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Continue 

Reading from the Old Testament: Deuteronomy 4:5-9 

Reading from the New Testament: Colossians 2:6-7 

If the Last Supper had been held at an elementary school in a 

cafeteria or gym rather than an upper room, don’t you think Jesus 

would have washed the disciples’ hands instead of their feet? Just 

sayin’, school maintenance workers do a difficult job terrifically, but you 

can only do so much. There’s no such thing as a common cold in an 

elementary school; it’s a constant cold. I mean, in the kindergarten and 

first grade, there is enough snot flowing to build a hydroelectric dam. 

And in spite of all our well-intentioned parental hovering health-

consciousness, you do realize, don’t you, they’re not wiping those pretty 

little noses with the lotion-softened Puffs you put in their lunchboxes? 

So, unless they come out with peel-away tissue gloves, when the phlegm 

starts flowing, it’s skin on skin. 

Okay, class, let’s hold hands for circle time! Add to that all the 

residue from the gummy bears, Goldfish, jelly sandwiches, playground 

dirt, and asphalt dust, and over time you’ve got a gummy veneer of 

noxiousness on all surfaces within five feet of the floor, giving every 

elementary school from Detroit to Charlotte to Phoenix the same smell: 
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Lysol, Fruit Roll-ups, sweat, and dirt rubbed together on the bottom of a 

Nike running shoe, with maybe a hint of hummus out here in suburbia. 

The principal taps intercom mic: Attention, the PTA meeting this 

evening is being moved from the germateria to the germnasium. You get 

the picture? 

So, imagine this scenario. Your typical Sunday morning routine 

includes getting dressed in the most expensive outfit you’ll wear all 

week. Starched shirts, Vineyard vines ties, and dark suits for some – or 

a mash-up of Talbots, Pulitzer (‘cause it’s always Spring in Lilyland), 

Ann Taylor and other names with matching price tags. You step into 

the historic sanctuary of First Presbyterian Church, bathed in the light 

of glorious 19th Century crystal chandeliers, hearing the creaking of the 

100-year-old wooden floor beneath the rich aisle carpet. The choir is 

flawless, the service is magisterial, the pews populated with names 

synonymous with Charlotte. Worship – brunch – football or basketball 

in season – rinse, repeat, week to week, year to year.  

That is, until you are recruited, invited, or dragged to a South 

Charlotte elementary school named for a creek on a winter’s morn in 

1992. Along with the bulletin, the greeter hands you a sticky metal 
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folding chair that you are asked to return before you leave. By the time 

you set it in place, you’re thinking hand sanitizer should be a sacrament 

(Ann, how did you ever return for a second Sunday?) Welcome to South 

Mecklenburg Presbyterian Church. 

On Sunday, January 26, 1992, this congregation was chartered by 

the Presbytery of Charlotte during its weekly morning worship held at 

McAlpine Elementary School. On a wall near the Connection center in 

the narthex, you can see the charter as signed by the charter members 

present that day.  

This week I enjoyed perusing the worship bulletin from that 

service. The choral introit was sung by a cantor whose presence surely 

triggered the same thought among the day’s first-time visitors. Where 

have I seen him before? They probably chuckled when it dawned on 

them that he was in their bedroom as they wiped the sleep out of their 

eyes every weekday morning. It was Cullen Ferguson, the morning 

news anchor for WSOC TV. Rev. Steve Caddell, the organizing pastor 

offered words of welcome to the assembled collection of pioneers, 

seekers, volunteers, and Presbytery dignitaries including Hank’s great-

grandmother, Dorothy Anne Hrabanek, who led the congregation in 
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reciting the Apostles’ Creed with her unmistakable molasses-soaked 

accent. I knew Dorothy Anne from my time as an associate at 

Providence Church where her family had worshiped for generations. 

She was sweet, faithful, dedicated, and a force of nature. Hank, I was a 

passenger in her car … once … and that was sufficient for me. The only 

thing keeping her out of NASCAR was the absence of sponsor labels on 

the hood.  

Dorothy Anne had acquired a most effective method to … direct 

the discipleship … of preachers, elders, volunteers, and staff. When you 

answered the phone, she’d ask about your family, maybe mention the 

loveliness of the day … and then she’d hit you with it, softly but 

unmistakably. Without fail, she’d say … “I thought you would want to 

know…” It was a code, but it didn’t take me long to break it. You see, I 

thought you would want to know, when translated actually means, This 

is what is going on and I expect you to take care of it. 

It is no wonder then that when the Presbytery needed a catalyst 

to get people to get done what needed to get done to start a church, 

Dorothy Anne was in the room. I smile at the thought of this diminutive 

sentagenarian with her rich, slow, informal southern drawl on the 
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phone with all the button-downed, pinstriped, tall-steepled movers and 

shakers of Charlotte Presbyterianism who had no clue what they were 

getting into when they heard those immortal words, I thought you’d 

want to know…  

Dorothy Anne couldn’t have known that in the mysterious 

providence of God, her great-grandson (whose hair I have envied since 

he was a baby) would be offering a moment for mission in the church 

she participated in establishing. She certainly wasn’t going to be 

leaving her ancestral church to join a new one. She had plenty to keep 

her busy at Providence and with her family. And yet, she came, she 

cajoled, she knocked on doors, she prayed, she drove to meetings … She 

came. She showed up with others to do this thing called church so that 

one day we could be here today rising to say the Creed she recited on 

that Charter Sunday. 

I don’t know all the saints who made a sacrifice of self and time to 

establish this ministry to the glory of Jesus Christ, but I do know some 

of them. Dorothy Anne’s tenacity; Lindalee’s aggressive hospitality; 

Steve Caddell’s force of personality; Betty Allen’s diligence. I have to 

tell you, put them in a room together and I couldn’t even begin to settle 
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those whirlwinds of energy into one focused force, one loving and 

beloved community, but such is the movement and power of God’s 

Spirit. That same Spirit would continue draw in new folks with diverse, 

yet complementary energies and skills, newly and jointly focused on 

what Christ is accomplishing in this place, this sacred space, this 

church, this home. 

The new church development in 1st Century Colossae, a town in 

southwestern Asia Minor (modern day Turkey), was a largely Gentile 

congregation with some level of Jewish influence. Paul had not been to 

Colossae when he wrote to the Colossians, but even without 5G, texting, 

and Facebook he was somehow able to keep abreast of what was going 

on in the new congregation.  

Apparently, there were some questionable ideas gaining a foothold 

in the community, some purporting to offer a path to perfection with the 

right mixture of diet and rituals, angels and festivals, as though Christ 

alone was not sufficient; all of which left Paul shaking his head like Jed 

Clampett over Jethro’s latest half-baked notion. I’m gonna have to have 

a long talk with that boy. Paul goes to great lengths to basically say to 

the Colossians, Stay in your lane, folks. Christ is sufficient, not just a 
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starting point but the whole point. His wise counsel to the Colossians is 

a timeless and worthy charge to all congregations. 

“As you therefore have received Christ Jesus the Lord, continue to 

live your lives in him, rooted and built up in him and established in the 

faith, just as you were taught, abounding in thanksgiving.” 

Those words remain wise counsel for a time such as this in a place 

like this. We should not underestimate the critical importance of this 

congregation’s witness right here, right now. Oh, I know, Charlotte has 

churches like Vegas has slot machines, and some could say my value is 

dependent on whether you can get to Shake Shack before the Elevators 

and the crowds from Calvary. But ponder this. These are curious times. 

There’s not a day that passes without me catching myself with that 

expression of horror on my face, the one you get when you smell 

something particularly foul or see something incredibly disgusting, only 

that’s not what is sending my face into paroxysm. Rather, it is what I 

hear someone say or read what someone writes, often wrapped in the 

name of Jesus, something that is so completely foreign to all I have ever 

known, studied, or understood about Jesus, so alien to anything I have 

experienced in Jesus. It’s as though the fruit of the Spirit, once 
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overripened, has changed from love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 

generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control – to – hostility, 

condemnation, divisiveness, mean-spiritedness, rancor, greed, 

arrogance, indifference to truth, apathetic to suffering or injustice. 

I keep thinking, You can’t do that! You can’t say that! You can’t 

believe that! You can’t abide that! We can’t keep shrugging our shoulders 

and saying … Oh well! Dietrich Bonhoeffer said, Your 'yes' to God 

requires your 'no' to all injustice, to all evil, to all lies, to all oppression 

and violation of the weak and poor.” That is what we see in Jesus and 

that is what we are to reflect from Jesus. 

I cannot speak to what the Spirit of God may or may not be doing 

in faith communities around us. That’s not my place and I’m already 

occupied on Sundays anyway. But I can say without reservation that 

there is an important witness for this church in this community: a 

place, a community where we read and study the scriptures, not 

literally but seriously, digging deep, understanding context, discerning 

the character of God’s grace as it emerges from the witness to God’s 

relentless intent for relationship with the flawed people he formed and 

claimed; a community that approaches the intersection between the 
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church and the world not with fear, not with arrogance, not with rancor 

or resentment, but with love, mercy, compassion, with eyes and effort 

particularly attentive to all who suffer or feel excluded; a community of 

welcome where the dividing walls of hostility are broken down and 

diversity is worth the challenge and becomes a strength; a community 

where children and youth are not just the future of the church but are 

the church now, where everyone who enters and even those who don’t 

are treated as those valued by God and blessed with purpose and 

worthy of respect.  

That is the faith, the tradition that has been passed on to us. “As 

you therefore have received Christ Jesus the Lord, continue to live your 

lives in him, rooted and built up in him and established in the faith, 

just as you were taught, abounding in thanksgiving.”  

This community, this church, this people have been drawn 

together for such a time as this. Grateful to those who left familiar pews 

behind for sticky folding chairs, so that we could gather here in this 

sacred space today, let us look forward with wonder toward all that God 

may accomplish from this place, through this people, rooted and built 
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up in Christ Jesus. “Tis grace has brought us safe this far; And grace 

will… Amen.     


