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Worship Series 1

“Call to Worship”
Delivered Sunday, September 11, 2011

By Rev. Agnes W. Norfleet, pastor

Shandon Presbyterian Church, Columbia, SC

Exodus 19:10-19
A couple of days ago I was talking to a friend who serves a church in New York City about some denominational things. Before we hung up the phone I said, “I’ll be thinking about you this weekend… I know this 9/11 anniversary is more poignant there than anywhere.” He sighed deeply, paused for a moment, and then said, “You know, there are just so many stories. So many stories…” 
If you are old enough to remember it, I am sure you have a story too. That morning I was at the YMCA, between our home in Atlanta and the church in Decatur. I had worked out and was heading toward the locker room when I saw a group gathered around a television in a reception area. Someone said a plane had hit a building in New York. I said, “Well, where is the plane?” thinking it must have been an accident, imagining it had fallen tragically into the street. “It’s inside the building,” this woman said, and I will never forget how confusing that was to me. I could not wrap my head around what that meant. I hurried to the car where the news was reporting another plane hitting the second tower; as I was parking at the church I heard that tower was falling. I called my husband. 
I realize that my Atlanta memories of 9/11 are absolutely trivial compared to what so many others are remembering today – the death of loved ones and unbearable loss to the Twin Towers, a Pennsylvania field and the Pentagon. I also know we share a common bond of remembering where you were, the calls you made, and the television you watched as we united in trying to figure out what on earth was going on. So many stories. Stories of tragic deaths; stories of heroism; stories of unbearable loss and stories of near misses; stories of people getting stranded in far off places… Our world seemed to shift on its axis that day, and ten years later we are still trying to make sense of that bright blue September morning scarred by terror and confusion, as we recall the stories. And today, we add this week’s national concern of potential new threats. 
Besides watching the news, what a lot of us did following the September 11th attacks was head to worship. In the United States people went to houses of worship in record numbers that week. We called services on Wednesday night, churches filled the following Sundays, ecumenical services were held in the weeks that followed. People of faith gathered for prayer, for a sense of community, to mourn together, to be reminded of a goodness greater than the evil unfolding before us, for the worship of God. 
That late Robert Shaw, one of the great American choral conductors, was the son of preacher and was asked one time how he would define worship. He said, “The absolute minimum conditions for worship are a sense of mystery, and an admission of pain.” As a musician Robert Shaw knew the importance of praise and joy, of thanksgiving and proclamation, but he was getting at the heart of who we are as human beings when we stand before the transcendent and awesome power of God. To be called to worship is to acknowledge human frailty – whether it is today’s 9/11 reflections on terror and evil in the world, our concern about the famine in Somalia, or whether we are aching from within – yearning for forgiveness, longing for direction when we feel lost, dealing with a scary diagnosis, trepidation about an unknown future. 
An admission of pain – and a sense of mystery – are what bring the people of Israel to the foot of God’s holy mountain in our scripture reading this morning. In the book of Exodus we pull back the curtain on the first act of corporate, public worship. Now I am glad that when we begin worship at Shandon that folks are joyfully greeting one another, catching up with friends, welcoming new people, and down right comfortable in the space of this sanctuary. But as cozy as we can be here, and as ordinary as the rhythms of our worship might seem, the Bible reminds us we worship no ordinary God. 
In Exodus, we find a ragged bunch of slaves who have made good on their escape from Egypt. They have been bickering and griping, sometimes hungering and thirsting, occasionally fighting enemies along the way. They stumble across the desert – to the mountain where Moses has promised they will meet the God who liberated them. They are cautioned that coming into the presence of the Creator of the heavens and the earth and the Liberator of the Exodus, is to encounter unbearable strength and might. 
There is mystery when the God of Sinai comes among them, accompanied by thunder and lightening, thick cloud and a deafening trumpet blast. Clean up, Moses says, wash your clothes, don’t touch each other, get ready, but don’t come too close to God – whose entrance into the world is always filled with mystery. There is power, too, when God comes down – a power so great the Bible tells us it can cause mountains to skip like rams, it can cause a mighty sea to stand up like a wall, it can bring life out of death. As Amos Wilder put it in a poem: Going to church is like approaching an open volcano where the world is molten and hearts are sifted. The altar is like a third rail that spatters sparks, the sanctuary is like the chamber next to the atomic oven; there are invisible rays and you leave your watch outside. (1) 
In worship – if in no other place – we are called to experience this transcendent mystery, this unbelievable power – capable of transforming the confusing, painful, terrifying stuff of our lives – and of our world – into hope, freedom and peace. The God who comes into our midst, shrouded in cloud and thunder and “light inaccessible hid from our eyes” comes precisely because God has heard the cries of human suffering. That is the first thing that God revealed to Moses back at the burning bush in Chapter three: “I am the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob… I have observed the misery of my people who are in Egypt; I have heard their cry… and indeed I know their sufferings.” 
In worship, we come close to this extraordinary God, in whose power and might resides – above all else – a concern for human suffering. Yours…. Mine…. Ours…. Those gathering this hour in New York and Washington and Pennsylvania… in the barren hills of Afghanistan, and across that famine stricken desert of Somalia. Everything we do here – praise, confession, proclamation, offering, benediction – everything reminds us of God’s awesome, compassionate power. 
My friend Shannon Johnson Kershner, pastor of Black Mountain Presbyterian Church, recounts a conversation she had with her mother when her mother came home from attending a conference. She talked about the different classes and choirs, hand bells and Scottish dancing, but she said the best part was the worship. Shannon asked, “What did you like so much about the services? Her mother answered – “The Call to Worship.” “The Call to Worship???” she said. Then her mother explained. “First, someone would carry down a pitcher of water and pour it into the baptismal font and we would all say “The font of our identity.” (In light of our scripture I would add – that’s the water of liberation, forgiveness and freedom.) Then, another person would walk in carrying an open Bible and hold it up, and we would say, “The book of memory.” (So many stories of suffering and tragedy redeemed by the grace and mercy of the living God.) Then a couple of people would bring forward the bread and cup, place it on the Lord’s Table, and we would say together “Food for the journey.” (Manna from heaven in the wilderness, the body of Christ by whose brokenness we are made whole.) “Finally,” Shannon’s mother said, “the minister would step forward, look us all in the eyes, and say, ‘People of God, welcome home.’” (2) 
We will never forget the fire and smoke of September 11th, 2001. But it did not hold a candle to the power of God who descended on Mount Sinai, the very God in our midst even now, shrouded in the mystery and power of redemption, coming close to the human family saying, “…in my holy, awesome presence welcome home.” 

AMEN. 
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1) Elizabeth Achtemeier, Preaching as Theology and Art, p. 93. 

2) Shannon Johnson Kershner’s story recounted in The Weekly, Central Presbyterian Church, Atlanta, 7/3/1998. 
