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For the first ten years of my life I lived across the street from my grandparents.  It was great fun being able to go whenever I wanted.  My grandparents’ place was where all of the family gathered whenever anyone came for a visit.  Grandma would usually prepare a Sunday meal for the entire family.

This particular Sunday she was preparing for about 15 people and of course she needed my help.  Immediately after Sunday School I was “Johnny on the spot” there.  Grandma had been preparing for this meal for several days and the guests had arrived.  They were all seated at Grandma’s big table and we were busy setting out food and waiting on our guests.  My job was to get the serving spoons ready for the bowls of food and to keep a close watch on the purple dumplings.  Now if you’ve never had purple dumplings you have not arrived.  Grandma would make her big kettle full of boysenberries, sweetened with sugar, and after that mixture came to a boil she would drop in big spoonfuls of her famous dumpling batter and they would bubble and simmer in the fruit mixture.  When they were ready to be served they were this wonderful, rich and vibrant shade of purple and they tasted so good.  She would always serve them with a little bit of cream poured over them.

Well, this day I was watching and counting.  As the time for dessert came I handed Grandma the saucer dishes and she gave everyone a purple dumpling, well I think you know what happened.  When I checked the kettle after the last dumpling had been served, the kettle was empty!  Now I was so disappointed.  As the table was being cleared, the guests went to the living room and “Grandma and I needed a breath of fresh air” so we stepped out on the back porch.  I then asked Grandma why she never sat down at the table with the people and why she didn’t make enough purple dumplings.  

She told me that she had invited these guests and that she was serving them her very best food to make them happy and to show them her love.  In my little girl mind Grandma’s love had gone too far, but I didn’t complain.  We talked some more about the situation.  She finally said in her very best Grandma voice, “Janice Carole, Jesus taught that we are to love and serve one another and that is why I do things the way I do.”  She went back into the kitchen and the next thing I know she had returned with a sauce dish and one purple dumpling with cream.  Theology by Grandma.  Amen!

Our Gospel lesson today has many lessons but the one that stands out to me is the lesson of hospitality, not entertainment, but hospitality.  I read a saying once that was trying to describe what a church was and it went this way.  A church is not a private club but rather like a hospital, a place where not only friends come but where we invite and welcome the poor, the hurting, the lame and the blind and those who are different from us… the church is not here for us to impress one another or to win power struggles; we are here to minister to one another.  We are here to extend the hospitality of Jesus.  Serve and love.

Today we dedicate the Thank Offering that is sponsored by Presbyterian Women.  What an outstanding job this group of dedicated persons does.  You can read about the various worldwide mission projects they have and are extending this past year on the back of your morning bulletin.  Not only with monetary contributions, but also with constant prayer and a whole network of gifted volunteers, these women have carried out Christ’s call to serve and to love.

I would lift up to you the wonderful work of our own PWC--an organization that works hard to share what they have and to remain faithful to their purpose.  This year we are grateful to them for the new silver refrigerator and for a new stove in Calvin Hall.  The Youth and the Mission Committee are thankful for their contribution to building a shower area in the youth room that can be used by disaster assistance and work camp groups that are housed here while working in the area.  They also made a sizeable contribution to the Helping Hand Fund here at First Church, recognizing the increased need to help those who are hurting and struggling.  They are also a dedicated group of women that keep you and me in their prayers and they offer hospitality in many, many ways with service and love.  

Have you been asked lately what’s happening at Old First Church?  Well, I have and I will admit my response is pretty much like what I know some of yours is.  It goes like this… “Well things are okay, we’re getting older you know, not much energy anymore, not very many young people.  We’re just Old First Church, kind of the same as ever.”  While working on this sermon and doing some looking back over the year, I know that I must respond differently.  

We have More Than Fashion, a service for women who need to find some quality clothing to help them establish themselves in quality jobs.  Is it just rooms full of clothing with nothing happening?  No.  Gale does a marvelous job of collecting clothing, giving clothing, greeting clients, taking clothes to places where needy people are; extending herself in many ways always guarding the dignity and confidentiality of those she serves.  This church is actively involved in mission by contributing to Seeds of Hope, Newell Post, YWCA, Trolley Kids, Cedar Valley Hospice, Family and Children’s Council, EMA, Jesse Cosby, Operation Threshold, Presbyterian Disaster Assistance, Northeast Iowa Food Bank, People’s Clinic and the list goes on.  We have provided meals for Habitat for Humanity, cookies for the Red Cross, cookies and food for Disaster Assistance.  We have a Helping Hand fund that assists with a stipend for utilities, gas, electric and water for those in need.  And now we have a Community Breakfast that is free and welcoming to the community around us.  This morning we served over 75 guests a warm meal.  My friends, we are out there doing a tremendous amount of good, extending hospitality and welcoming the stranger.  And that is how we are going to grow this church.  Should we slow down and stop here, saying we’ve done our share?  I will give you a resounding NO because if you are listening and paying attention, the needs are greater than ever in this community and in the world.  We must continue in mission.  

We need to be positive about that question “What’s happening at Old First?”  When asked this question why not point out the positive, tell what’s really happening.  If you can’t think of anything call me and I can tell you.  We are not a WOW church but we are a NOW church living into the day and answering the call of God to serve and love.

Remember coming to this table last week with your joys and concerns and all that we bring and we are fed.  We were not turned away because of our gender, our color, our social status, our sexuality, or our importance or lack there of.  No one had a seat at the table and no one was turned away.  We were welcomed and fed.  What did it cost you?  We will be singing a hymn shortly that has these words, “If you cannot speak like angels, if you cannot preach like Paul, you can tell the love of Jesus, you can say he died for all.”

Grandma’s theology is still powerful.  Jesus loves us and serves us and we need to do the same, serve only our finest in love.  Amen!

