“God’s Farm at 880 Fox Avenue”
24 January 2010, I Corinthians 3:1-17

The new parents finally have everyone down. It’s a bit of a nippy night, the kind when you like snuggling just a little deeper into the blanket. The inky darkness is an inviting canopy that says, “Turn off your mind.” 
Then, piercing the shadows like a knife from the bowels of Hades comes a sound that would wake the dead! “Whah.” Baby is awake and miserable; and as we all know, misery loves company, so if baby is awake, then everyone’s awake. (Everyone, that is, except the husband!)

Paul had a problem with his church in Corinth. There was jealousy and strife in the congregation as they picked their favorite leader. The result was a church at odds with power struggles and boasting. Like Texas politicians with zeal to become the next governor, they had begun flinging mud at one another, using some of the same tactics that actually crucified the Lord of glory. God’s house had become like the abode of the two children in “The Cat in the Hat”; once that cat got in, chaos broke out. And what would mother God say when she got home?

What was the answer? Paul, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, drew a word picture for the church. He told them to imagine that they were a farm with a building on it. From this analogy, great truths emerged—truths that can transform God’s farm at 880 Fox Avenue and change us from the “Fighting Farmers” to the “Productive Farmers.” 

For example, God is calling all farm hands to the task! If we’ll only grow up, we have the privilege of being “co-laborers” with God (v. 9). 

I’d like to show you a pillow. Now, you may think that you already know what a pillow looks like, but you don’t. Here it is. (Pull out the shovel.) You see, when I drive around and pass a group of highway department workers, I see these pillows in great abundance. Like giant flamingos that can sleep standing up, you see nine who are napping to every 1 who is working. 

At your baptism you were admitted to God’s farm and given gifts. Yet when it comes to God’s farm at 880 Fox Avenue, too many of us are like those who take up space at the mall because we’re “just looking.” Some never go to work because they’re too distracted; others listen to tapes from childhood telling them that they’re not good enough; and others are just plain lazy.

This January is not only the start of a new year, but also a new decade. Wouldn’t this be a great time to claim the privilege of your baptismal heritage? In a couple of months the elders and I will be giving out a gifts survey that will help us identify your area of talent. Being a co-worker with God on the farm is the greatest privilege we have.

But we also have to remember whose farm it is—namely God’s. Sometimes when we go to work on the farm, we can forget that simple fact. Some in Corinth were saying “This is my church.” This childish attitude was interfering with God’s work.

This last weekend some of us attended the North Texas Area Leadership Conference. Our main speaker was Ed Hammett, and he spoke with us about the changes our congregations will have to make in order to be viable in the new century. He told a story about his first ministerial experience as a young high school student in North Carolina. They asked him to do something to help the Sunday school grow.

One day the pastor called him in and said one step in helping the church grow would be to provide more room for a burgeoning baby population. Also recent fire regulations required that the babies be near an exit, and the Lady’s class was at the end of the hallway. 

Now you have to picture the situation. This class was the last stop before heaven. The ladies had sewn individual cushions with their names on each chair. They had pictures around the wall of all those who had “passed on.” As we would say in Arkansas, these women had been in this class since Moby Dick was a minnow!

So, he stuck his head in one Sunday morning and said, “We’ve got a lot of new babies coming into our church. The nursery is packed, and your room is bigger than their room. We would like you to swap rooms.”
Before they got out of church, and in a day before cell phones, word got out that Ed was upsetting the older women’s Sunday school class. He stopped at a store on the way home, and even there people were pointing at him and whispering about what an awful and insensitive man he was. Even more devastating, his grandmother refused to make him fried chicken, which he had enjoyed every Sunday after church.

His grandmother, however, did covenant with Ed to study scripture together and see if they could repair this breach in their relationship. Finally, after much thought and many tears, she put her arm around Ed and said: “You’ve told me about some of your mistakes as an inexperienced minister of education. But I’ve been praying a lot and studying a lot and have been talking to some of my class members. God has convicted me of my position in this matter. I have come to understand that my personal comfort is not as important as this church’s mission. I’m going to tell those ladies, not ask, that we need to move down the hall; and I want you to be with me.” Because he lacked the courage to actually go in, they negotiated that he could stand just outside the door. 

Well the big day came, and Grandmother walked in and told them that it was God’s church, not theirs. She said they were not only moving, but were going to take some money out of their “kitty,” which was bigger than the church budget, and refurbish the nursery and start and adopt-a –grandbaby program. Then she picked up her chair and started down the hallway, with all the others following behind like baby ducks. And Ed reports that the congregation is alive and flourishing to this very day.

If you drive around town, you’ll occasionally see a church that is closing its doors. But it’s not really a church at all, it’s a nursery of crying babies. I can almost guarantee that one of two things happened in the recent history of that congregation. Either the people didn’t exercise their baptismal gifts and were content to “just look.” Or, the people decided it was their church and their personal comfort was more important than God’s mission. In either case, the church wasn’t able to make the changes necessary to minister in this new century. 

But let’s not end this sermon with bad news. The good news is that it doesn’t have to be that way at 880 Fox Avenue. We can wake up and discover the great privilege of using our gifts to the glory of God. We can get off the sidelines and on the field and make our contribution as God’s very co-workers. And when good happens, as it inevitably will, we can say along with Ed Hammett’s grandmother, “To God be the glory.” 
Amen.
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