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I Corinthians 3:1-6 (NIV)
Are we beginning to commend ourselves again? Or do we need, like some people, letters of recommendation to
you or from you? 2 You yourselves are our letter, written on our hearts, known and read by everyone. 3 You
show that you are a letter from Christ, the result of our ministry, written not with ink but with the Spirit of the
living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts.

4 Such confidence we have through Christ before God. 5 Not that we are competent in ourselves to claim
anything for ourselves, but our competence comes from God. 6 He has made us competent as ministers of a new
covenant—not of the letter but of the Spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.

Sermon
John Wesley never intended to start a church.  Nope.  Matter of fact, he was an Anglican Priest in the Church of
England until he died.  What he and his brother did, however, was to start a revival movement all across
England that spilled over across the pond to the Colonies.  You had Methodists within the church of England. 
The Methodist Church did not start by design, but by circumstances.  In 1776, The Americans signed the
Declaration of Independence.  One of the things that did, besides start a war and give us our freedom, was to
essentially kick out the Church of England from America.  Now, you had all of these American Methodists
running around without pastors, or sacraments or weddings or baptisms or anything like that.  So Wesley, now
at the age of 81, did the unthinkable, by ordaining several Methodist preachers to start the Methodist Church in
America.  His brother Charles was greatly hurt by this decision.  Their goal was revival, not revolution.  In
1784, the Methodists preachers in America gathered in Baltimore to give birth to the Methodist Episcopal
Church.  By the way, the Church of England did not die in America either.  They cut their ties with the
motherland and reformed into the Episcopal Church itself.  We have one here in Oregon City.  After their
formation, the Methodist Episcopal church grew like wildfire.  This was also the beginning of the Sunday
School Movement.  There wasn’t any before, anywhere!  Methodists were the first to have Sunday School.  By
1835, Sunday schools were encouraged in every place where they could be started and maintained.  Another
fascinating note, whenever a town would be founded or built, one of the first things they built was a church. 
The reason being that a church could build a hospital, a school, a college, an orphanage, a meeting house.  It was
the springboard into fulfilling the needs of a community.  Since those days, our government has taken on a
larger and larger role in such social affairs, but the church still needs to look at the community and see what
needs are not being met.  The first big rift to come along in the new church was the issue of slavery.  Just like
the national scene, it caused division and conflict.  As you can imagine, it was a rift of geography.  Southern
churches wanted to keep slavery, and northern churches were in the forefront of Abolitionism.  In 1844, the
conflict erupted into something that could not heal.  The church split into The Methodist Episcopal Church, and
the Methodist Episcopal Church, South.  Many of our border states had each church in it’s towns.  A while
back, I was in a town in Missouri that had a Methodist Episcopal church across the street from the Methodist
Episcopal Church, South.  Funny thing was, the Southern church was on the northern side of the street and the
Northern church was on the Southern side of the street.  They did not get along.  Do you think that this has
ramifications to this day?  A friend of mine from seminary was serving a church that had been on the South side
150 years before.  They had an African-American Gospel choir come in one Sunday, and the KKK showed up
and barred them from taking communion.  They could be in the service, but they couldn’t eat at the table with
them.  This was around 10 years ago.  You tell me if heritage doesn’t matter.   After the Civil War, both
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churches struggled but began growing again.  At this time, the west was opening up and the mission fields were
ripe.  This time was also marked by the holiness movement, the rise of liberal theology and the social gospel
movement.  The era closed in 1914, with the world on the threshold of a great and horrible war.  In the years
immediately prior to World War I, there was much sympathy in the churches for alternatives for war and
service.  Many church members and clergy openly professed pacifism.  However, as it usually happens, once
war begins, national pride overwhelms.  After the Great War, there was a time of healing and social change. 
The temperance movement took off.  Also, several Methodist bodies began talks of joining ranks.  The
Methodist Episcopal Church, the Methodist Protestant Church, and the Methodist Episcopal Church, South
joined forces once again in 1939.  We now became the Methodist Church.  After W. W. II, the church worked to
end several discrimination practices still maintained by our structure.  Racism was openly debated and fought
against.  We had several Methodist preachers from my hometown go to Hattiesburg, Mississippi during the civil
rights movement and put their life on the line during the marches there.  One of them, Nye Bond, is a cousin,
twice removed from me.  Another form of discrimination was against women.  Women couldn’t be clergy until
1956, but it took more than a decade before the number of women in seminary and in pulpits to grow
significantly.  We still many congregations today who don’t want women preachers!  Did you know that there
are more women in seminary than men?  Times are a changing!  In 1968, another merger took place.  The
Methodist Church joined with the Evangelical United Brethren Church in 1968, and we became the United
Methodist Church.  I know some of you were Evangelical United Brethren, or EUB’s.  I know many of you
were Methodists, but now we are United.  Our history has many bright spots, our history has many dark spots,
but it is the heritage that we inherit.  There’s always a fight isn’t there.  Our current fight of course is over
human sexuality.  As a global church, its hard to get everyone to agree.  As an Annual Conference, it’s hard to
get everyone to agree.  As a local church, it’s hard to get everyone to agree.  Currently, our Book of Discipline is
conflicted.  It says that everyone has sacred worth, but our church doesn’t recognize, nor can our clergy perform
marriages between members of our LGBT community.   There’s more and more clergy and churches advocated
change – even open rebellion against church rules.  But I also understand that close to half of all United
Methodists live in countries and continents where advocating gay rights can bring with it the death sentence. 
After trying for literally decades to find a legislative solution, this past General Conference finally put it in the
hands of the Bishops – come up with a plan because we’re stuck.  How can we as a church live together with
different understandings?  They have two years to figure it out.  But a look at our history shows we’ve been at
these junctions before.  And it takes a painfully long time.  I love our church’s slogan – Love others, value
everyone.  Between you and me, I take that to mean EVERYONE.  It might not be popular with some, but I
stand in the full inclusion camp.  If you disagree with that, we can still be friends, who knows, I could be wrong. 
But as long as I’m here, you won’t hear hateful or derogatory statements from this pulpit.  

This weekend, we remember those who have gone before us.  We remember our loved ones on this Memorial
Day with visits to the gravesite, flowers and wreaths, and tokens of our love.  More notably, we remember the
service men and women who have died for our nation.  The singing of patriotic songs, the waving of flags, and
moments of silence.  From them, we receive our heritage.  The word Heritage comes directly from the word
inherit, so we are the direct result of what came before us.  Usually when I think of inheritance, I think of cash
and gifts coming to us from relatives who have gone on.  But I want to think of inheritance beyond charity and
presents.  The real inheritance comes not from what we are given, but what we have become.  The greatest gift
from my great-grandmother was not something from her will, but the memory of her teaching me how to tie my
shoes.  The gift from my uncle wasn’t something from his closet, but small memories of horses and trains that
he left behind.  The real inheritance isn’t something that can be boxed or deposited, but lived out and felt. 
That’s what Paul was saying in the letter to the Corinthians.  What they have become is the result of their
ministry among them.  They were the legacy of the Christian faith!  “You ourselves are our letter, written on our
hearts, known and read by everybody.  You show that you are a letter from Christ, the result of our ministry,
written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone, but on tablets of human
hearts.”  One of the hallmarks of Christianity is the fact that we believe Christ lives in us.  Our job is to be
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Christ to others.  We are that Spirit.  We are that letter.  We are the ambassador’s for Christ.  If there is a
Christian Legacy, we are it.  We are what we have inherited from the past.  And in effect, our job is to carry on
that torch, filter it through our own lives and generations, and give something to the next generation, what will
they inherit from us?  Since we believe Christ lives within us, that implies something that is almost scary. 
Christ is depending upon us to share the Gospel.  There’s no alternative.  If we don’t do it, no one else will. 
There is no back-up plan.  No Plan B.  We’re it.  What are we going to give to future generations?  What legacy
will they remember us by?

As I look at the legacy of the United Methodist Church and of us as well, several themes seem surface.  First, we
are always in the process of change.  I don’t have to tell you that you are a different person now than you were
ten years ago.  You’ve grown up, hopefully, and matured.  You have different wants and needs. You might have
just started a family, you might have just graduated your little one, you might be closing in on retirement, we all
change over time.  As the United Methodist Church, we have evolved and changed over time as well.  You
heard the history, about every 30-50 years we have a major event, whether it’s ordination of women, or merging
with another church, or splitting up ourselves.  It’s been almost 50 years since our last big shake-up, so we’re
historically due.  Change is part of the process of life.  It’s what keeps us living.  We shouldn’t fear change, we
should actually fear being stagnant!  Another theme that crops up is that as time goes by, new needs present
themselves.  And maybe that’s why we change, but it’s true, new needs and ministries continue to present
themselves.  Back at an old church of mine, we talked about having a “Divorce Recovery Workshop”, to help
those going through the agony of separation.  And an older man said, “Back in my day, the church didn’t have
an divorce recovery workshop, so we don’t need one now.”  Times change.  Incidently, he was also the same
man who said we didn’t need computers, but he would donate an old typewriter for our office.  As a church, we
are to look at the needs of the community to see if there is something that we are uniquely matched to meet. 
And through it all, we have always been about making disciples for Jesus Christ.  That hasn’t changed, although
how we do it might has evolved.  And the greatest legacy that you can leave for your children, grandchildren,
nieces and nephews is to give them the gift of Christ.  And no matter what else they inherit, from cars to cash to
heirlooms, only your gift of Christ can give a life worth living.  Amen.
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