5th Sunday of Easter 2008



“GOD’S PEOPLE”


All the health issues we dealt with for the last year in our family led Carol and me to try and be a little bit more intentional in doing things we’d long planned on doing, but which always seemed to get bumped by the calendar and schedule.  One of those things on our list was to go see the Morgan State Choir in Baltimore last December.  I’d seen them years before on PBS and planned each year to catch them live, but it never happened.  For those of you unfamiliar with Morgan State…it was founded at a time when racial segregation was a part of life in our country as a quote “Negro College” in the Maryland college system.  Today it is a premier university and unlike many schools known for their sports teams, Morgan is known for its music program, particularly its choir.  Well, Carol and I made it to Baltimore last December for their annual Christmas concert and what an awesome evening it was.  Through a whole host of serendipitous events, we wound up sitting in the fourth row of the beautiful Murphy Fine Arts Center, we met the choir director and a whole host of folks from Morgan.  What wonderful hospitality they shared…and the music, it was beyond description.  Full of soul and spirit and life and hope…just what we needed at that point.


So we decided to catch their Spring concert at Carnegie Hall.  And as it turned out, we hit a date conflict and so we went on line to check for alternatives and discovered that the day before Carnegie Hall they were doing a special concert at the The Church of St. Mark (Episcopal) in Crown Heights, Brooklyn.  And so we headed over and what an awesome afternoon it was.  There in this church that was established in 1835, a lay leader shared a wonderful welcome, the Rector shared a prayer of thanksgiving for the choir and their ministry.  And then in the sanctuary that was reasonable, but not huge, the choir came in, two by two…by two…and they kept coming.  And folks turned around to see how many more were coming…and it went right on out the door.  And throughout the congregation, you heard the words…”Thank you Jesus”…”Praise the Lord”…”Thank you, thank you”…and then hands clapping…a few at first and as the line kept coming…that thanksgiving rose to a crescendo as Dr. Eric Conway joined the 90 young people standing there.


They began with “Lift Every Voice and Sing” and they concluded with “The Battle Hymn of the Republic.”  90 voices.  I told Carol, they could have read the phone book in between, but they didn’t.  They did excerpts from “Porgy and Bess” and from Faure’s “Requiem.”  But the bulk of the program was songs of faith.  Spirituals.  Gospel Music.  Music of hope and life…”Precious Lord,” “Great is thy Faithfulness,” “I Want Jesus to Walk With Me,” the list went on and on.  And as they sang they filled that sanctuary with reminders of our resurrection hope.  In spite of persecution.  In spite of deprivation.  And in an interesting juxtaposition of the calendar, it was a powerful witness as many were marking the 40th anniversary of the assassination of Dr. King.


That’s why today’s liturgy is so very special as we continue our Easter celebration.  Listen to the words of the music Dr. Girvin has selected.  This is no Joel Osteen “feel good” liturgy.  This is about being filled with the Easter promise so that we can walk the walk of faith.  This is about being touched by the Gospel witness, so that we can live our servant ministry.  It is about understanding  who we are.   Powerful words in our second lesson.  Once you were nobody, but now you are God’s people.  Once you had no mercy, but now you have God’s mercy.  You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation…tell me again…you are God’s own people.  And therein lies our Easter hope.


You don’t have to look around this morning to know, that in this room there are a bunch of folks struggling with work and with finances.  There are a bunch of folks dealing with illness and disease.  There are dozens mourning deaths…some from the past weeks, some from years ago.  And still others who struggle with relationships and meaning for life.  Hear the message of this Gospel liturgy….once you were no body…but now you are God’s people.  That’s the promise of baptism.  That’s the hope of Easter.  And when that gift touches our lives, the Gospel tells us, we will do the work of Jesus.


The Easter celebration continues…time to lift every voice and sing…the glorious praises of God.  
