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“Connect and Engage” 
Sermon by Rev. David D. Colby 

Amos 5:14-15, 21-24 
Matthew 5:13-16 

O C T O B E R  2 8 ,  2 0 1 8  

 

We are who we are in large part by 
how we relate to who and what is around us.  
That is the point of this Fall's worship series 
that we are calling Central 360.   

To be a good church we need to look 
in all directions.  We need to learn from 
what is around us if we want to be “in the 
city for good.”  "Central 360" – looking in all 
directions.  Back to our past and anticipating 
the future.   Thinking outward even as we 
seek inward peace and grounding.  Striding 
out of this building and looking in all 
directions - to the north and south, east and 
west.   

We have looked to our past and our 
first pastor arriving on a river boat, and how 
when this church was built, and how our 
transportation patterns have changed how 
we are located and how people can and do 
arrive.  How a town that was once based 
solely on river traffic adapted to roads and 
then a highway and now light rail. 

We looked at this as a neighborhood 
filled with artists and known for art.  And 
how we as a church both reflect that interest 
and can amplify an artistic sensibility. 

We have looked in all directions with 
food and hunger as an organizing angle.  At 
small restaurants and fancy restaurants and 
also at the issue of hunger that confronts us 
and our neighbors.  And we are working to 
have a bigger and better impact to help 
those who are hungry. 

So today imagine walking out our 
historic front doors and looking north.  Lift 
your gaze above the light rail line and its 
overhead electrical line, and you see an 
impressive sight.  The State Capitol on a hill, 
not the highest hill - our friends the Catholics 
in young Minnesota made sure that they 
staked out the highest hill for the cathedral.  
But one of St. Paul's tallest hills and there it 
gleams, with a wide open lawn before it.  
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Gold domed.  As many times as I have seen 
it from our front steps it continues to inspire. 

Or - turn just shy of 180 degrees and 
start walking down Cedar toward the river, 
and then turn above the river.  Swing open a 
different set of heavy doors and there you 
are, inside City Hall.  City Hall with the 
Mayor's Office and the chambers where the 
city council meets every other Wednesday. 

Speaking of the Mayor and City 
Council, with the song Feed the Birds [sung 
immediately before the scripture readings as 
an anthem] we may have - wait for it - we 
may have run afoul of city ordinances and 
even common sense.  Don't do it - that was 
the advice and the plea of former mayor 
Chris Coleman.  Concerns shared by the 
Humane Society by the way.i  It's a sweet 
image, the saints and apostles looking down 
from the cathedral smiling each time 
someone shows that they care.  How small 
offerings matter.  But there is a sign just 
across Cedar Street that says, “Please do not 
feed the birds.  City Ordinance prohibits the 
feeding of pigeons.  Saint Paul Code of 
Ordinances, section 45.03, nuisance 
abatement.” 

Mary Poppins after worship today.  
It's fun, first and foremost.  With wonderful 
music.  And a story that follows a similar plot 
that features a woke superhero nanny and 
overmatched and inattentive parents.  The 
story's context of the suffrage movement, 
with women protesting for the right to vote 
and self-determination, perhaps it is about 
more than just umbrellas and chimneys and 
great dancing. 

Back to our 360 look.  There are 
churches that stay away from things political.  

Refusing to engage issues on which there is 
any debate, in hopes of not offending 
donors or sparking arguments.  Believing 
that the church should be focused on eternal 
things and not on the nitty-gritty matters of 
power and resources. 

Other churches, even here in 
Minnesota, fund political campaigns and 
send out mailings.  Tell their members how 
to vote - with some pressure of salvation and 
damnation hanging over their heads and try 
to use every bit of moral pressure they can 
bring to bear to the ballot box 

Both of these approaches, to avoid 
political issues at any cost or to dive right in 
and fund campaigns are, I think, tempting in 
some ways yet irresponsible and wrong. 

Our faith shapes how we approach 
and relate to God, to other people, and to 
the world in which we live.  Our faith shapes 
how we approach questions and issues and 
ought to play a part in how we develop 
positions on political issues. 

Our passages today suggest and 
illustrate some key biblical themes that guide 
our approach.  The prophet Amos, in words 
made famous in the American context by the 
Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., thundered 
against people who felt they could avoid 
responsibility or judgment by clinging to 
shallow religious rituals.  To people who felt 
if they met their minimal religious 
obligations they were free to act however 
they wanted out in the day to day business 
world.  That worship of God is inextricably 
linked to how we treat our neighbors, that 
our day of worship must have integrity with 
how we conduct ourselves and our business 
on the other days of the week.   



Central Presbyterian Church  |  Sermon Notes – October 28, 2018   3 
 

Our gospel reading comes from 
what is usually called Jesus’s Sermon on the 
Mount.  Three chapters in the gospel of 
Matthew that are beautiful and memorable 
and uplifting and full of wisdom.  But this 
material is challenging to implement within a 
field of ethics.  With his call within this 
sermon to be perfect as God is perfect, it 
makes it hard to imagine offering specific or 
strategic guidance in things like parenting or 
politics where perfection seems like a 
laughable ideal.  Why not aim for perfectly 
okay parenting, or the lesser of two evils in 
politics.  While this sermon on the mount 
presents a challenge to translate into specific 
ethical actions, what is clear is this calling by 
Jesus to be in the world.  We cannot turn our 
back on the difficult.  We cannot avoid those 
difficult arenas of life in order to focus on 
being perfectly spiritual.  Instead, Jesus is 
teaching his followers to be the salt of the 
earth and the light of the world.  “No one 
lights a lamp and then hides it under a 
bushel,” Jesus says. 

Here we are nine days from an 
election.  It is a big deal.  Judicial races, the 
governor's mansion, attorney general's office 
and two United States Senate seats are up 
for election.  Nationally, the control of the 
United States House and maybe, 
improbably, the United States Senate are in 
the balance. 

There used to be clear rules about 
the ways that churches and religious 
organizations could be involved in elections.  
It was called the “Johnson Amendment.”  
That from the pulpit or bimah there was to 
be no endorsement of candidates.  A ban on 
using religious membership as a political 
organizing tool.  At least if religious 
organizations wanted to maintain their tax-

exempt status.  We are in a time when there 
is a rapid breakdown of those rules.  They 
are rarely enforced by the IRS, and there 
have been attempts within the past two years 
within both the executive and legislative 
branch to get rid of them altogether. 

I still think that they are wise and a 
good rule of thumb for ordinary times.  That 
preachers should not endorse specific 
candidates or parties while absolutely 
teaching and speaking out on issues and 
values.  We have a clear position on hunger 
and the care for refugees, to name two 
examples we are working on, though when it 
gets to the nuts and bolts of specific policy 
solutions there will be differences in opinion 
about the best way to enact and achieve an 
issue-oriented goal.   

But we are living in challenging 
times.  Just this week, someone does not like 
the political critics of the current 
administration and so sends explosive 
devices, bombs, to their offices.  A man 
claims he does not like black people and so 
goes to a black church and luckily leaves, 
though still shooting and killing two people 
at a grocery store.  And then yesterday, a 
shooting at a synagogue in Pittsburgh.  We 
have allowed prejudices to blossom and 
make alliances.  And now taunts and threats 
are empowered with weapons intended to 
terrorize and then, sadly, kill.  And some 
officials are fanning the flames of 
resentment and encourage violence against 
the media and political opponents.  For any 
who care about truth and the care and safety 
of people, this week of violence and 
domestic terrorism are yet more signs that 
what is happening is not normal; that we are 
living in a dangerous moment. 
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One of the theological giants of the 
last century coined a phrase that preachers 
were to stand in the pulpit and hold a Bible 
in one hand and a newspaper in the other.  
That the church was to speak out, to offer 
guidance upon, to reflect on the issues of the 
day offering a moral and value-oriented 
approach to the questions being debated in 
the public sphere.  It has been a challenging 
time - constant decisions about which 
newspaper articles to talk about and whether 
the long-developed plans should be 
followed or jettisoned in order to deal with 
one thing or another. 

We come out of a tradition that was 
born five hundred and one years ago on 
Wednesday.  With Martin Luther engaging in 
an act of protest.  Trying to engage the 
church of his day in a sustained debate.  
Martin Luther, stepping up to the big doors 
of the cathedral in Wittenburg, Germany 
and posting 95 theses, 95 complaints, 95 
argument on the doors about the way that 
the church of the day was failing to connect 
and engage faith to the church and to God 
and to the world. 

In a heavy, heavy week, I was 
delighted to see a Presbyterian pastor 
colleague combine this coming Wednesday's 
two festivities (Halloween preparation while 
observing the anniversary of the Protestant 
Reformation.)  She had a corkboard door 
placed behind a jack'o lantern painted and 
carved to look like Martin Luther.  And 
nailed to the "door" – 95 Reeses.  Martin 
Luther and his 95 Reeses.  We come from a 
tradition that values engagement and does 
not shy away from the issues of the day.  A 
tradition born out of resistance and protest.  
A protestant tradition that has been a helpful 

way of being in the world for 501 years, and 
has ways to guide us in our day and time. 

Let me get serious one more time.  
We are still processing, still reeling from a 
horrific anti-semitic hate crime.  Another 
mass shooting.  This one directed at a 
religious community trying to be in its city for 
good.   

Kids will be singing with the adults in 
Mary Poppins today.  But starting next week, 
kids will begin preparations for a Christmas 
pageant.  This year, we are revisiting the 
Christmas stories from Andre Trocme, who 
served as a Pastor for the Protestant church 
in the town of Le Chambon-sur-Lignon in 
France.  These stories, Christmas by 
Christmas, wrapped the children and the 
church in an ethos of hospitality and 
compassion for the stranger and love of 
neighbor.  And these Christmas stories are 
credited with shaping the conscience of a 
town, a town that would go on to save more 
than five thousand Jews during the 
Holocaust.  What we do here with children 
matters.  To be welcomed into a community 
of faith that shares stories and gains 
courage and develops understanding about 
the ways of Jesus and the dreams of God. 

 This morning we will be 
celebrating the sacrament of baptism.  
Baptism is a momentous occasion.   

Baptism with water represents not 
only cleansing from sin, but a dying with 
Christ and a joyful rising with him to new 
life.  It commits all Christians to die each day 
to sin and to live for righteousness.  In 
baptism, the church celebrates the renewal 
of the covenant with which God has bound 
God’s people to Godself.  By baptism, 
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individuals are publicly received into the 
church to share in its life and ministry, and 
the church becomes responsible for their 
training and support in Christian 
discipleship.ii 

 Amos reminds us that the 
words we say in worship must be connected 
to our daily lives, and calls for justice to roll 
down like water and righteousness like an 

ever flowing stream.  With the splash of the 
water from the baptismal font, that work of 
justice is underway.  The promises that we 
make matter.  The prayers that we offer, the 
values that we inculcate, the discipleship that 
we encourage, may this all come together 
with God in the tikkun olam, the healing of 
the world. 

 May it be so.  Amen. 

 

i http://www.humanesociety.org/animals/pigeons/tips/solving_problems_pigeons.html 
ii From the Confession of 1967, 9.51 in the Book of Confessions of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) 

                                              

 

 

 

 


