountered by the living Christ who spoke to them saying, “Do not be afraid.  Go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee, and there they will see me.”  (Matt. 28:10).
Using this text as a springboard, Bishop Middleton charged the delegates of the Conference to go to Galilee and meet Jesus.  She challenged us to go where Jesus sends us to encounter Him anew.  

As you might suspect, Galilee looks different for every congregation.  But for every congregation it means moving beyond the comfort and familiarity of their sacred walls into a world that is unfamiliar and scary.  It means taking calculated risks for Jesus.  It means engaging a world that is plagued by poverty, abuse, neglect, despair and isolation, and offering them the good news of Jesus Christ.  
In other words, we’re to go to Galilee and let our light shine for Jesus.  We’re to be the salt of the earth, just as our scripture for this morning suggests.  Going to Galilee implies moving from where we are to someplace else, there to meet Jesus and introduce Him to others.
Well, that describes the journey we at Allison have already begun.  For example, only minutes ago we commissioned nearly 40 people who’ve responded to the call to go to Galilee.   Next Saturday 20 youth and 6 adults will travel to New York state for a week’s mission trip to serve others.  

Then on Sunday, July 5th, 11 persons from Allison are headed to South Africa for two weeks for the same purpose.  Each of these teams is going as the salt of the earth to enrich the lives of others with the gospel of Jesus Christ.  They’re going to a place they’ve never been, to work largely with people who are perfect strangers, and whom they will likely never meet again.  But they’re going because Jesus directed them to go.  

I know a little about that myself.  Believe it or not, I’m not one who easily embraces change, nor am I fond of altering routines that are comfortable for me.  I’m not one who has a yearning to travel to places I’ve never been before, especially with people I don’t know.  I’m more of a stay-at-home kind of guy, content to enjoy what is familiar and safe.  

Maybe that’s why it’s taken me so many years to respond to the call to go on my first mission trip.  But after hearing the testimonies this past February of the four disciples from Allison who spoke about their mission trip to Waveland, Mississippi, last September, I finally relented.  I released all my excuses for not going on such a trip myself.  I said “yes” to go to Galilee.
So on Saturday, April 19th, I left B/W airport with seven total strangers for Beaumont, Texas, located about 15 miles from the Louisiana border.  Five of the team members were from the York area, while two others, Linwood Clippinger and Jessica Licate, were from our sister church here in Carlisle, Grace UMC.  
Interestingly, of the 8 team members, 7 were from different churches.  Only Linwood and Jessica were from the same church.

Our primary mission was to represent Christ by offering hope to those struggling with the hardships and despair of having lost their homes in the floods.  All of the people we helped were living in FEMA trailers.  Our primary mission was to assure them God loved them, had not abandoned them, nor punishing them.  Our secondary mission was to help restore their homes in whatever way we could.  
We knew before leaving that Christ Covenant Church would serve as our base home, providing us a place to sleep and eat our meals.  But we had no idea what kind of accommodations they had to offer.  So we were pleasantly surprised when we arrived at the church at 1:00 AM Sunday morning. 
The church provided us with thick mattresses to place on the floor.  We removed the chairs from their three Sunday School rooms and used them as our bedrooms, sleeping three to a room.  
We had access to showers in a separate shed-like building separate from the church.  These showers were specially built for work teams who traveled from all over the country and were hosted by Christ Church.  
Of course, having arrived at the church at 1:00 AM Sunday morning, we had only a few hours sleep before having to get up and restore the room for Sunday School classes and worship.  Being the Lord’s Day, we took the day to travel and see first hand the damage hurricanes Katrina and Ike had wreaked upon the people.
Regrettably, photos do not do justice to the destruction we saw.  You really need to stand there in person to experience how homes and dreams were literally washed away by the miniature tsunami that struck the Gulf Coast.  
Where once stood rows of luxury homes built on proud pylons, now all that remains is deserted wasteland, roads leading nowhere, and empty lots of cement slabs, broken palm trees and filthy sand.  

Debris is everywhere, despite much of it having been cleaned-up months earlier.  Most of the homes that had been built on wooden pylons were totally gone.  All that remained were cement slabs and remnants of pylons that had been snapped by the furry of the waves.  

In a few rare instances part of a house still remained standing, the other half having been torn away and washed inland.  We traveled for about 15 miles along the Gulf Coastline seeing nothing but devastation and destruction.  
Occasionally we’d see signs of new life emerging with a few new homes being constructed on pylons much taller then former ones, and made of steel I-beams encased in cement.  But most of the shoreline was ravaged and scared by the devastation it had suffered.
Homes located miles inland didn’t fair much better.  Though they weren’t built on pylons, most of them were ravaged by the tsunami waters that hit with little warning.  The community of Bridge City located 14 miles inland was 90% covered with flood waters.

Since many of the homes were wooden structures built only about two feet off the ground, flood waters easily washed into the houses ruining most of the contents as well as the floor and walls, all which had to be removed and replaced.  
The work team to which I was assigned spent two days laying a sub-floor.  Miraculously, during this time I didn’t hit my fingers once.  

This particular home was owned by a black woman who was in her mid 70’s.  She was raising her great-grandson who lived with her because her grand-daughter was attending college.  Her grand-daughter was the first in her family to attend college and was studying to be a nurse. 

Homes build on a cement slab didn’t fair any better.  Flood waters rushed into these houses just as easily.  In a matter of a few hours, everything these homeowners owned was either washed away or ruined, save the shell of the house.  
By the time we had arrived at this home, numerous work groups who had preceded us and had already gutted all the walls, hung new drywall and applied spackling.  
Jessica’s and my job was to sand all the seams and prepare the walls for painting.  We did this for two days.  Believe me, it was a long two days.  While we were doing this, Linwood and Mike were framing out the windows with drywall, then applied the first coat of spackling to the seams.  
After working on this home for two days, we were assigned another project in another community.  Needless to say, there was still a lot of work to be done on this home before the homeowners could inhabit it.  It will be months before they’ll be able to move in.  But other work teams have followed us, each restoring a degree of hope and assurance that God loves these homeowners and has not abandoned them. 
During our week in Texas, our team of eight people was able to accomplish seven different projects by dividing ourselves into smaller teams each day, usually working at two different addresses in the same community.  A project in which I was not involved was removing an old shower stall and replacing it with a new fiberglass one.  

Another project was to design and construct the frame of a bed for a gentleman who weighed over 500 pounds.  His former bed was ruined with all his other possessions, forcing him to sleep on the floor for several months before we delivered the bed to his home.
Another project was to replace the windows in a home.  Much of the glass had been broken out by the force of the flood waters, and the frames had begun to rot. 
In all these instances, not only did our team make necessary improvements to these homes, but more importantly we were a witness to the love of Christ.  Our labors gave us the opportunity to share with these homeowners that God loves them, restoring a degree of hope and comfort to them.  In most instances they welcomed our offer to pray with them before leaving.
But Christ’s call to go to Galilee is not limited just to individuals who go on mission trips.  It relates also to congregations as a whole.  
And we at Allison are well on our way on this journey of faith.  For about a year now we’ve been purposely discerning Christ’s vision for Allison’s future, having held numerous small group meetings last summer, creating a new Vision Statement, and exploring the possibility of relocating to another site.

Furthermore, two weeks ago today, 50 disciples gathered on a beautifully Sunday afternoon for our initial Ministry Team meetings.  During those meetings these Teams began to breathe life into our new vision statement.  Three of those Ministry Teams will meet again this week, with several other teams planning on meeting early in July.

Last week 16 persons participated in the first week of a 
7-week summer adult elective entitled, “Rethink Church,” held during the Sunday School hour. 
As we look around Allison, we see signs of renewal and excitement as we discern where Galilee is for our congregation.  Christ is at work in us, calling us to come and trust Him.  Though the journey is uncertain and sure to hold surprises and bumps along the way, Christ is there waiting, ready to bless us for being faithful to His call to come to Galilee.  
Thanks be to God!  Amen
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