August 15, 2010

What Do These Stones Mean?

Joshua 4:19-24
          I have had some people ask about the rationale for having a celebration for our 40th anniversary as a church.  I don’t know about you, but it seemed like a no-brainer to me.  Forty is one of those numbers that seems to have great biblical significance.  In the time of Noah, God sent the rain for forty days and nights.  Moses went up on Mount Sinai for forty days before coming back to the people with instructions from God about the building of the Ark of the Covenant.  The Children of Israel wandered in the wilderness forty years before entering the Promised Land.  Jonah was told to go to the people of Nineveh and warn them they would perish in forty days if they did not repent.  After his baptism, Jesus went into the wilderness and fasted for forty days before beginning his earthly ministry.  After Jesus’ resurrection, he spent forty days making final preparations before his ascension.  Clearly there are lots of examples from the scriptures that attach the number forty to significant events.  
          What you may or may not have noticed, is that most of those uses of the number forty are attached to some kind of a period of testing or trying.  Those who weather whatever storm they face for that period of forty days or forty years, find that they come out on the other time of that trial receiving a blessing for their faithfulness to the covenant.  That has to be good news to those of you who were a part of the founding of St. Timothy Cumberland Presbyterian Church.  Certainly there were times in the early years of this church when the city did not seem to be helping this church to get their first building built.  There were times when conflicts arose or when families moved away for work or went to serve in other churches, and the pain of some of those situations still linger today.   But the Good News from the scriptures this day is that as persons who have remained faithful to covenant for these forty years of ministry in this place, the blessings of God are sure to come for remaining true to what God is doing in this place.
          As interesting as all of this biblical numerology might seem, I wanted to focus my comments on the text which we shared a few moments ago.  If you are like me, I always remember the Children of Israel crossing over the Red Sea on dry land as the Pharaoh’s army was fast approaching.  I guess one of the reasons that story is so indelibly etched on my mind is that I can always remember the first time I saw Cecil B. Demille’s rendering of it in “The Ten Commandments”.  But I did not really remember the story about the children of Israel crossing the Jordan on dry ground as they made the final steps into the Promised Land.  God’s power was gloriously displayed when a similar event of crossing a river on dry ground occurred some 40 years apart.  The Exodus story is bookended by stories of crossing a river on dry ground.  
          Is it any wonder then, that God would instruct Joshua to have twelve men, one from each tribe to gather a stone from the bed of the Jordan to set up a reminder of God’s power in saving his people?  After all of the people had passed through the Jordan on dry ground, the men gathered the twelve stones and Joshua set them in Gilgal.  He told the people that there would come a time when their children would ask what those stones meant; they were to seize that as a teachable moment that God had delivered the people into the Promised Land through the Jordan River on dry ground.  Those stones were taken from the river bed and placed in Gilgal as a constant reminder of God’s might and power displayed among God’s people.  The amazing part of the story is that many of the people who crossed the Red Sea were not alive to cross the Jordan on dry ground, but even those who were born in the wilderness, had heard the story of how God provided for the Israelites.  As they entered the Promised Land, those who had not been eyewitnesses to God’s power, were at last able to experience God’s might for themselves.
          As significant as that may be, what is for me the climax of this story is found in verse 24, where it says that these stones are to be remembered and talked about so that all the people of the world may know that the hand of the Lord is mighty and so that the people might never forget to fear the Lord their God forever.  
          I don’t know about you, but I find it comforting to know that people so long ago needed visual reminders in order to remember what God had done for them.  I don’t really know what it is about the human condition that causes such spiritual amnesia, but it does indeed seem to be a common phenomenon.  We know that God has done mighty things for us, but somehow when times are good or when things get really bad, we seem to lose our ability to remember what God has done in the past and to think of that as assurance of what God will do in the future.  Joshua understood the Israelites well enough to know that they would need to be reminded to share the story of God’s saving work.
          So, as we sit here in our sanctuary on this Sunday when we celebrate God’s work among a people called St. Timothy Cumberland Presbyterian Church for the past 40 years, what is it that we need to remember to tell our children about what these stones mean for them?  I guess we might even need to ask ourselves what stones are we even talking about?  I understand that there are certainly features of our building that have a story behind them.  This beautiful cross in our sanctuary was hand crafted by Christobal Reyes, a member  of the Central CP Church in Cali, Colombia and is such a fascinating story and one that we need to teach our children.  The fact that our sanctuary is named the Fajardo Chapel in appreciation for the way that God used Jose Fajardo help merge existing fellowships into this congregation and tells an important part of this church’s history, which needs to be shared with future generations.  The stained glass window in the narthex was moved to its current location from the CP Church in Corsicana, TX, which was the sight of the meeting of the General Assembly meeting in 1908, so it has a story to be shared with our children.  The way in which the members of this congregation put a great deal of sweat equity into the building of these facilities is a beautiful testimony to the commitment of the members of this church, and is definitely a story to be shared with future generations.  There are so many beautiful stories about the life of St. Timothy CPC, but the most important ones are the way in which this church has nurtured and loved individuals and families throughout the years.  It does not take a Rhodes Scholar or a Rocket Scientist to figure out that this is a place where love has been felt and shared and a place where people come to love and be loved.  That is the most important thing that any church can do.
          But I have to tell you that sharing all of those stories as important as they are, is not worth anything unless we remember what they mean.  These stones mean that God is faithful!  These stones mean that God has been faithful in the past, God is faithful to us today and God will be faithful into our future.  As I told you in the beginning of this sermon, the significance of the number forty is that it is a number for testing and trials.  My friends, you have stood the test of time and your time of blessing has come.  But remember that the only reason God ever blesses anyone is in order to become a blessing to others.  Now the job is ours, to find the places where God is calling us to share the blessings which we have received.  May we be found faithful, just as our God is faithful.
          And to our God be all glory and honor and blessing and wisdom and power and might, both now and forevermore.  Amen.  
