[image: image1.jpg]



This has been a season of surprises.  On Valentine’s Day my dad joined the rest of our family to celebrate our 100th birthday, that is my wife, KP, and my 50th birthdays combined.  Dad looked great, wore a tux, was out on the dance floor doing the electric slide.  And to top it off there is a Facebook picture of him somewhere out there of him taking a shot of tequila with my wife!  Nine days later, on Shrove Tuesday, I received a call from my sister that he had passed away.  When I saw Senator David Durenberger at Dad’s memorial service, I was reminded of his comment that “Don just didn’t want to go through one more Lent.” I admit that I was overcome with bouts of deep sadness yesterday as I made my way back to Minnesota, wondering if it indeed would feel like home.  Standing here with you now, clearly, clearly lets me know that my family and I are indeed welcomed and loved by you and these two communities and I am grateful for that.  

The next surprise came when I received “the ask” from Timothy Hart-Andersen to come and preach at Westminster’s Macalester Sunday.  It seemed rather close to the date to be asking me and I wondered if I was the first person to be asked. I think Tim could sense my thought process and shared with me in fact that he had asked not only one but two others to preach on this Macalester Sunday. 

I was fine with that.  I remember back in college when I was charged to oversee a committee to select a class speaker.  The first two names that came up were the comedian, Rodney Dangerfield, and then the actor, Alan Alda.  I wasn’t having any of this and so I sought out other leaders. We then learned we had a connection with Mother Teresa and so ended up asking her, only to have the newspaper report that Mother Teresa was our third choice.  To top it off we had Kermit the Frog deliver the baccalaureate service.  

The Quiz

I would like to do something that I don’t think my father or any other clergy has done while standing in this pulpit.  I want to give you a quiz. Like most tests you will have options. They are: (a) Westminster Church, (b) Macalester, (c) both Macalester and Westminster, and (d) neither Macalester nor Westminster.

Question #1:

Which community has three active international partnerships with communities in Cameroon, Cuba and Brazil and has sent more than 200 individuals to spend time and be in relationship with one another?  

The answer is (a) Westminster Church. I also could have asked the question of which community has sent four trips with more than 75 individuals to Gulfport, MS and New Orleans to partake in the renewal of the Gulf Coast. The answer to that question is (a) Macalester.

Question #2: 

Which institution has made a commitment to engage in immigrant and refugee issues by serving as ESL tutors and working on policy issues related to human rights and public health?

The answer is (b) Macalester College. If I had asked the question: which institution has made a commitment to affordable housing through organizations like Habitat and Housing 150, and adopts policy positions that it then dispatches to its leaders to present at the state capital? The answer you would choose is (a) Westminster Church.

Final Question:

Which institution had a St. Paul native and graduate of St. Paul Central lead its worship life at some point during the 1990’s? If that is not enough of a hint, his favorite color was green.

The Answer is an obvious (c). For as many of you know, my dad, Don Meisel, served as senior pastor of this church and upon retiring became the interim chaplain at Macalester College.

My dad had two public loves. He loved this church and the downtown surrounding it. And he loved Macalester, both as his alma matter and for the proximity of the Selby and Snelling neighborhood where he grew up, only blocks away from the campus.

Isaiah 11:1-5 (NRSV)

A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse, and a branch shall grow out of his roots. The spirit of the Lord shall rest on him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord. His delight shall be in the fear of the Lord. He shall not judge by what his eyes see, or decide by what his ears hear; but with righteousness he shall judge the poor, and decide with equity for the meek of the earth; he shall strike the earth with the rod of his mouth, and with the breath of his lips he shall kill the wicked. Righteousness shall be the belt around his waist, and faithfulness the belt around his loins. 

In this reading from the Hebrew text we find ourselves in a setting where Isaiah is counseling King Ahaz of Judah to rely on the LORD and not seek protection from Assyrians, even when attacked by the kings of Israel’s Northern Kingdom. It is a time when Israel is called upon to act faithfully, even though political alliances and narrow interpretations of justice and fairness would be more expedient and comfortable.  Standing up for what is right was hard to do back then and it remains difficult to this day. Not many have the courage to choose correctly.  Yet it is the remnant that remains faithful and leads a wayward group out of its darkness.  

You both have stood firm against the rising tides of indifference and injustice. We have always relied on the courage and conviction of the remnant community to act with commitment and conviction and you have served that role in the past and are called upon to do so again.

Westminster in the 1970’s

When my family and I moved here in the early 1970’s this congregation was at a crossroads, as was the entire downtown of Minneapolis.  Rather than leave the challenges of the city behind and retreat to a place of comfort, like some other prestigious congregations, it remained faithful to the gospel to be a telling presence in the community.  With time, and in part because of the example and inspiration of faith communities like Westminster, other congregations across the country also stood firm in their commitment to the locations where they were established and to the people who had become their neighbors.

Macalester in the 1980’s

When colleges and universities were abdicating their civic responsibility to engage in the world and a whole generation of young people were being stereotyped as apathetic and uncaring, Macalester stood, in many ways alone, as one of the remnant colleges in the midst of neglect and indifference. Not too long ago many institutions of higher learning found themselves incapable and incapacitated in terms of engaging their students in the world through a vibrant faculty and a inspired student body. Yet now we find ourselves in the midst of a rebirth of a student movement based on community service and social justice, a movement that has had a large part in reviving the democratic sprit in our country and our commitment as a people to international understanding and engagement. 

The significance of each of our two institutions is apparent as both share an engagement with leadership and experience that helps define the Presbyterian tradition.  What has been less clear, at least to me, is the connection that now warrants coming together to celebrate a common heritage with a living presence.

I remember my father being deeply concerned, and in many ways extremely frustrated, with the state of the relationship between the church and higher education. In particular he worried and pondered how to sustain and make a relevant relationship between Westminster and Macalester.  At the center of his response was the creation of Macalester Sunday.

When Macalester Sunday was established, I quietly wondered about my dad’s strategy.  I questioned if it was just a way to bring the bagpipes into the sanctuary during Sunday worship at least once a year or a Hail Mary pass on my dad’s part to somehow sustain a relationship between two institutions that really had little idea how their connected heritage meant anything relevant in this day and age. 

What I have come to realize is that my conclusions were based not on what was actually happening in the world but rather based on my own understanding of my relationship with the church and my Christian upbringing. 

As a preacher’s kid I wanted to do good without being good.  Many folks in this church today will attest that I was pretty successful at this strategy, at least for a while. 

I saw my activism existing outside the church and while I knew there was some connection, I would rarely (privately and certainly not publicly) connect my commitment to service and justice to my faith tradition as a Christian or my relationship with the church. And so as I worked to help rebuild and sustain a student movement, looking back on it, I realized I didn’t want to be confused with those Christians who seemed more intent on converting their neighbor rather than loving them as they were. I didn’t want my work to get mixed up with those Christians who divided the world on public wedge issues that were more based on judgment, criticism and intolerance rather than acceptance, love and community.
But two things happened.  For one despite all the recognition and affirmation that was heaped on me for our work, I realized that I was struggling both professionally and personally.  The more praise I received for what I was doing to eliminate poverty, the more poverty grew in the world.  In other words, we were not winning.  Through this I learned it was more important to be faithful than successful and I could not lay claim to faithfulness without engaging in my faith tradition.  

The other epiphany that came to me was a result of what I learned from the students I serve. Having administered a comprehensive survey to all 2,500 students in the Bonner Program, I was shocked to learn that four out of five students identified their faith tradition or their spiritual quest as the primary reason they wanted to serve in the community and engage in the world.  And here I had gotten so full of myself that I thought that they might name me.  

Faith Active in Love

I remember the day that I noticed my father had, as he was often accustomed to doing, written a phrase on a small three by five index card: “faith active in love.”  It began a conversation with him that has had a deep impact on my life and my ministry ever since.  As you know this phrase comes from today’s New Testament text, Galatians 5. In this New Testament, Paul is writing to a Jewish Christians community who is in conflict.  Paul, as a result of his transformation on the road to Damascus, finds it necessary to rethink his understanding of the law and it’s role in God’s plan for salvation. Paul explains that love is the fulfillment of the law rather than the law itself. And through faith active in love we would be fulfilled as a people.  

This sacred text, perhaps more than any other, gave me the insight and opened my understanding to the connection between my understanding of my faith and my commitment to service.  Paul goes on to say “Be servants to one another in love.”   

Faith and Service:  the great divorce

I have spent my entire life, ever since my freshman year in college, working to build and sustain a student movement based on community service and social justice.  Through the work of the Bonner Foundation we support 2,500 students who serve more than one million service hours at eighty-five colleges across the country.  

In many educational institutions there is a major split between faith and service.  In order to make service more popular and relevant many colleges have tried to take the spiritual life out of the life of service. This has resulted in what I have come to call “the great divorce.” Many colleges and universities have deserted their school’s commitment to incorporating faith into the life of the academic community, even when, and sometimes especially when, it involves service.  Over the past 20 years, as society has witnessed a resurgence in community service activities, many have taken the leadership of the service programs away from the chaplain because, well with all the federal dollars and activity, it had just become too important to leave it in the hands of someone who exists on the margins.

We are lying to students.

See I believe that in not talking about the connection between faith and service, especially after so many have told us how important it is to them, that we are doing a great disservice to the very students we are asking to make commitments to service. We hang posters of Dorothy Day, Elie Wiesel and Martin Luther King Jr. on our wall and quote Mother Teresa and Gandhi, lifting them up as the leaders and inspiration of our service movement. Rarely do we talk of the core that motivated them - their life in faith.  By withholding this information, by stifling this conversation, I believe that indeed we end up lying to the students that we care so much about.

This understanding, on my part and the part of others, has resulted in a campaign to reunite them, not in a way that is a return to the old strategy and ways, but a revival of the spirit that embraces faith that is active in love by including all faiths and even those with no claim to a spiritual life.  

So what does this have to do with what brings us together today?  I would proclaim everything! 

Faith active in love: Westminster to Mac

When I left Minneapolis to move back to Princeton New Jersey, I did so at the behest of a family from the Nassau Presbyterian Church. Just before I left, I was able to join my parents, sister and others like Barbara Mauk, in establishing a scholarship fund to support and encourage young people, both financially and spiritually, to engage in service and social justice activities throughout the world.  The result was the creation of the Meisel Scholarship, a source of great pride for my parents - a program which has supported 30 young people to be a telling presence in this world.

What doesn’t often get talked about is that the creation of the Bonner Scholars Program, the service-based scholarship that the Bonner Foundation launched, was born out of that experience of creating the Meisel Scholarship here at this congregation.  And because of that, more than 2,500 students a year, including students from Macalester, are a witness that more than suggests that this congregation is a telling presence in the life of higher education, including and especially Macalester College.

Faith active in love:  Mac to Westminster

And what about Macalester’s influence on Westminster and the Presbyterian tradition? As significant of a role that the Presbyterian Church has had on Macalester, I believe that at this point and time the Macalester influence on this congregation and the Presbyterian tradition is as important as it has ever been.

What Macalester has done is to challenge and support her students and alumni to be engaged and active in the world.  Civic Engagement and global citizenship define what it means to go to Macalester. You don’t choose Macalester unless this is important to you. And while student engagement varies greatly from student to student, there is a deep and clear sense of what it means to be a Macalester student and what is expected of you in return. See what Macalester has done is to define for her students a place in the world and its connection to its college. The church has too often failed to do the same with our youth.  

It was only after I passed my youth that I came to understand that what I was doing was faith active in love.  I did not understand that what I was doing as a student activist was a direct result of my faith tradition and my upbringing in this congregation, and not a radical departure from it, which I believed to be true at the time.  

My professor of Christian Education at Princeton Seminary, Dr. James Loder, used to say that the last creature to discover water was fish.  I like to say that the last person to understand the impact of his Presbyterian upbringing was me!  

I did not know that as soon as you open the Book of Order, you find a description of the Church and its mission. I always thought it was merely a rule book that served as the battleground for single-minded issues that we obsess with in this day and age. But right in the front of our rule book, we are instructed to participate in God’s activity in the world through healing and reconciling, by ministering to the needs of the poor and the powerless, by engaging in the struggle to free people, by giving of ourselves to establishing a just, peaceable and loving rule in the world.  Its right there in G-3.0300.c(3) a through e.

In the PC(USA)’s A Brief Statement of Faith it states: 

In a broken and fearful world the Spirit gives us courage to pray without ceasing, to witness among all peoples to Christ as Lord and Savior, to unmask idolatry in Church and culture, to hear the voices of peoples long silenced, and to work with others for justice, freedom, and peace. (10.4.65-71)

Or in The Theological Declaration of Barmen where pastors, including Karl Barth, called upon the church to stand firm against accommodating national socialism so that the Church might become a prophetic witness in the midst of the rise of Nazi Germany. 

These documents define who we are, yet we have failed as a church to bring this tradition of courageous engagement and this powerful call to service and justice to the understanding of what it means to be Presbyterian, especially for young people.

We have failed to define, articulate, communicate and deliver programs that help our youth understand that the service they do at their school is faith active in love.  What the children of the church need to understand is that their concern for the world and their engagement in service is a vital and living part of our tradition and an expectation - a requirement even - for what it means to walk faithfully with God and one another. By looking to the students of Macalester, students from many faiths and even those who claim no spiritual understanding, we can witness and be led by these individuals who attend school across the river.  We at Westminster can do that and when we do it, it will not just impact this congregation but it can and will reverberate through the denomination and the world.

Macalester College sends a significant portion of their graduating seniors to programs like the Peace Corps, AmeriCorps, Teach for America, YouthBuild and City Year - all service programs.  

In the Twin Cities there are programs supported by the Sisters of Saint Joseph, the Lutheran Volunteer Corps and the Jesuit Volunteer Corps, where faith traditions support young adults to live in intentional community with each other and to live out faith active in love.  

Sadly, tragically, in our tradition, there are only 30 young adults nationwide that participate in the Presbyterian Church premier initiative known as the Young Adult Volunteers, and none that I know of in the Twin Cities.  Despite its well-deserved reputation and the heroic acts of engagement on the part of its participants, this important work of the church is no larger than the average size of a single congregation’s youth group.  

This week, inspired by each of you, I will write a letter to the national leaders of our denomination, submit an editorial to our leading publication and draft a grant proposal to a significant funder of the church with the hope that they might provide the funds that will fuel our courage, bold vision and deep commitments to be relevant not just in the outside world but within our own community.

I will present the idea of creating a Presbyterian initiative that establishes a service corps of more than 500 young adults. I will pose the idea of creating a similar type of entity for 500 individuals who have reached retirement age. I will suggest that in every presbytery a house be established that will support a handful of young adults who will serve in the community and connect with our youth groups. And I will propose that congregations target their giving to support young adults to be involved in service and for parishioners to make available a spare bedroom for a young person serving in the community for a year.

We are lucky to have each other, and in realizing that let us remember to honor this relationship with joy and seriousness, so that we may be one to the other, colleagues and friends as we continue to lead with courage, grace and love.

I have enjoyed the bagpipes. I have been heartened by seeing old friends and meeting new ones. And I have been inspired by the coming together of these two communities, to celebrate and renew relationships, not just for fellowship but also for the common cause we share and commit to. I am grateful for our time together.
“Faith Active in Love”


Isaiah 11: 1-5; Galatians 5:6, 13-15
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