A Shelter in the Storm
     It’s spring in Tennessee, and as a California transplant to the state, one of the things I enjoy most about spring is the southern tradition of storm watching.  Storms can come quickly in the south, or they can come slowly, lingering, but more important is the fact that they come at all, and by that I mean they truly "come," much like a train comes down a track or a swarm of locust comes across a field.  In California storms don’t come, they simply occur, more like a sneeze or the hiccups than a train.  Storms here come in true fronts, fronts you can see and watch, fronts which are tangible entities.  So when we sit outside and storm watch in the south, there is something to see. 
      Sometimes on Sundays in my neighborhood all the neighbors in our cul-de-sac will be outside working or playing and a front will build.  And we'll all see it, be aware of it, and continue our work and conversation.  And the storm will grow darker and more beautiful (storms in the south are very colorful) and more ominous, and we'll continue planting flowers, cleaning the outside of the house, or washing the cars, and all the kids will be riding bikes or playing together, and one of us will say something like, "Looks like it's gonna pour any minute," and we'll keep on doing what we were doing.  And we continue like that until the first raindrop falls (or the first bolt of lightning looks a little close), and then we'll set down our toys and tools and walk up to the porch and sit.  Sometimes we end up on each other's porches, and sometimes on our own.  Sometimes we continue our conversations from porches (though they are a bit too far from each other for much conversation), and sometimes we just sit in quiet.  And because kids aren't aware of things like rain on a late spring day when they're playing ball in the cul-de-sac, it takes them a bit longer to realize they probably should come in.  Usually it requires a loud crack of thunder or the sting of hail to move them from their adventuring.  And they'll look up and see us on the porch, and they'll start giggling and pointing at the sky and they'll run laughing to someone's porch.  By that time the women have already prepared a pitcher of juice or lemonade and have set it on the porch table.  By the time the kids arrive, someone is already drinking a glass of something cool filled with ice.  And like that we stay for a while, watching, talking, being with each other as neighbors, until either the storm passes or we realize it isn't going to any time soon (usually by the time we've finished our glass of whatever), in which case we'll wrap it up and go inside--always with the doors open, though, so we can continue to hear and watch the storm.  The storm can grow frightful, but the storm is beautiful, as long as we’re safe within the shelter of our homes.

     There is a storm coming.  And it’s going to be a big one.  It will at times be beautiful to watch, magnificent in its ferocity, fantastic in its fulfillment of promise.  But those who have no shelter will find it more fearful than fantastic.  They will be caught unaware, much as we usually are in a storm, and they will realize the storm is upon them only when they feel the first sting of hail or hear the first crack of lightning.  Imagine their relief in seeing a beacon, a light upon a hill, a porch under which they can seek shelter.  Imagine their delight in seeing on that porch a pitcher of lemonade sitting next to a rocking chair.  Imagine the comfort a bit of conversation from neighbors might bring them as they wait out the storm.  And when they realize it isn’t going away any time soon, imagine their peace at knowing the security of the structure and the companionship of the neighbors aren’t going away any time soon either.  

     Such is the goal of our new fellowship hall and church building project.  There is a storm coming in Madison, Tennessee.  We have the opportunity to either ignore it from the security of our church with the doors shut, or to open those doors, set a pitcher of lemonade out, and invite all of our neighbors in to watch it from a new perspective, a perspective of faith and hope for what comes after the storm.
