TO BE HUMAN 

by Roger P. Howard
WHAT IS OUR IMPACT?


Some time ago, a small Midwestern weekly paper began its lead story with the words, “We are pleased to report that the cyclone which blew away the Presbyterian Church last Friday did no real damage to the town.”


I think we know what the writer intended to say, but as we enter the new year, that sentence is food for thought. If Sharon Community Presbyterian Church were “blown away” – if our corporate and individual witness in this community were obliterated – would Moon Township suffer any real damage? Would we be missed? Or more importantly, would the spirit of Christ and his healing, reconciling, compassionate influence be missed? The answer depends on each of us, individually and together, whether Christ is mere memory or living presence.

At the beginning of “Book Three” of his Institutes of the Christian Religion, John Calvin wrote, “As long as Christ remains outside of us, and we are separated from him, all that he has suffered and done for the salvation of the human race remains useless and of no value to us.” He went on to say that, “It is through the energy of the Spirit that we come to enjoy Christ and all his benefits.” The “energy of the Spirit” is Christ’s gift of himself to the Church, an energy we receive when we gather for worship every Sunday and allow the Risen Christ to speak and work through us during the week – Monday through Saturday.


The late Shirley Guthrie, retired professor at Columbia Theological Seminary, in his classic text, Christian Doctrine, has a paragraph that characterizes authentically spiritual or “spirit-filled” people – people whose lives are based on the example of Jesus. He writes, “Truly spiritual people are not recognized by how suspicious they are of physical needs and pleasures, but how joyfully, thankfully, and responsibly they acknowledge them as good gifts of God. They are recognized not just by how much they pray, but by how much they pray for others and the world. They are recognized not just by how much the ‘praise the Lord for what the Lord has done for me’ but by how sensitive their praise makes them to the needs and hurts of other people, and the protection of the natural environment in which they live. They are recognized not just by how much they read the Bible, but by how their Bible reading influences their business practices, political commitments, and social relationships. They are not recognized just by their testimonies to how God befriended and came to their aid when they were lost in sin, but by the way they befriend and come to the aid of lost sinners.” This is a good working definition of people whose lives are centered more in Christ than in self. And it reminds me how much work I have to do!


Many of you may recall Joseph Cardinal Bernardin, one of the most beloved of priests and humanitarians. When the cardinal died several years ago, The Rev. Dr. John M. Buchanan, pastor of Chicago’s Fourth Presbyterian Church and former Moderator of the General Assembly, was invited to be one of 24 ecumenical guests at Cardinal Bernardin’s funeral mass. Reflecting on his friend and colleague, this is what Buchanan said: “There was something about Cardinal Bernardin that communicated the basic, essential values of Christian faith to the world in a way that was uncharacteristically inclusive and gracious. That was what we loved about him, whether we were Catholic, Protestant, Jewish, believer, or non-believer. He simply showed us a better way to be human. He showed the world something stunningly authentic and good and true.”

And isn’t that what the world should be able to say about every one who is baptized into the Body of Christ – about all of us who bear the Spirit that was given to the faithful at Pentecost, with the coming of the Holy Spirit as Christ’s gift to the Church? When we come to the end of our days, may God bless us with such an epitaph: “He/she showed the world a better way to be human… something stunningly authentic and good and true.”


I sure hope that I can accomplish getting closer to that goal!
SERMON NOTES

Jan.  1: “The Thoughts of Our Hearts”

…Luke 2:22-40

…Holy Communion

Jan. 8: “I Went Down to the River to …Pray”… Mark 1:4-11

Jan. 15: Guest Preacher:

…Ron Schermerhorn

Jan. 22: “Can Anything Good Come 

…Out of Our Town?”…John 1:43-51

Jan. 29: “Can Teach, Can Do”

…Mark 1:21-28
