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So You Want to be a Saint

Hebrews 10:1-10; 23-25

Sunday, November 6, 2011

Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

I find our Scripture from Hebrews today to be particularly poignant. Although in all honesty, I am not going to refer back to it in my sermon. It does however undergird its very point. Especially as it tells us to “provoke one another to love and to good works, and do not neglect to gather together,” for I am convinced it is in our work together that we become known as the saints of the church.

Prayer

We’ve been working on a short sermon series, put on pause last week as we celebrated the importance of children in Jesus’ ministry and our ministry. The three part sermon series muses on the question-slash-statement, “So you want to be.” “So you want to be a Christian;” and we looked at perhaps the bottom line of what it means to be a Christian. “So you want to be a United Methodist;” and we looked at what was unique about being a United Methodist Christian.

Today we ask, “So you want to be a part of First United Methodist Church.” We have been moving from the general to the specific. We are all Christian; we practice our Christianity with the uniqueness of being United Methodists, and exercise that through the specific ministry and mission of First United Methodist Church, Ann Arbor.

I have actually changed the title to this sermon from “So You Want to be a Part of First United Methodist Church” to “So You Want to be a Saint.” First to honor this day when we celebrate the saints of the church, but secondly, there isn’t a difference. On this All Saints weekend, we celebrate the faithful of this church whose membership has been transferred from this earthbound ministry of First United Methodist Church to the Church Triumphant. When we talk about saints we haven’t the tradition that canonizes individuals who somehow have been proven to be especially endowed with faith and the works of miracles. Our saints are the everyday, hardworking, faithful who have their own ups and downs, doubts and beliefs, who to the best of their abilities practice their faith in everyday situations. A saint is a person who purposely seeks to grow in their faith and good works with a community who wishes to do likewise. So when you become a part of First United Methodist Church, Ann Arbor, you become a part of the great cloud of witnesses we call saints.

And if it weren’t for the work and the vision of these saints that came before us, you and I wouldn’t be sitting in this congregation today. So as we ponder what it means to exercise our faith as First United Methodist Christians, let’s take a brief look at what got us here.
What’s fun about United Methodism is that there is a parallel between the founding of this denomination and the founding of this country. They both were founded at the same time and grew up together. We both had our roots in England, but a new land and new ideals provided an opportunity to exercise our faith in new ways.
Likewise this congregation and the great state of Michigan had parallel beginnings. The first Methodist preacher stopped in Ann Arbor in 1825. At the time, according to Keith Radak’s chapter in “The History of First United Methodist Church” that Fay Kincaid edited, there were only eight houses in Ann Arbor. Less than two years later the first Methodist Society was formed – Eber White being one of the original members.

The same year that Michigan became a state, 1837, the preacher in charge of the Ann Arbor Station, Henry Colclazer, appointed a board of trustees to begin the building of what was to become the first Methodist Episcopal Church. The State of Michigan and this church began together.

It’s fun to read the history of our beginnings. In the early 1800’s the population was pretty meager in the Michigan territory. But with the opening of the Erie Canal in 1825, and the railroads that came shortly after, the population grew rapidly. Because Methodism always found itself on the frontier of land and faith, the established work and vision of the circuit riders and lay people provided fertile ground for the church to grow with the rapid growth of population.

So in 1837 they began to construct the first meeting house, the first church on the corner of Ann and Fifth Street. By 1865 it was clear that First Methodist Episcopal Church had outgrown its first building, and if they were to continue to grow they needed more space. Land was made available to them on the corner of Washington and State Street – where we sit now. But to move to that location was not without controversy. Many thought that it was “too far out” from the town of Ann Arbor to be useful and convenient. Nonetheless, construction started in 1866. Land and additions were added that took us all the way over to Huron street, but it became clear in the late 1920’s that structurally the building was becoming unsafe and plans began to build anew. Ground was broken for our current building in November of 1938. Then in the mid 1990’s this congregation procured the old Glazier Way UMC to expand the ministry to the north campus area.
When you read the history of how all this came to be, what’s amazing is the commitment, the risk, the work, and the vision of the “ordinary” folk of the church. These are the people we lift up as saints – ordinary people, moved by God to make a difference. This is the great and proud line of tradition in which you and I stand. Only now it is our day, it is our time, it is our faith and work and vision that will set the mark for future generations of First United Methodists in Ann Arbor.
And so with all our hearts and minds and souls we seek to know God, love others, and serve the world. You have heard that before. That’s our mantra, our journey statement. We seek to know God, love others, and serve the world in order to accomplish our mission, to accomplish why God has even blessed us with this ministry, and that is to inspire and empower people to be Christ followers.

Gary Krause shared with me last week the Scripture from Luke 4:8 where it says don’t serve the world, and yet the last part of our journey statement talks about serving the world. It is a wonderful point to take note of, and I appreciate Gary for lifting this up, because we do need to be careful. There is a difference between serving the world and serving the world as Christ-followers. It is the difference of being in the world but not of the world. Christ has not called us to separate ourselves from the rest of the world, but to engage the world with the grace of God.

That being said, there are a couple of unique things about Ann Arbor First United Methodists that I would like to point out as we engage the world with the grace of Christ. First is our location. We sit at the front door of one of the largest and most esteemed universities in the country. To understand our ministry outside of the University context is to be blind to the mission God has laid before us. It is within this context that we need to understand our calling as a congregation. The students, the professors, the staff and other support personnel need to remain a vital part of our ministry. It is in this context that our purpose to raise the next generation of Christ-followers has so much meaning.

We don’t do it alone. We do it in partnership with the Wesley Foundation and Bob’s wonderful leadership. This wonderful campus ministry is supported by the Annual Conference, although less so every year, which is why we need to remember that ministry to the campus cannot be delegated. Our simple location demands we fully partner with Wesley Foundation in raising this next generation of Christ-followers.

The other unique aspect about the ministry of First United Methodist Church, Ann Arbor, is our commitment to full and inclusive participation. United Methodism has often been on the forefront, understanding the justice issue of inclusiveness. We understand that God’s grace is a universal grace available to all. And yet United Methodism has been slow to extend this to the LGBTQ community. We have taken the hard road of studying this issue intently and have found that any serious study of Scripture cannot support the exclusion most churches practice against those of differing sexual orientation. So, First UMC has taken a stance to assure that when the church says that the Grace of God is available to all, that all means all, and we welcome the gifts and talents and faith of the LGBTQ community as we journey together in the grace of Christ. It hasn’t always been the most popular thing to do, but following the movement of the Spirit does not always endear on to popularism. 
And so here we are. We have been called to this great witness of God’s love in Jesus Christ. We find particular meaning in exercising that Christian faith as United Methodists. We put our faith to work as members of First United Methodist Church of Ann Arbor. There will be a time when members of this church will look back at the beginning of the 21st century and say, “Because of their work and vision, we have a vital congregation in which to exercise our faith.” And you will be remembered as the saints for which future generations will pause to give thanks.
I pray it will be true for you life and for mine. Amen.
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