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2 Corinthians 3:1-6

“Letter of Christ”

The song Alicia just sang comes from Manning Road Methodist Church in South Africa as their offering song and one that in a nutshell I think brings to life the scripture we hear today from Paul.  It also captures my experiences in Niagara Falls and South Africa with our mission teams this past month. Thank you Alicia. We will together sing this song as the closing song later in the service.  But before we dive into this sermon, I have to say thank you for your faith in the teams going to represent you.  22 youth and 17 adults brought Christ into the lives of those the teams were able to touch in the past month.  Truly I cannot begin to explain the lives that were transformed by your love and support; both those we serve beside and the lives of team members.  Let’s begin with prayer: God shine in our hearts. Be our light. Transform us into a letter written by your Spirit. Amen. 

I love the chorus of that song: Christ be our light, Shine in our hearts, Shine through the darkness, Christ be our light! Shine in your church Gathered Today. While in church at Manning Road in Durban, were Anna serves on the pastoral team, we saw this apartheid candle as a central focus piece.  When the fight for apartheid was happening back in the early 1990s, the churches of South Africa came together with this symbol that reminded them of the fight and their duty to pray.  The barbed wire represents the things that are heart-breaking in the world; injustice in the world that keeps all of God’s people living equally and together in harmony; crime, war, sin; things that pull apart people instead of bringing people together.  Barbed wire brings darkness, keeps things out, and provides a divider between one person or thing and another.  In the center is the candle, representing God’s light that even though we still live in a world with barbed wire, Christ’s light can, and must shine through.  

While in Niagara Falls, a place where you would think was a great tourist area, and it was as the youth can attest, we still saw signs of barbed wire.  What did barbed wire look like there?  It was poverty in a place where most of the people are dependent on tourists who with economic hard times aren’t showing up.  Its elderly people living in homes where toilets are falling through the floor and roofs are constantly leaking.  It’s people with limited ability unable to get in and out of their houses until a ramp is built.  Barbed wire of injustice and discrimination based on age and race still occur; it might be hidden in some communities but unfortunately it is still present. 

In South Africa barbed wire literally was everywhere. In a country where 70% of the people are unemployed, fear out of desperation causes crime.  Barbed wire is people living with HIV and AIDS scared to take a test for fear of being labeled. It’s people coming in from other war torn countries to deal with people unfriendly to foreigners and killing them randomly in the xenophobic crisis of last year, it’s poverty of ten people living in a one room shack, it’s economic disparity that continues to divide the country not along racial colors but along access to money, it’s in children growing up on street corners as their parents struggle to earn a dollar a day, it’s in pain so deep that seeing a better life for some is impossible.  

In our community barbed wire occurs too.  Pretend you are a church leader or someone who cares about the constant decline in people attending church and where our church will be in one generation.  Got the picture? We have 21st century folks who are odd ducks spiritually.  Some want contemporary worship, some want traditional worship, some want to help others, some want bible study, some want friendships, some want children and youth programs … the list goes on and on. All said 21st century folks want an authentic faith community and true home in God and have no clue how to get what they are seeking.  Every human, from the time of cutting the umbilical cord, is trying to find a way to belong and stay attached while being a separate person.  We might say that Jesus knew these people when he asked disciples to leave their families and journey in faith with him.  He wanted to provide a place to belong.  Instead we as church leaders today often bemoan the fluidity and fickleness of others,  but would it be possible that instead of judging we imagine new pathways of healing, forgiveness, and a new heaven and a new earth where there was no more barbed wire?

 In Paul’s passage to the church in Corinth, and to us today, he says basically that the best, and only successful church growth program for any, did you hear that ANY, Christian community is the grace of Jesus Christ lived by Christ’s disciples today.  What if we as disciples of Christ took on the challenge of Paul to see beyond the barbed wire of life in Niagara Falls, in South Africa, and in Carlisle to be letters of Christ?  To allow the light of Christ to shine through the barbed wire and our lives were the representation of it.  

The Message translation of 2 Corinthians 3:3 puts it this way: You yourselves are all the endorsement we need. Your very lives are a letter that anyone can read by just looking at you. Christ himself wrote it—not with ink, but with God's living Spirit; not chiseled into stone, but carved into human lives—and we publish it. 

 In Niagara Falls there were many stories of our young people living as letters of Christ.  Several of our youth were on my work crew that painted the entire exterior of a 2.5 story house for an elderly man unable to do this work himself. The youth on my team not only did the work, and getting 9 middle schoolers going in the same direction to do this required a lot of prayer, but spent time with Mr. Belmont and listened to his stories of his time as a church leader of the past.  He graced us with organ hymns and his appreciation.  Another of our youth dug 29 post holes to build a 42 foot ramp so parent no longer had to carry their teenager in and out of the house, but that he was now able to go outside himself.   Another of our youth spent hours sitting and listening to their friend in the evening who was going through a hard time and cared.  Another of our youth said the prayer before our nightly program and showed great leadership and faith.  Several of our youth throughout the week spoke in devotions about their faith lives, how living for God was essential and what a blessing it was to know Christ and be able to serve others. Truly Christ’s light was shining through that barbed wire of the world and Niagara Falls.  

In South Africa the team visited and worked beside many ministries where disciples of Christ in another country are shining Christ’s light brightly.  I will share two stories quickly. One of the most touching for me was visiting the Union of Refugee Women’s preschool.  This school was started for street vendor’s children and today has 100 kids in a very dilapidated building that is in a horrible area, but the light of God shines on that 3rd floor.  We were able to purchase inside play slides, swings, and toys for them and the smiles of kids never exposed to this were priceless. Then we took 30 5 and 6 year olds to the local park and zoo. I spent a day caring for a little one who was scared by the loud bird sounds because she never saw these animals before. Another team member walked slowly in the grass with some kids who never felt grass before as they live in the very poor all paved area of the city with no access to parks.  Many of us taught the children how to play on playground equipment because they never knew how to slide, swing or see-saw.  And in these small encounters I saw Christ working through the staff in their openness to us and their love for these children. The solo teacher of these 30 5 and 6 year olds called them her little darlings; I am not sure teaching 30 5 and 6 year olds I could call them darlings after even an afternoon. But after teaching two years she still firmly believes that even when they must be reprimanded, they must still be shown God’s love because for many of these children unlimited love is foreign. God’s darlings she would say. Wow, what a glimpse into one of God’s angels here on earth.  Another amazing ministry and sight of God’s light I saw were the people of Anna’s church. It’s a pretty well off church, with a great facility, but their congregation is mixed with owners of businesses, immigrants from war torn countries, and homeless people.  And yet instead of keeping in separate groups they turned classrooms into homes for those seeking refugee during the xenophobic crisis last year housing 40 people. Would our church accommodate these people for 6 months and take our Sunday School classrooms and make them into homes? I have to say I think that is living our lives as letters for Christ.  Manning Road hosts a homeless meal weekly for 90 plus people who are homeless with over 20 volunteers in rotation to prepare meals.  They work with a preschool where we volunteered and even youth who would not have a meal that day, came in their best clothes to help us paint the preschool and clean the toys for street vendor children.  It was never about this is what I need and don’t have; it was about this is how Christ is in my life and things will be okay. This is where Christ is shining for me.  

The song earlier said: Christ shine in your church; Christ be our light! I can see Christ shining brilliantly in our church if the young people from the trip and the team from Africa were those leading our church. If we all live our lives by the examples of these people, then we truly are a church where Christ shines and is our light. Our lives are then letters for Christ.  

This year the central song at work camp was Compassion sung by Rough Draft, a band from Denver.  Its lyrics say I can’t change the world, but I can change the world for one.  In the situations that we saw, or that we might see here in Carlisle, it is easy to get discouraged.  But this song and Paul in our scripture tells us we have to live our lives as letters of Christ; knowing that through the grace and love of Christ we can change the world.  Our eyes are opened to those we meet, our hands are opened to serve, and when others around us ask why we can share our faith.  Check out ideas on how we together as a church can change the world for others because we are letters of Christ.  

Play song/slide show of pictures

Where, or better how, will you today and going forward be infected with the spirit of Christ to help others find the light of Christ in a barbed wire world? Teenagers, young adults, older people all can, and MUST, live as letters of Christ because that is what we are called to be; we are God’s darlings.  Amen. 

