                                  “Faith Formation”    Sept. 13, 2020                            



Exodus 14:19-31;  Matthew 18:15-20

Exodus 14:19-31                                                                                Good News Translation

The angel of God, who had been in front of the army of Israel,                   



moved and went to the rear.                                                    
The pillar of cloud also moved                                                            
until it was between the Egyptians and the Israelites.                              The cloud made it dark for the Egyptians,                                          


but gave light to the people of Israel,                                     
and so the armies could not come near each other all night.

Moses held out his hand over the sea,                                                               
and the Lord drove the sea back with a strong east wind.                             

It blew all night and turned the sea into dry land.                                 The water was divided,                                                                                
and the Israelites went through the sea on dry ground,                       





with walls of water on both sides.  The Egyptians pursued them and went after them into the sea                  


with all their horses, chariots, and drivers.                                    
Just before dawn the Lord looked down from the pillar of fire 
and cloud at the Egyptian army and threw them into a panic.                God made the wheels of their chariots get stuck,                                   



so that they moved with great difficulty.                         The Egyptians said, “The Lord is fighting for the Israelites against us. 




Let's get out of here!”

The Lord said to Moses,                                                                     

“Hold out your hand over the sea, and the water will come 

   back over the Egyptians and their chariots and drivers.”  So Moses held out his hand over the sea,                               



and at daybreak the water returned to its normal level.                   The Egyptians tried to escape from the water,                                       



but the Lord threw them into the sea.                              The water returned and covered the chariots, the drivers, and all 
the Egyptian army that had followed the Israelites into the sea; 





not one of them was left.                                        But the Israelites walked through the sea on dry ground,                            




with walls of water on both sides.                                                                 









  On that day 
the Lord saved the people of Israel from the Egyptians,                  
and the Israelites saw them lying dead on the seashore.                              When the Israelites saw the great power with which the Lord               




had defeated the Egyptians,                  


they stood in awe of the Lord;                                       





and they had faith in the Lord                      



and in his servant Moses.





    Matthew 18:15-20                                                  




 The Message                                                            

[This from Jesus]                                                                 

“If a fellow believer hurts you,                                                        

go and tell him—work it out between the two of you.                         




If he listens, you’ve made a friend.                                 
If he won’t listen,                                                


take one or two others along so that the presence of witnesses 




will keep things honest, and try again.                                If he still won’t listen, tell the church.                                                                    






If he won’t listen to the church, 



you’ll have to start over from scratch,                    



confront him with the need for repentance,                 




and offer again God’s forgiving love.

“Take this most seriously:                                                                                   




A yes on earth is yes in heaven;                   





a no on earth is no in heaven.                        



What you say to one another is eternal.                   







I mean this. 


When two of you get together on anything at all on earth                                  






and make a prayer of it,                            




my Father in heaven goes into action.                                 And when two or three of you are together                                      







because of me,                       



you can be sure that I’ll be there.”

“Faith Formation”

This year is like no other.  






IT'S RALLY DAY!!!!!

Usually, 

I mean in the past, we'd be getting:  






– back to Church,






– back to Sunday School,






– back to Bible Study                                 




– back to Choir Rehearsal                          




– back to regular Church Life                             
 AND we'd be starting our next Confirmation Class!                   





Well, not this year!  

So how in the world 

will we get back to the business of Faith Formation?

Well, let's start with the Bible  




--- The Old Testament, the Hebrew Scriptures. 


There is lots to tell and lots to learn from the Israelites 






and their experience with God. 

Now let's be clear . . . Today's lesson from Exodus 






is a great and wonderful story.  



Yes, there are things about it that are very problematic---- 



if not unbelievable, as well as controversial.


Do we believe this story Hook-Line-and Sinker? I don't.  








How about you?  I wouldn't say this is a TRUE story based in Scientific fact. And really and truly can 
God be for one people over another people?  God, I hope not!


Was God in that pillar of cloud?  




A pillar that could leave the Egyptians in the dark         




and the Israelites in the light?  To keep the Hebrew people safe through the night 





from the advancing Egyptians.  You know what?  





Let's just give that one to God.  Because I don't know enough about these kinds of Fantastic Natural 






Occurrences to pass judgment.    


But did God give the power to Moses 





to divide the waters overnight? 

 From The Message:


Moses stretched his hand out over the sea: As the day broke  
and the Egyptians were running, the sea returned to its place    
as before. God dumped the Egyptians in the middle of the    
sea. The waters returned, drowning the chariots and riders             
of Pharaoh’s army that had chased after Israel into the sea.                            






     Not one of them survived.


But the Israelites walked right through the middle of the sea          
on dry ground, the waters forming a wall to the right and to   
the left.  God delivered Israel that day from the oppression          
of the Egyptians.  And Israel looked at the Egyptian dead, 
washed up on the shore of the sea, and realized the  
tremendous power that God brought against the Egyptians. 

See . . . our job is to read these stories with a critical eye                         




and an understanding heart.                   



If we were to take this story at face value,                        
then it would be a hard one to believe.    

For example - - -                                                                                            
I don't believe that God picks one people over another.                          


But I do believe that God is a God of justice                               

and has the power in this world to judge                                           in the act of oppression / slavery / prejudice / hate-crimes / evil.  

And so – I believe this is a story about God's people                                             

who were indeed being saved from a life of slavery. . . 





. . . and perhaps miraculously.                     Moses was sent in - - - perhaps like like Abraham Lincoln,                  


or Martin Luther King Jr., - - - to set the people free. 

So--- although we must be cautious about taking the Bible literally,  


the stories and lessons and witnessing                                 
 still have much to teach us about being in this world today,                




and God's presence with us. 

Now, we are reminded in the Gospel of Matthew,                                     





of how to treat each other---                    





how to deal with conflict.                       We are told to work it out .                                                                   



Between the two of us--- and if that                         
doesn't work then call in the reinforcements ---of witnesses.  




And if that still doesn't work---                                  





then call in the Church.                                    

Which I take to mean - - look to the Body of Christ. 

One business of the Church - - -                                                          

is to help keep us ethically and morally straight.  
Remember, it is God who does the judging!!!                                      



God will take care of it!    [Romans 13:8-14a]

And our world without God,                                                                     without the reminder of the Church --- is in deep, deep, deep trouble; 


And I believe that IS the trouble we're in. 

But here is the interesting part of this scripture---                                    
if that doesn't work than you'll have to start all over again.    



---Not to give up. Or leave the church in a huff.              

But start all over, And again offer God's forgiving love.     Jesus says, “Truly I tell you, 









if two or you agree on earth about anything you ask, 



it will be done for you by my Father in heaven.”  

What this means to me is --- tha you can't do it alone.                                Sure, you can have a spiritual experience on your own,                          



go up on top of a mountain like Moses did ---                
or to the Ocean's edge where waves come rolling in,                       


or even to any of the wonders of the world --- 
including your own backyard, and have a spiritual experience  




---But even still --- that's not church.                         


That's not Faith Formation                                        




---building one's faith and trust in God.  Jesus says, where two or three are gathered in my name,                    






I am there among them.            


It takes others. To be in Faithful relationship with---     



to be the Church, to be the Body of Christ.                   





You can't do that alone.  

And when we come together, here, in this place---  this Sanctuary,              
I can hear Jesus saying, “You can be sure I'll be there.”    

So in case you were wondering IF Jesus came today---                         to this celebration, Oh Yah!!! He's here with us ---                             





and that's what it is                                        


that's really what we're celebrating.



So where does it all begin? Forming one's Faith?                                      I'd like to think it begins--- at home, within Family,                            

generations passing on their faith to the next---                             



but in today's separating societal anti-beliefs,                              
belief being taboo---what's the reality of this being so?   

I gave this book to my grandson Zachary called, “My Daddy and I”




“My daddy and I have the greatest of times!   




 We color in books . . .we read nursery rhymes.  



 And nothing can top the games that we play 




 when we go out-of-doors on a warm sunny day.  



 We like to find seashells that lie in the sand.  




 We like to make music like a real marching band.  



 And always we're happy just being together---   



 No matter the season . . . no matter the weather. 



 We like to play catch with big, bouncy balls.  




 We like to paint pictures to hang on our walls.  




 And Daddy's the best at telling the tale 





 of Buster the Bigfoot or Wally the Whale.  




 We go to our church that's just down the way.  



 We sing a few hymns . . .And quietly pray.                         


 Or sometimes we'll visit a neighborhood friend   



 to make them feel better and help them to mend.  

Where and when do you think it starts?                                                              Do you think, for many children, it starts at home?  



We know that these days many important things                    



that should start at home------ do not.                        So----- If Faith does not start at home----                                       




where and when does it begin?                                 

Lots of times --- with grandparents.  And lots of times                 
when grandparents bring their grandchildren to church,                    

it is the first time a child, or a teenager, or a young adult--- 
finds their way in ---to a church ---to a pew  ---to a Faith.               


And maybe even to a Sunday School Class.                           And you know what is most amazing?                                              




Children usually love church.                           





Why do you suppose that is?                  I will never forget-----                                                                           ๏The 11 year old who wanted most for her birthday to be baptized.   ๏Or the very young girl who felt so comfortable in our church                 
that she ran up to the altar area behind the curtain we used               
to have there----, just our of her mother's reach, during the 
sermon one Easter Morning.                                                                       ๏Or the once 2 year old that has been held by very many adoring  
members of our church over the years of her life - - - and now, 
grown, is off to seek her life in Madrid, in Guatemala, in Boston.   ๏Or the 11 year old who lost her beloved Dad to cancer                           
only to find a whole church full of family, people who have         
loved her and cared for her all these years--- and still.                               ๏Or the wild and crazy fellow who, for a couple of years, had a hard 
time containing himself, but now has grown into a really 
thoughtful young man who knew he would be missing out                
if he hadn't become a member of this church.                                ๏Or the now-- young man who still feels so connected to our church, 
He stops in when he's not far away in the Military Reserves,              
and writes to us just to stay connected.                               ๏Or the many others who just stop by, stop in, to reconnect. 

Really and truly                                                                                    ---it is the unconditional love and acceptance that brings us together 





in Faith. That's what Jesus brings. 


I often wonder what the world feels like to others---                                                


when this kind of safety-net-love, and Faith in life,  






has never been introduced?    Because I know I need my faith to make it through,                                





not only the tough stuff,                         

the challenging parts and the sorrowful times in life,                    

but I also cherish my faith during the times of rejoicing,               





the celebrations of life . . .                      


Being thankful to God for every day--- 


I believe without Faith, life would feel flat,                                  

kind of one dimensional instead of a 3D Adventure.                    

And I must say---                                                                                    I don't think, for the most part, people just pick that up on their own.  





Faith is handed down.

I truly believe that the church is elementary in Faith Formation.   


This year is different than all other years.....                                      



RALLY DAY is supposed to be a BIG DAY!!!                             It's the beginning the Church Year in many ways                                           




and yet this year it's not.                                        It's just more of the same --- Social Distancing;                                   
Wearing our Masks so no-one can see our expressions;                      


Singing has become the new taboo;                                  



We're isolated and alone.      

How in the world can we be together in the Spirit?                                




Be the Church?  Be One Family in Christ?                       



How can we continue like this?   




It will only happen through our Faith.                                 And we must   Hang on to each other in whatever way possible.                     




And hang on to Christ Jesus,                     


as God works through us for the sake of                              

our Community, our State, and our World. 



God is here!  We are gathered in the Spirit.                         

God is here!  We are different yet the same.                            

God is here!  We are called to be One Body.                                 






God is here!!!                           





AMEN.

