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Text: “...in those days, says the Lord, they shall no longer sayThe ark of the covenant of
the Lord.’ It shall not come to mind, or be remembered, omissed; nor shall another one
be made” (Jeremiah 3:16).

This morning | want to hold before you two texts taken ftbenOld Testament. Both
have to do with one of the most venerable institutiorencient Israel: the Ark of the Covenant.

The first text is from the book of Joshua, wherereed, “Joshua rent his clothes, and fell
to the earth upon his face before the ark of the Lord evgéning” (Joshua 7:6). The Ark of the
Covenant was a sacred ark that Moses had made of vwaoahtéined the tables of the law (The
Ten Commandments). The Ark of the Covenant symbotizegresence of God. It was often
taken into battle with the people of Israel as a wieguaranteeing the presence of God in the
midst of trouble. When King David was the ruler of Isr&el brought the Ark of the Covenant to
Jerusalem. When King Solomon built his magnificent tenipUerusalem, he placed the Ark of
the Covenant in the center. It was the “holy ofdml It symbolized the presence of God in the
holy city.

The second text is taken from the prophecy of JererBkhis time 600 years had passed.
Speaking of the Ark of the Covenant, Jeremiah hadahsgay: “In those days, says the Lord,
they shall no more say, ‘The Ark of the CovenanthefLord.’ It shall not come to mind, or be
remembered, or missed; it shall not be made again” (&sne3rie6).

There is obviously a clear contrast in these two t&xsthe one side, Joshua has his faith
identified with that sacred ark. Where the ark goegnagfJoshua, there God goes as well. On
the other side, is Jeremiah, ardent prophet of the livindy Gor Jeremiah, the Ark of the
Covenant is meaningless. He is glad that it is gonedd¢s not wish for it to be remembered or
to be built again.




There is something quite profound in the reading of thesddwts. In many ways they
represent one of the most fundamental challenges odt@imrdiscipleship, the challenge of
distinguishing in our faith the difference between thiags that change and the things that do
not change.

A number of years ago, when | was a student at Unionl®geal Seminary, there was a
tradition at the school called “The Senior Sermon.thimse days each graduating senior had to
preach a sermon before the whole student body and thieyfas well. After the sermon each
faculty member was invited to give a critique of the serndnderstandably, this was not
something that most students looked forward to. It coulddrveeling and sometimes very
difficult situation. Along the way, however, student@rfeed something very important about
“The Senior Sermon,” namely, that the faculty wenerhore interested in arguing with each
other than with giving a critique of a student sermon, wholst of them did not think very
highly of anyway. Some of the arguments between facudisnbers were very highly
entertaining and students enjoyed the “give and take” amontpers of the faculty.

| remember talking several years ago with Dr. Johrl_@itlong-time professor of
theology at the seminary, about these exchanges. Lob&tigon them, Dr. Leith observed,
these issues were never really quite as importamegsseemed at the time. One particularly
intense debate centered on the arrival of a profegdeastoral Counseling. This was the first
time in the history of the seminary that a person witecular degree (a Ph.D. in Psychology)
was allowed on the faculty, and there was a lot obspion to this change. On another occasion
there was a heated debate about preaching. Dr. DonaldI&., i very outstanding professor of
the New Testament, was a real stickler about sertiodiogving a Biblical pattern. He insisted
on what was called “expository preaching” where the caraed the outline of a sermon had to
follow exactly the passage of scripture that was theestibf the sermon. Arguing on the other
side was Dr. Leith, who did not believe that a sermmacdh to follow in a rigid way a passage of
scripture. Leith, in his own characteristically bluntpwaminded the audience that he had once
preached a sermon on the painter Rembrandt.

| thought of those debates recently when | read acieami theAtlantic Monthly published
a few years ago entitled “The Search for a No- Riéisus.” In that article the author, Charlotte
Allen, interviewed a number of scholars who are phth® so-called “Jesus Seminary,” a group
of New Testament scholars that are determined to sepgarm‘real Jesus” from the “Jesus of the
church.” This group of scholars believes that only aboyie2@ent of the sayings of Jesus in the
New Testament are authentic. They do not believeaimtinacles or the resurrection. They do
not even believe that Jesus was crucified. One of #mabars of the group, Burton Mack, a
Professor of New Testament at the Claremont Schobhedlogy in California, summed up his
own findings by saying, “It's over. We’'ve had enough apocalypdéé’ve had enough martyrs.
Christianity has had a 2,000 year run, and it’s over.”
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So, let’s be clear. There are some things that do nogehdime writer of Hebrews
summed this up by saying, “Jesus Christ, the same yestévday, and forever.” Recently, |
came upon a remarkable bodke Creed: What Christians Believe and Why It Matters, by
Luke Timothy Johnson, who teaches New Testament atahel€ School of Theology at
Emory University in Atlanta. Johnson points out thagpite of the fact that so many people
today decry the creeds of the church as being archaicral@vant, they serve a fundamental
purpose in the church. They remind us of our basic beliefs.

From earliest times faith communities have used cragdsway of stating their faith.
One of the earliest creeds in the scripture exprebseaith of Israel:  “Hear, O Israel, the Lord
your God is one God. You shall love the Lord your Godhalt your heart, and with all your
soul, and with all your might” (Deuteronomy 6:4).

The same is true in the New Testament. The bafsimation of the early Christian
community was contained in a creed consisting of tiwarels: “Jesus is Lord.” The Roman
Empire required all of its citizens to affirm that Gaewas Lord. But the Christian community
would not do that.

As Presbyterians, we believe that there are somebasig aspects to our faith that are not
subject to changing times: our confidence in God’s sovene@nd grace that undergirds all our
life; the uniqueness of Jesus Christ as God’s rewalat his love and might; the authority of
scripture as a rule of faith and guide to our lives; theviction that our lives have dignity and
meaning and are lived in the purposes of God. These ares thaigwe hold dearly.

The music of J.S. Bach provides us with an analogkistttuth. Bach’s Passacaglia and
Fugue in C Minor consists of a number of variationg@hort theme. At first the theme is
distinct and clear. As the variations unfold, and thsimmbecomes more complicated, the theme
is harder and harder to distinguish. Soon the music seelnave no direction or purpose
whatever. But if one is already acquainted with tleerté, he can hear it through all the apparent
chaos, holding the music together, giving it direction amdef.

That is how we understand out faith. Even when lifenseehaotic and without direction
and purpose, we hold fast to our conviction of God’s rewslat the life, death, and
resurrection of Jesus Christ. The Christian beli¢hasthe theme is still being played, even
when our own ears can scarcely detect it. God’s nisroyever sure.

One of the most impressive stories that has come tattegtion within the past year was
reported byChristianity Today some months ago. It was the story of a young thirtean-gld
girl in Indonesia who was part of a growing ring of clptdstitution that is taking place in so
many parts of the world. She left her family to visietative and was taken against her will into
one of these prostitution homes where she was held/edpt two years and forced to engage in
unspeakable acts. When she was finally liberated frorodpivity, her liberators found a small
room where she was forced to live. On the wall ofrd@en they found written these words from
the Psalms: “The Lord is my light and my salvatiohw®om shall | be afraid?’(Psalm 27:1).
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Over the past year | have thought of that young girhselmame | do not know. But
whenever | think that | am facing some difficult situatibremember her words and believe that
if a thirteen-year-old girl can have that kind of faittien | can have it as well.

But while there are things that do not change, theréhase things that do change.
Jeremiah understood that. The Ark of the Covenant ddhshstained Israel’s faith through all
those years was no more. Jeremiah understood thahgebp Ark is one thing, but keeping the
faith is something else. Jeremiah kept the faith. Heechit to a new day and lifted it higher
than it had been lifted before. He became a forerurfrttecChrist. He kept the faith, but he did
not keep the ark.

Through the years the church has honored those individinalshrough faith and
prophetic insight have enabled society to discern theghimag are transient from the things that
are eternal. In his Christmas Eve Sermon this pask,vidaehop N.T. Wright of the Church of
England paid homage to one of the greatest statesnigwgiish history, William Wilberforce. It
was 200 years ago that Wilberforce almost single-handedlyght an end to one of the greatest
moral and social evils of his times, the terrible stagde that had so handsomely profited
England. For 20 years he had worked diligently againstitisor. He had made speeches
against it in Parliament; he had introduced countless p@fdegislation, all of which were
defeated. But in 1807 the Parliament of Great Britaind/tdeend the dreaded slave trade for alll
times.

As we prepare to enter a new year, there are mankgak before us as a nation, a
community, and a church.

As a nation we face challenges of war, the econamy,the environment. As a
community, we face the challenges of insuring that tbevtyr and prosperity of our city are also
extended to those who are homeless and under the dreadeaturban prosperity.

As a church, we face some remarkable opportunities inotimeng months. There are
currently 10,000 people living in the Uptown area. In the fiegtyears that number grows to
15,000. Within the next 20 years it is estimated that 100,0Qflepedl| be living in Uptown
Charlotte.

There are few, if any, churches in Urban America tdtday face the incredible
opportunities that our church faces today. Therefoeeang challenged to cling to the things we
know to be eternal, while remembering that there are rtiangs that are transient.

May God give us wisdom and courage for the living of tluzses.

Amen!
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