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The image on the cover of the bulletin today  
 is known as a "wordle." 
Sherry made it by putting this bulletin  
 though a computer program,  
  which then creates word pictures  
   based on the number of times each word is used in a document.  
    The larger the word in the picture, the more often it's used.  
You can see that our worship today, 
 is most characterized by peace, love, and the Word of God, 
  a good summary of the ministry of this church. 
 

It's Annual Meeting Day, time to conduct a little business  
 and reflect on ourselves as a body of Christ— 
  a union of those called by the Spirit of Jesus to be  
   part of this particular congregation in this time and place.  
The sermon title this morning refers to that union,  
 the one forged by God to create particular congregations,   
  which leads us all to be in the room from week to week. 
The state of the other union in my life,  
 the one with my husband Robert, has, 
  I confess, taken more of my heart and mind recently. 
Most of you know that Rob has been struggling  
 with what we thought was a really bad case of gout. 
This weekend we spent 15 hours  
 going from hospital to hospital to emergency room, 
  trying to resolve what's behind his being 
   unable to walk  for what will be four weeks this Tuesday. 
The good news is that yesterday evening 
 he was finally admitted him to the hospital 
  where he's being treated with IV antibiotics. 
   I found out this morning that they are calling it septic arthritis. 
 And Rob is feeling much better and is thrilled to be sitting there receiving antibiotics  
 
Needless to say it's been a really rotten patch in our lives. 
 It is times like these when being part of the union in this room— 
  the body of Christ—can help most. 
As a pastor I have always known  
 that the love and care of a congregation 
  can make a tremendous difference in people lives  
   in times of illness, divorce, death or other unforeseen upheaval of any kind. 
    And allowing yourself to admit your need and your vulnerability is key.  
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     You can’t receive what you don’t ask for. 
In these past three weeks Rob and I have experienced 
 the calls, the notes, the meals, the phone calls, 
  the text messages, the prayers,  
   the drivers to doctors appointments so I could work,  
    and the overall concern that comes  
     from being part of a giving church. 
Rob cried one morning when he found out  
 that one of you was fasting for him. 
BPC is well known as a compassionate and caring congregation. 
 Now Robert and I can attest to that in more than words. 
 
Our story in Matthew's gospel today 
 is wonderfully vivid admonition from Jesus 
  to do more with our faith than offer words. 
It's an admonition to be salt and light, 
 to live the words we share and say, 
  to embody our beliefs in ways that are immediately obvious, 
   as obvious as the tang of salt on the tongue, 
    or the light that shows the bends and barriers  
     on the path ahead. 
 
I am confident in saying, on this day for staking stock, 
 that this church is good at being salt and light, 
  at doing things that have a direct impact 
   on many people's lives. 
In fact, one of the issues we have administratively  
 is finding ways to communicate to each other 
  everything that BPC people are doing 
   at home in Blacksburg and in the world. 
 
We are salt and light in Malawi, where just last week 
 we gave $6,600 toward a nutrition rehabilitation project  
  in Mulanje to reduce severe malnutrition in rural households.   
The money comes from a generous gift by one church member  
 coupled with the monies raised by the Alternative Gifts sale in Advent.  
  That was just last week. 
THIS week we've been salt and light to the 10 to 13 men 
 who spent every night sleeping on a cot in our Fellowship Hall, 
   men who have been picked up, driven, fed supper and befriended. 
When I called one of you to ask about the numbers 
 you told me there were 40 people from this church  
  and ten more "friends" involved in providing just the food,  
   which in addition to supper included  
    25 hot breakfasts, 60 cold breakfasts and 160 sandwiches!i 
 That doesn't even include the drivers and those  
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  who stayed here with our guests overnight. 
 
We are salt and light to our youth and children, 
 who learn in this place that faith is about putting service above self. 
Some of them will be at the doors today  
 collecting your donations for the Souper Bowl of Caring, 
  which will go to the Interfaith Food Pantry.   
We are salt and light when we send the note, 
 make the call, write the check, cook the meal, 
  give the piece of furniture, or kitchenware, or toolset or clothing 
   to the Habitat Restore, to the Baby Store, 
    or the Refugee Partnership, or the Women's Resource Center. 
It is salt and light, sweat and effort, that puts 
 the wood in people's stoves who would otherwise have no heat, 
  and salt and light that covers tables  
   with Chili and cornbread for the Cook-off to raise funds for Ukirk   
    and that feeds those students on Tuesday nights. 
 
It is also salt and light that sits quietly before God in prayer, 
 calling for help from the One whose help is certain 
  or simply saying "thank you" to the One 
   who deserves all thanks and praise. 
It is salt and light that hears the prophet's voice and stammers 
 "Here am I, send me" when you don't know what you're doing 
  but you trust that God does know 
   and will give you what is needed when the time comes. 
 

Beloved as a congregation we are incredibly blessed. 
 Unlike so many of our sister congregations, 
  we are not facing empty pews and empty offering plates. 
   We are of a size that is healthy  
    and we are full of young families whose children 
     promise years and years of faithful ministry to come. 
  And I will dare to say that I think 
    those that come are coming through our doors 
    are doing so because we do work hard to be salt and light. 
 
It is joyful to be able to recognize all these good things 
 but in the same breath to acknowledge that  
  as a church we are not any of these good things by ourselves. 
 We owe so much to those who've been here before us, 
  who sacrificed before us and who dared  
   to make faithful and at times risky choices before us.  
  Who called pastors who were willing to take risks before us. 
We inherited our reputation for being compassionate  
 and open minded, so all we can take credit for 
  with God's help, is maintaining that stance 
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   while much of the world around us has grown  
    less tolerant and more isolating.  
It was powerful for me this week  
 when writing the Pastor's page for the Newsletter 
  to realize that some of the fear that many of us are feeling right now 
   in response to the changes in our nation, 
    some of the fear is unwarranted. 
Because, beloved it has never been easy to follow Christ, 
 to be salt and light, to live the faith we proclaim. 
  It is not harder now. It has always been hard. 
   The world sees what we do and believe 
    as idealistic, self satisfied nonsense. 
     But as Paul has reminded us today  
      we do not live by the wisdom of the world.     
       We are followers of Jesus Christ. 
     
For the past five weeks a group has been studying 
 the powerful book Faithful Resistance by a former moderator 
  of our denomination, Rick Ufford-Chase. 
Rick will be here as our Smyth Lecturer in March 
 and we are reading his book in preparation. 
The book is not about the current political moment. 
 It's about resisting the temptation to sit back on our heels 
  or our reputations as "good" churches mostly  
   because we've benefitted from systems of privilege and power. 
Rick is a pastor's kid, and he had as positive an experience 
 growing up in church that anyone could want. 
  He loves the PCUSA and he knows that as a denomination 
  we have had a hand in countless good and God-filled things. 
But he also knows that as a denomination  
 we are overwhelmingly white and aging, 
  and that many people who once filled our pews are gone. 
As he states in his introduction: 
 "We have built an elegant corporate church structure  
  for the church of yesterday 
   that no longer effectively serves the church of today, 
    and actually impedes our ability to create the church of tomorrow."  
 "Too often, and in too many ways," he writes, 
  "We remain timid when we should be bold, 
   fearful, when we are called to be unafraid."ii 
He urges us as a denomination to be proud 
 of the social justice stands that have led some to leave the church, 
  because the stands are in keeping with the work of Jesus, 
   who ate with sinners, challenged purity laws, 
    spent time among Gentiles, refused to condemn sex workers, 
     challenged his own religious leaders for their narrowness, 
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      turned common notions of the fair wage upside down, 
       and consistently called out those who attempted 
        to get ahead at the expense of their neighbors.iii 
The book is powerful, a veritable symphony of salt and light 
 some of which not everyone will be comfortable embracing. 
  But Jesus’ ministry was the fulfillment of the law not it’s opposite     
   and we must be bold says Ufford-Chase, in claiming that.  
If there is anything I am proud of  
 in my almost seven years with you,  
  its that as a church we really have made the decision 
   to let the Spirit of God lead the way. 
    That’s a very hard thing for Presbyterians. 
We have admitted that we don't have to know the way ahead. 
 We are sailboat people, or at least we're trying to be. 
Yes, we love our oars and our tidy little row boats and we want to do the rowing 
 to make sure we follow the route 
  but I can't tell you how many times I have heard  
   one of the other of you say something about letting go, 
    about sailing, about trusting God to fill your sails  
     with God's own breath.  
Are we good at it? No, and we may never be. 
 But our job is not to be in charge. 
  Our job is to be salt and light, 
   and to enjoy the tang and taste ourselves,  
    to delight in the clarity when the light does shine,  
     all the while giving all praise and thanks to God. Amen. 

i Thank you Holly McFall! 
ii Rick Ufford-Chase, Faithful Resistance, Gospel Visions for the Church in a time of Empire, self-published, 
Middletown Delaware, pp. 11, 12.  
iii Ibid. pp. 97-98. 

                                                 


