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Worship Series 8
“Benediction”
Delivered Sunday, October 30, 2011

By Rev. Agnes W. Norfleet, pastor

Shandon Presbyterian Church, Columbia, SC

Matthew 28:16-20
2 Corinthians 13:11-13
Many years ago, The Reverend Martin Luther King, Senior, the elderly father of the slain civil rights leader, was invited to close the Democratic National Convention with a benediction. When the final gavel had fallen, a cheer arose from the floor, and a celebration broke out among the delegates. No matter the political party – we all know how those things end the long season of politicking with a festive mood for a ticket that has  – at last  – been chosen, balloons and confetti falling. In the announcement that could barely be heard above the jubilation, the man known as Daddy King was introduced to pronounce the benediction. It hardly seemed the moment for God talk, said one witness, but King stood silently before the delegates until gradually the ripples of movement ceased and people, realizing something was about to happen, turned their attention to the podium. Slowly King raised his arms and began to speak, “May the Lord bless you and keep you,” he intoned in his majestic bass voice, making his words ring, as a strange quiet fell upon the crowd. “May the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious unto you,” he continued, his whole body caught up in the power of this familiar blessing. “May the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace.” As the elderly Reverend King spoke, an awestruck reverence fell upon what had been a raucous crowd. (1) 
The voice of the father was suddenly realized as having echoed in the familiar speeches of his more famous son. The blessing he pronounced fell upon the crowd as words from on high, words that transcended that particular moment in time. It was as if they recognized that King was saying something more than a ceremonial word. That these familiar words were more important and deeper than politics, whatever the debate of the day. Amid a world so littered with words that few seem to carry meaning anymore, in the moment when Daddy King’s voice filled that arena, everyday chatter gave way to benediction – a good word from on high. 
That is what the “benediction” is – a good word that bridges what we experience in worship with our everyday lives – the world of economics and politics, of work, family, community and the world. At its root, it means “speak well of.” It is an injunction to invoke wellness into being through the spoken word. There is nothing about a benediction, properly pronounced, that is ordinary. The preacher’s black robes cover our clothes so that the congregation’s focus in on the Word of God. Our raised arms reach upward toward the heavens and back in time – to the time of Paul and the formation of the early church when he passed on to us what he had received from the Lord, to the time of Jesus when his final words to the disciples were words of assurance that he was with them always, to the time of Moses, when his brother Aaron had to stand in for him as the better speaker – Aaron, the first priest. Our hands outstretched are the symbolic laying on of their hands – Moses, Aaron, Jesus, Paul  – on each of your heads that their message from God passes through the corridors of time and is also for you: a word from God to the people of God as we depart from worship. 
A word of blessing that we take with us into the week, assured of God’s intention to be with us and to work for good in our lives. As when the elder Reverend King pronounced the benediction over that political convention, so every Sunday’s closing blessing means – wherever you go, when you leave this place, God goes with you. From God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, the benediction is a good word of “pure grace, steadfast love and authentic community.” (2) 
Episcopal priest, Martha Sterne, tells the story of the final benediction of one of her parishioners in her small parish in East Tennessee. It’s a good example, I think, of how we carry God’s blessing with us when we leave this place. On Sunday mornings Marmi Mairs was an eight o’clocker. Martha says you don’t mess with the liturgy or shift the time in summer for an eight-o’clocker in her little Episcopal church. That part of the flock seems to thrive on the same hill of the same pasture beside the same water, week in and week out, year in and year out, and that’s fine. Marmi wasn’t quite five feel tall, pushing seventy in casual good-looking clothes and curly cropped hair. She loved the University of Tennessee women’s basketball team, the Lady Vols, and had her season tickets. Marmi lived on a TVA lake on family land. For years she was the vice mayor of Louisville, Tennessee, or as she said, the mayor of vice. She was a chemist by profession who married late in life to a much older man. They had eight or nine good years and then she nursed him as he died. A while after that, Marmi herself was diagnosed with multiple myeloma. That’s when the connection between worship every Sunday at eight o’clock in the morning began to spill over so apparently into Marmi’s everyday life. 
“If you have lived for a while, you’ve been there,” her pastor noted recalling Marmi’s story. “You have witnessed the sufferings of Christ as well as shared in the glory to be revealed.” Worship’s benediction of pure grace, steadfast love and authentic community becomes apparent wherever you go. After her diagnosis, people bearing the face of Jesus Christ began to show up, and Marmi became Christ for them too. A step-granddaughter showed up from Atlanta, a once geographically distant relation, she moved for a while to Tennessee and stayed to see her through. Marmi put her affairs in order. She called up the Episcopal diocesan camp director and directed him to come and get her pontoon boat for their church camp. She took a trip with an old childhood friend and had a ball. Marmi did not suffer fools gladly, and she thought the church was rather foolish and timid in the way they encouraged people to give money. She gave five percent of her estate to seven different ministries and charities, including the church, so thirty-five percent of her money went to work where she had served and been served. She told her pastor, Martha Sterne, to tell the story of her planning and giving so that others would do likewise. 
Ornery on the one hand, and sweet on the other, once she landed in the hospital for good, she figured out that keeping Snickers bars in her room helped the nurses to like her. They quickly came to realize they didn’t need the candy; they liked her orneriness and her authenticity. Marmi went out of this world, knowing she triumphed in the sufferings of Christ and through them the glory of everlasting love was revealed. 
Her priest, Martha Sterne remembers he beloved eight o’clock worshipper saying, “Thank God for the gift of the Christian vocation… What amazing realities people are called to witness and people of faith are called to name. In Marmi’s life alone  – what we have seen – horrific suffering, courage, laughter in the face of the awful, friendship beyond measure, gallantry, terrible, terrible sadness, doubt, despair, wonder, acceptance, reconciliation, peace at the end, and the grace of God that passes all understanding. We get to witness the presence of the Lord in unspeakable and holy ways… Thanks, Marmi, I know Jesus better because of you.” (3) 
That is the wonderful connection between the closing words of worship and whatever lies ahead. Ultimately, all we pastors have to offer is a good word that has been handed down to us – the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit. Words so routine, we may barely hear them anymore as we close our hymnals and fold our bulletins into our pockets. Words so familiar we hardly think about them as they roll down the aisle and rise above our heads. And yet they are the words that define us as the church when we assemble, and as we go forth from this place. They carry us out of the sanctuary to the places of our lives, our work and our involvements each week – where the sufferings of Christ are revealed in people everywhere – but always, under the outstretched arms of God’s benediction of pure grace, steadfast love and authentic community. 



AMEN. 
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