CHRIST THE KING 2009
“THE BEGINNING OF THE KINGDOM”
Last Sunday night Carol and I headed down to Shiloh Baptist Church in Plainfield to hear the Morgan State Gospel Choir.  We have been going to Baltimore to hear Morgan’s Christmas concert the last few years and when we heard they were going to be right down the street, we headed on down.  Awesome, awesome music.  And Shiloh Baptist Church is an awesome new Temple, an expansive oasis, ministering right in the heart of that troubled city.  We were blessed with some unbelievable hospitality.  The young woman sitting next to Carol invited us to worship and Carol said, “I think we’re going to do that.  What time are your services?”  “9”  To which I impertinently asked, “About what time does the service end?”  “Oh we’re usually out by noon.”  Settle in.

It was a good night.  In the Gospel music and spirit of these young people; in the witness and servant ministry of Shiloh church; there is a reality that the kingdom of God is alive and well.

And that’s good to see.  Because as you look around, “the church” is going through difficult times.  Demographics are off for most of the main line denominations…and the more conservative churches tend to have a revolving door of membership.  And you don’t have to look far to see the struggle of the church.  Our New Jersey Synod is closing parishes quicker than we open them.  And those closing are escalating.  St. Peter’s in North Plainfield closed three weeks ago.  St. Paul’s in Linden will close early in the new year.  And at least two other parishes in very close proximity to us are quickly moving to limited life support.  It can get very discouraging.
And that’s why I need to tell you a story.  As many of you know, I’ve worked for several years now caring for our New Jersey Synod seminarians.  And actually, when Pastor Walt left in February, I had to ask if this was something I needed to give up since it takes so much time.  But quickly I realized this would be the last area outside the parish that I would leave.  Because of the contacts with the wider church…our Bishops, our Seminary Faculties and Administrations, my colleagues in other Synods…and because this is a ministry that I believe is of the essence of the church.  And I especially would miss my regular and ongoing contact with our students.  I tell folks, working with them as they enter process, as they are examined along the way and finally as we meet with them for their Ordination interviews, is wonderful form of continuing education for me.

A week ago Tuesday our Candidacy Committee had its fall meeting.  We had several new candidates applying for Entrance.  We had half a dozen folks who are half way through Seminary and needed Endorsement so they could go out for their Internship.  And we had two folks in for their Ordination Interviews.  I want to tell you about one of  them…and I hope you’ll see why I treasure this ministry.

Pastor Agnes is a nurse and an itinerant preacher, basically Pentecostal background, from Liberia.  She came to the Trenton area a bunch of years ago, worked as a nurse, and on the weekends, gathered mainly Liberian immigrant Christians into a worshipping community.  And among her group were several Lutherans.  (We did a wonderful missionary job in Liberia).  And the more she talked with them, the more she wanted to learn more about this wonderful gift of grace that is so essential to our theology.  Those conversations led to new conversations with our Bishop’s Office and Pastor Judith Spindt, Assistant to Bishop Riley.  And out of those conversations, Pastor Agnes then began her work to become a Lutheran Pastor.  As part of her Ordination interview last week she told us about her work in Trenton.  As her worshipping community was growing, our Synod made one of our closed parishes available to her.  Sadly the parish had closed in no small part due to the fact that it really wasn’t faithful in reaching out to its community and there was a real tension between the church and that changing community.  And so as Agnes began her evangelism work, she faced real resistance.  Because of past experience with the church that was there, the people of the community felt unwelcome.  So she went to plan B…and went after the kids.  She started a weekend dance program.  Free with live music…the only deal was, mid way through the evening, the kids had to listen to Agnes tell about Jesus for 20 minutes.  And as they got to know her, they really believed she cared, and slowly and slowly they responded to her invitation to come to worship.  Lot of folks in the parish weren’t happy with the kids being there because…they didn’t dress correctly.  But word got around the neighborhood that the church had a new name.  It got to be known among the kids as “The Anybody Church,” because as the kids put it, “anybody was welcome.” And the kids brought their friends.  And they all brought their parents.  And last Sunday, Bishop Riley and Pastor Spindt joined Pastor Agnes at the “Anybody Church,” and together they baptized 20 new Christians.  They confirmed 12 more who’d been away from the church for a long time.  And then they led that entire community in the Affirmation of their baptisms.   God willing, this new congregation will be received next May at our Synod Assembly.  The kingdom of God is in good hands.

And that’s what this celebration of Christ the King is all about.  God’s kingdom is at hand.  God’s kingdom comes in the most unexpected ways, in the most unexpected places, at the most unexpected times.  Every day of our lives, God is at work.  (God help us that we don’t miss it).  God’s kingdom is about your Mission Support commitment that makes that kind of ministry in Trenton possible.  It is about dozens and dozens of people from around the community coming here yesterday to make sure sisters and brothers have food.  It is about young people down the hall and downstairs being taught who Jesus is and what a servant community is all about, and learning that the world is not about them.  It is about this servant community gathering each week, to celebrate the resurrection and to pray a simple prayer.   “Thy kingdom come.”  And then believing it will happen.      

