Pastor Letter: Christian Worship (7/11/21)
During our community prayer time in last week’s worship service, a parishioner remarked that our community of faith has become their current family, replacing their own dysfunctional family.  Recently a new attendee asked to join our congregation in membership because they were so warmly received into our church family.  The Scripture passages for this week deal with the true worship of God by the family of God.  This theme brought to mind my own faith journey in various churches and communities of faith in a variety of secular surroundings.  
The first congregation our extended family attended was a small Methodist Church in rural Clarion County.  The membership consisted of three extended families from the neighboring farming community.  My grandfather served as the Sunday School Superintendent.  The pastor served three small Methodist Churches in the local area.
When our family moved to a small town closer to my father’s employment, we attended a Methodist Church in that village community.  The Church school and Vacation Bible school helped to mold my budding faith and I have the attendance pins to prove my participation in their ministries.  

When I was in the fifth grade, my father’s employer transferred him to a factory in a suburb city outside Atlanta, GA.  Our family attended a large Methodist Church of about 1100 members in that suburb city.  I recall participating in Sunday morning worship services, Sunday evening youth activities, a Boy Scout Troup and an Explorer Post.  Although we participated in the Church’s small groups, our family felt somewhat lost in a sea of people of that large congregation. 

After seven years in Georgia, my father was transferred back to Pennsylvania where we moved to a small town near his work.  Once again, we joined a small Methodist Church that welcomed us back into the Christian faith community, which felt like home.  We became part of the life and ministry of the Church serving on various boards. My father and I became Church school teachers.  I even preached once or twice.
It was not long before I enlisted into the military, got married, spent two years in Germany, and eventually returned home to western Pennsylvania.

Debbie and I started attending a small rural Presbyterian Church with her family.  The congregation soon called a young pastor fresh out of seminary.  This minister made it his life’s mission to covert this lifelong Methodist into a Presbyterian.  We debated theology for nearly a year before I agreed to embrace the Presbyterian faith and join in membership with this small rural congregation.  Eventually I was ordained a deacon and an elder in that community of faith.  After completing seminary, I was ordained a minister of word and sacrament in a Presbyterian congregation.  I have been called to serve in mostly small-town family congregations during my clergy ministry.
I have gleaned from this spiritual journey, Biblical study, and service in various congregations that each community of faith has a unique personality, traditional background, and distinctive style of worship.  Just as a family consists of different personalities, a local congregation is comprised of a group of unique individuals that has formed a family of like-minded participants on their respective Christian faith journeys.  What unites these various individual factions is the combined worship of the triune God, which leads to forming a Christian family under the Lordship of Jesus Christ.  
In last week’s Old Testament lesson from 2 Samuel, we learned that David was anointed King for the third time over the confederation of twelve Israelite tribes.  He conquered the city of Jerusalem from the Jebusites and made this his new political capital city for the united Judah and Israel.  In this week’s lesson from Samuel 6:1-19, King David is attempting to further religiously unite the Hebrew people by making Jerusalem a spiritual shrine for the Ark of the Covenant.  This courageous act will cause the Israelites to come to the “City of David” to collectively worship the Lord of Hosts.
In this passage we observe the problems David experienced when he attempted to use the worship of Almighty God for selfish political reasons.  King David learned to fear the Lord when his misguided physical human intentions replaced the divine spiritual worship of the God of Israel.  Eventually King David saw the errors of his selfish plan, observed the blessings of the Lord, brought the Ark of God into Jerusalem, and led the Israelites in sacred worship of their Lord.  Although we do read about this joyous religious celebration, we also observe how David may have overstepped his authority as King by performing the sacred duties of a Levitical priest in this commemoration.
One item we should glean from this Biblical passage is how Christian worship must be exclusively directed toward Almighty God and not our own selfish individual personal agendas.  As my own spiritual journey has documented, many of those in our current local congregations have arrived in our midst from different faith backgrounds.  It is crucial to be open to a wide range of religious ideologies, understand the religious histories of our parishioners, and accept that not everyone is aware of our traditions, as we collectively develop the standard orthodoxies of our local community of faith.  
King David learned a valuable lesson how to properly worship the Lord in a fashion that is acceptable to the teachings of Almighty God.  We too must learn to preach, teach, and live the essential tenets of the Christian faith as we are open to bringing new seekers into the family of God in our local community of faith.  We must guard against the impulse to welcome only those potential individuals who think, act, look, and worship in our unique traditional style of serving our Lord.
We are truly blessed to be a part of a loving Christian family of God in our local community of faith.  May we all learn to see Christ in the face of all those we encounter in our respective journeys of faith.  Blessings and Peace in Christ.
Pastor Larry

