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Hillsborough Reformed Church at Millstone

Kick off Sunday for the Capital Campaign

We are being given a special opportunity to serve God.

The most important testimony to God is people, not buildings.  But people need buildings and buildings are a testimony!
People need buildings.  The church is a gathering of people – and people need a place to gather.  There are two roots of the church in Judaism.  In Judaism at the time of Jesus there were two buildings are importance.  The first was the Temple.  The Temple was an amazing striking structure.  It huge and it was the center of worship.  To the Temple, the Jew would bring his lamb to be offered on the altar in sacrifice.  Prayers ascended from the Temple day and night.  Thousands of priests and worship assistants called Levites would work there in shifts.  Music in worship comes from the Temple.

The second place where our church buildings have their roots is the synagogue.  The synagogue was a place of prayer, scripture and study.  The word means “gathering.”  Our word “synod” comes from the same root.
Today we use the word “congregation” instead of the word synagogue.  You are the congregation.  Week by week you gather to worship and pray and hear scripture and sermon and music.  In our church, we combine the worship of the Temple (we are the living sacrifices!) and the acts of devotion and assembly of the synagogue.
The highest human act is the worship of almighty God.  That requires a place.  It could be a mud hut in a jungle clearing, it could be in the open, like at church camp, it could be a modern building which looks nothing like any church you have ever seen, or it could be what we have here and the way Americans have gathered for worship in buildings like this, with creaking floors and converted whale oil chandeliers, and with windows so old the glass has endearing imperfections.  But we need a place to gather.

We have an enchanting place to gather – this old, old house of worship.

Worship goes on here, but so does nursery for children and knitting prayer shawls and Bible study and planning mission trips – tears flow in counseling and lives are rebuild.  Repentance happens here and confession of sin and forgiveness.  Prayers ascend from within this place – for protection for our soldiers and sailors, for healing of people with cancer, for our children, for world peace, for justice for the oppressed.   Worship goes on here, and teaching too – what it means to be gospel people, disciples of Jesus Christ.  Our children learn right from wrong – not based on some cultural model, but on the commandments of the Lord God.  I have had no more moving experience in my life than when someone tells me what Jesus has meant to them.  

Inside the church is full of holiness.

But the church also has an outside.  The outside of the Hillsborough Reformed Church at Millstone is beautiful and powerful.  When I started my ministry here seven years ago, and we would be dealing with outreach and long term planning issues, discussions would arise about our building.  Is it an asset or a handicap?  What does it looks like to outsiders?  Does it appear to be a museum, a nice bit of history, but for all intents and purposes outdated and thus a handicap to reaching out?
Well, we have found out.  The young families who have joined and who are attending on a regular basis were drawn here by the building.  They were looking for tradition and connectedness.  People want to be part of the history of our great nation, but more importantly, part of the history of the gospel of Jesus Christ.
I visited Emma Zillinsky this week, one of our dear home-bound members.  Emma always asks about the church – she wants to know how things are going.  She prays for us.  Lying in her bed, she stared up at the ceiling and said, “You know, Pastor, there is something about that church.  Being inside it is so calm – it is so peaceful.”  Emma found solace, refuge, strength and peace in here – true sanctuary.
Our building points to something.  The steeple soars into the sky – it points upward.  What is out there?  A cold indifferent universe?  What does life mean?  Are we just here for a little while till old age or disease or an accident or some violence snuffs out our meaningless lives.  Or is there something else?
This steeple says, not only is there something else – there is some ONE else.

This steeple says, “Look up.”  “God lives!”  Looking up, of course, doesn’t put God up on a cloud – because God is here, but there is a symbolic looking up that acknowledges that there is more than what can be seen.  Now faith the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.”

And that God not only has an interest in what goes on in the world, God cares about what goes on in the world.  And God not only cares about what goes on the world, God is with us in it.  And God is not only with us in it, he loves us with his entire being.  So much that he sends his Son to redeem us, to bring us home, to make us who we were meant to be, and to make us live eternally in his presence.

Our buildings witness to that – it is grace – it is good news – it is the gospel.

A Christian teacher once said, “People outside the church, even if they have no intention of ever belonging, have right to know that they are being prayed for in church.”
Jesus said we are “. . .the light of the world, the salt of the earth.”  The church has a job – not to sit in judgment on the world – God does that – but to bring good news to the world – to tell the world who God is and what God has done.  

In the very beginning of our book of church law called the Book of Church Order, we read, “The purpose of the Reformed Church in America, together with all other churches of Christ, is to minister to the total life of all people by preaching, teaching, and proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, and by all Christian good works.”   “. . .to minister to the life of all people. . .”
The church is the only club that exists for its non-members.

Our holy task is to bring good news in deed and word to the world.

We call the world to worship.  We serve the world.

This past week, the homeless lived for seven days in Memorial Hall.  It has been reported to us that our set-up is not the best – some churches offer better accommodations.  But the guests say this about the Hillsborough Reformed Church at Millstone – “We like it there best because of the people.”  We are about to embark on a major capital fund drive to help us worship better by having more parking, to serve better and to repair our parsonage.  Money can buy that.  We will succeed.  God will see to it by stirring us to generosity.  But this church is richest in what money can’t buy – people of faith – struggling people who have doubts and sin – but people who have been drawn to Jesus Christ – and who witness to him.

I walked over to Memorial Hall Thursday evening.  Two of the young moms were sitting on the front steps after a long day and having finally gotten their children settled for the night.  They called out to me as I walked on the sidewalk – they had incredible news for me – one was moving into a rented house, the other had an apartment.  Finally – success – dignity – stability – autonomy – they were gleeful – ecstatic, and I couldn’t wait to tell you – “you did that.”  Each one of you – whether or not your greeted, stayed over night or made a meal – you provided what these souls needed most and gave them a new start on life.  And they are grateful.  We have a letter from IHN about what guests say.  The very first thing they want churches to know is how grateful they are.

I am saying it to you for them.  “Thank you.”  “Thank you for helping to save our lives.”

You are the salt of the earth – you are the light of the world.  A city set on hill cannot be hidden, nor do you light a lamp then cover it up – you set it on a table and it gives light to all who are in the house.”  That’s what Jesus says – “You are God’s lamp lighting the way for the world.  

Thank you, God, for our awesome call – help us be the light and salt.

Fred D. Mueller

The Old Testament reading this morning is from the book of first Kings, the eighth chapter, starting at verse 27:
1 Kings 8:27-30

27 ‘But will God indeed dwell on the earth? Even heaven and the highest heaven cannot contain you, much less this house that I have built! 28Have regard to your servant’s prayer and his plea, O Lord my God, heeding the cry and the prayer that your servant prays to you today; 29that your eyes may be open night and day towards this house, the place of which you said, “My name shall be there”, that you may heed the prayer that your servant prays towards this place. 30Hear the plea of your servant and of your people Israel when they pray towards this place; O hear in heaven your dwelling-place; heed and forgive. 

The Gospel reading is from Matthews gospel, the fifth chapter, starting at verse 1:

Matthew 5:1-16

The Beatitudes

5When Jesus* saw the crowds, he went up the mountain; and after he sat down, his disciples came to him. 2Then he began to speak, and taught them, saying: 

3 ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

4 ‘Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. 

5 ‘Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. 

6 ‘Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled. 
7 ‘Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy. 

8 ‘Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God. 

9 ‘Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God. 

10 ‘Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

11 ‘Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely* on my account. 12Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

Salt and Light

13 ‘You are the salt of the earth; but if salt has lost its taste, how can its saltiness be restored? It is no longer good for anything, but is thrown out and trampled under foot. 

14 ‘You are the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be hidden. 15No one after lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house. 16In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven. 

This is the word of the Lord. . . 
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