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Martin Lohrmann – Christ Ascension Lutheran Church, Philadelphia

On the occasion of the congregation’s 150th Anniversary

A little over 150 years ago, a woman named Anne Cecelia Haupt started this congregation by gathering people to meet for a Lutheran Sunday School in Chestnut Hill.  About five years later, after that Sunday School had grown into a worshiping congregation, the new church was pretty much abandoned by the local mission board.  Some seminary students stepped in to preach, St. Michael’s Lutheran Church in Germantown helped out, too, but mostly it was the members – many who had been inspired by Anne Cecelia – who kept the church together.  

Within a couple years the church found itself with a new mission board and a new pastor.  Together pastor and congregation started building this sanctuary in 1869; together, they very nearly went bankrupt.  They had trouble paying creditors and contractors and were even taken to court.  Then Anne Cecelia’s brother Paul Keller stepped in, so that this building could be finished and the mission might continue.  But the struggles did not end there, because a couple years later, beginning with the Panic of 1873, there was a global economic recession so big that it was called “The Great Depression” until the even bigger one arrived.  At that time, Pastor Edward Horn wrote to the Philadelphia Mission Board that many of his members were unemployed and that other families had to have two working parents just to make ends meet.  But even though members and the mission board struggled to support the church, the congregation continued in Christian faith and love.
As I learned this history of our congregation, I sometimes wondered, “What were they thinking, to work so hard and give up so much?”  Pastors and parishioners took tremendous personal and financial risks to be the people of God in this church.  I wonder, “Was it worth it?”  Then I look around and I say, “Yes.”  In fact, what better and more lasting investment could they have made?  From their faith, thousands of people have heard the Good News of Jesus Christ, who came to set us free.  Good works have been done in Christ’s name, some of which are known only to strangers and to God in heaven, and some of those good works have publicly shown the faith of a congregation that cares about the people and world around us.  Yes, it was worth it.
Christ Ascension is a merged congregation, so we not only have the one story of Christ Church, Chestnut Hill that goes back 150 years, but we also have the story of Ascension Lutheran to claim as our own.  Ascension began when the Lutheran seminary moved to Mt. Airy in 1889.  Over the years it became an incredibly unique congregation.  There an ivory tower of Christian theology was also the home of a good neighborhood ministry.  It happened that way because the people of Ascension knew that theology is nothing if it doesn’t deal with real people, because Jesus deals with real people.  For over 100 years, Ascension was that unique place where the serious seminary quest to learn life’s greatest truths meshed with regular old neighborhood life.  What a gift!  We have this great treasure of knowing that God sees our day-in and day-out struggles and makes them holy.  That’s what we keep coming back to learn and to experience firsthand.  He didn’t come for fancy robes and a great big palace.  He came for us.  
We know that Christ’s humble service is our great inheritance.  But still, celebrating a big anniversary and being surrounded by the bright lights of the cultural Christmas around us, humility sometimes don’t seem like enough.  I ask myself more often than I should, “Are we really doing enough here?  Are we really living up to the greatness of Jesus Christ as individuals and as a church?”  The lights always seem brighter somewhere else.  Like the imprisoned prophet John the Baptist, I sometimes start to doubt not only my own worthiness, but Christ’s worthiness, too.  “Jesus, are you really the one or should we wait for another?”  Sure, Christ did not come to live in a fancy palace, but how else can we know that we’re on the right path?  Give us a sign.  Show us the glory.  Even better, show us the money! 
To John the Baptist and to us, Jesus replies by bringing us back to earth, by waking us up from the vanity of our imaginations.  Instead of calling down the angels or opening up the heavens to get us to believe, Jesus says, “Tell John what you see and hear: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them.”  The power of God has come to us in flesh-and-blood ways like caring for aching bodies, healing our wounds, opening our eyes and ears to see him more clearly.  He is not the Messiah because he can overwhelm us with glory, but because he loves us in our lowliness.  Yes, he is the one.  His humble service is big enough for all of us.
Maybe we’re not Anne Cecelia Haupt, who started a new church and Sunday School here.  Maybe we’re not the old members who risked bankruptcy and public failure for this place.  We’re not the wise old church fathers who started a seminary and a new congregation.  But then again, some of you did found this church, Christ Ascension, when the two congregations merged in 1993.  You started a new thing, a new neighborhood ministry that built on the old and looked forward to the future.  From what I have seen and heard, it was a really hard merger.  But it was worth it, too!  How do we know?  What great things have we done lately?  
Well, as Jesus said, what do our eyes see and our ears hear?  This past Thursday was December 9, the exact day of the 150th anniversary.  That day over 60 children received quality day care.  That same day pastors and student pastors from the area gathered to share encouragement, prayer, and Bible study, as part of raising new leaders.  Later that evening, Alcoholics Anonymous met in the parish hall, providing women a safe place to find support.  In this building that same night, people came together for choir practice, to praise God and enjoy fellowship through singing (new voices are always welcome!).  During that choir rehearsal, a woman came off the street, clearly upset.  She came in because she just needed a place to cry and to pray.  I don’t know what was wrong or where she went later, but for a time she had found sanctuary here.  Caring for children, studying the Bible, hosting recovery meetings, singing to God in praise, crying out in prayer and finding sanctuary… all those things happened here on our anniversary day, another blessed day in the Body of Christ.
This morning: what do we see and hear?  We see people gathered by God, taught by the Holy Spirit, and fed at this table by Christ himself.  I give thanks to God because I know already that our Lord will continue to strengthen us in his faith and love all the days of our lives.  God bless this church.  Amen
