Heritage Sunday

4-22-07

Acts 9:1-6

John 21:1-19

Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable in thy sight O Lord, my rock and my redeemer.
It happened this way.
A simple and direct way to begin a story. It is how John begins this post Easter story - Afterward Jesus appeared again to his disciples, by the Sea of Tiberias. It happened this way:
Like all good stories it is filled with interesting characters – there is action and drama and intrigue and there are layers to the story. And like any good fishing tale the truth seems to be exaggerated a bit to the tune of 153 large fish.
There is a main character as well – he sits on the beach next to a charcoal fire and he says - come and have breakfast – he extends an invitation to come and gather around me.

It happened this way - In early 1907, a small group of Swedish immigrants felt called by God to organize a church and today we look back on 100 years of that story. There is a time-line to view in the narthex – there is a wonderful booklet you can read and hear the details of this story.
And like all good stories it is filled with interesting characters.
Although it has been said about Lutherans that we aren’t all that interesting – we’re God’s frozen people and we take secret pride in not being interesting because we don’t want to draw any attention to ourselves.

But today we are going to talk about ourselves – even if it makes us uncomfortable – pound the pulpit – someone asked me if I was going to pound the pulpit today – there, I did it.
It is important to tell this story of Augustana Church. For all of us today – it is important to look back and remember – to give thanks and to celebrate the deep and abiding heritage of this faith community.
Ray Brooks came in to see me this past week. I had asked Ray to do the reflection you heard earlier in this worship service and he wanted to have me read what he was going to share.
Ray and his wife Ruth are part of a shrinking group of people here at Augustana who have been members here for 40 or more years. These are folks who remember when the first sanctuary was built on this site. They have spent either their whole life or over half their lives in one church. I’m not sure if younger people grasp that notion anymore in this fast and mobile world we live in.

Ray said to me, “Mark, I don’t know if I can do this.” He went on to say, “I’ve spoken in front of large groups of people in churches all over the country. I’ve remodeled both the house chambers at the state capital and stood in front of governors and senators.”

Then he said to me, “why is it so difficult to get up in front of my church and share some reflections?” 

What a wonderful question to ask and the answer to Ray’s question lies in the charge of Jesus to Peter. To be fed and cared for by the great shepherd of the sheep in the same church for most of your life touches very deep into a person’s heart and soul.

This is my church. This is the place where my life 

· my family

· my experiences

· my joys

· my sorrows

· my sin

· my unbelief

· my accomplishments

· my entire life intersects with the one who died for me and

now sits on the beach and invites me once again to have breakfast with him. 

And how do you put that story into words? For each one of us here today – how do we understand what that means – there is a story and it happened this way.

And if there is one thing to remember and celebrate and give thanks for - it is all the characters, the faithful, hardworking, broken yet made whole people who have been gathering week in and week out at a place called Augustana Church.

Today is a big deal as we remember our Swedish roots – they are an important part of who we are – the foundation that was laid here so long ago.

Kathy Andrews, one of our music directors wrote a paper on Swedish hymnody in 1987 and as part of the paper she interviewed Elsie and Hilda Ringblom.

Elsie was the organist and choir director for many years at Augustana. Hilda was the last charter member of Augustana and she died in 1992 at the young age of 105. And I’m serious about that – she was a young 105 when she died. Hilda and Elsie were grand ladies – sisters who never married and they lived with their brother Wally – a Swedish bachelor – they made quite the trio coming to worship every Sunday.

Hilda was one of the most positive people I’ve ever met in my entire life. Kathy, in her interview with the two sisters asked about the early years of Augustana and Hilda said, “ Well, there weren’t enough Swedes to keep the church growing, so we had to let in some Norwegians………when there still were not enough people, we finally had to let in anyone.
”When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son of John, do you truly love me more than these?”
“Yes, Lord,” he said, “you know that I love you.”

Jesus said, “Feed my lambs.”
Again Jesus said, “Simon son of John, do you truly love me?”

He answered, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.”

Jesus said, “Take care of my sheep.”

The third time he said to him, “Simon son of John, do you love me?”

Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him the third time, “Do you love me?” He said, “Lord, you know all things; you know that I love you.” 

Jesus said, “Feed my sheep
Hilda nailed it – she captured the spirit of Augustana – a community of believers that stretches back 100 years who have answered over time Jesus’ question – do you love me more than these – with a quiet and faithful witness that has embodied the very specific instructions of the Risen one to Feed my lambs and take care of my sheep.
Or as Hilda understood a long time ago – it’s not just Swedes and Norwegians – it is anyone who comes seeking the new life that Christ alone promises to give.
We are Augustana – 100 years young – 100 years of faithful witness to the risen savior.

We are Augustana;

Evangelical without being judgmental

Joyful without being sappy

Thoughtful and deliberate without being rigid

Loving and caring because of a deep and healthy understanding of the Gospel of Jesus Christ and the charge that he gives to His church;
Feed my sheep

Feed my lambs

And take care of my sheep.

This is what was done – this is what we will continue to do. For the sake of Him who died and rose from the dead – Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen
