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Sermon by Rev. Dr. Rolf Svanoe

It’s the beginning of a new school year. And Sunday school starts today. There is excitement in the air. It happens every year about this time. Everything feels new. New clothes and backpacks, new classrooms and teachers. Everyone is ready to get back to work learning and teaching. 

There is excitement on the west side of Sioux Falls, with the opening of a new Elementary school, R.F. Pettigrew Elementary. I don’t know how widely this is known yet but our church, Peace Lutheran, is the corporate sponsor for the school. That means we will help to provide caring adults as mentors and providing snacks and support for the teachers. You can read more about it in the bulletin. There is a sign up out at the Welcome center. So a new elementary school, and I just saw in the news that Harrisburg dedicated a new high school complete with a ribbon-cutting ceremony. These ceremonies are important ways to celebrate the accomplishment of a new building. It is a matter of civic pride.
The same is true of a new church building. There is often a service of dedication. It is a time to ask for God’s blessing on this place. We want this to be a place where people experience God. Where they can hear the good news proclaimed and receive the sacraments. In our Occasional services book we even have a House Blessing ritual. We ask for God’s blessing on a new home and hope that it too will be a place where God’s presence and love is experienced.  

In our story today King Solomon has built a new temple. There was a lot of excitement at the dedication of a new temple. There was no ribbon cutting but there was a lot of animal sacrifice. That’s what they did back then. And there was a huge festival that lasted seven days. Why all the celebration? Because this was the place set apart to meet God, to pray to God and have God hear prayers, to confess sins and to receive forgiveness. Solomon built a temple as a place where God could be experienced. But in verse 27 of his prayer Solomon gave us a hint that he realized this wasn’t the only place God could be experienced. “But will God indeed dwell on the earth? Even heaven and the highest heaven cannot contain you, much less this house that I have built!” Although the temple was holy, set apart for God, Solomon realized that God was much bigger than a building. God is not confined or limited to any one space. God is everywhere.
I often hear people say, “I don’t need to go to church to worship God. I can worship God in nature or on the golf course.” I understand that. When I’m in the mountains I feel drawn to think of God. When I see something beautiful in nature I think of God’s love and beauty. No, we don’t need a building to worship God, but it helps. My question is: will we actually worship God when we are at the mountains or on the beach or golf course? My guess is no. God is everywhere, but most times we need a special place to encounter God, set apart for a special purpose. We gather weekly at this building and we encounter God in Word and Sacrament. God promises to be in these things because we need God’s reassurance in physical things, like bread, wine and water, an altar, font and sanctuary, the music and the prayers. These things help us to focus on God’s promise and God’s love for us. They help us to worship.
Let me tell you a story about a little girl who needed some focus. She had been tucked in bed one night after the family prayers.  It was a stormy night, the lightning flashed across the sky and thunder shook the house.  The youngster endured this as long as possible. Then, she scurried to the living room and threw herself into her mother’s arms exclaiming, “I’m scared.”  The mother quieted the child as she put her back to bed saying, “Remember, honey, God loves you and He will keep you safe.” But, no sooner had the mother returned to the front room and seated herself comfortably, than the child appeared in the doorway crying, “Mommy, I’m still scared.”  Mother put the child back to bed telling her, “Honey, you must stay in bed, you are perfectly safe, I told you that God loves you and will take care of you.”  The little girl replied, “I know God loves me, Mommy, but when it is thundering and lightning, I want someone with skin on to love me.”

We need a God with skin on, one that we can see and touch and taste. That is what God has done for us in Jesus Christ who came to live among us and show us in real physical ways how much God loves us. Jesus was a God with skin on, a God whose skin was pierced by nails as he hung upon a cross, a God whose skin was resurrected on that first Easter morning. Certainly God is everywhere, but God chose deliberately to limit himself in Jesus in order to show us in real ways how much he loves us. 
We don’t need a temple or a sanctuary- but it helps. Jesus himself referred to his body as a temple. Jesus is the place where we encounter God. But the New Testament goes further in talking about the temple. The temple is the body of Christ, in other words, the church. In First Peter it compares the church to a living building, a living temple. “Like living stones, let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 2:5). In Ephesians the Apostle Paul describes Christians as “members of the household of God, built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone. In him the whole structure is joined together and grows into a holy temple in the Lord.” (Ephesians 2:19-21). Christ is present in his church. Christ is present each time we gather for worship, as we hear God’s word and receive the sacraments. And Christ is present as we scatter to our homes, our jobs and schools. 
The world needs a God with skin on. God’s presence is made real for the world through our words and deeds, loving and caring for each other and especially for those who are in need. I want to share with you something that happened yesterday that showed the world a God with skin on. Saturday morning was the first Kids Against Hunger event. About 150 showed up and packaged 8500 meals, most of which will go to Haiti to feed the kids of an orphanage. There is no waste. It goes directly to feed hungry people. I’m told there is another packing event on Monday night at 6:30. Sign up at the Welcome Center.
We don’t need a temple or a building to worship God- but it helps. It helps to see God at work in Word and Sacrament. It helps to see God at work through loving deeds in action around us. And now God calls us from this place to take God’s love out into the world, to be God’s presence with skin on, loving and caring for those around us. 

