25th April 2010
1 Cor 1:1-17
Is there a touch of irony?

Introduction

I can think of at least a couple of occasions when we have explored the church in Corinth and it’s quite apposite we return to that fellowship again in the context of where St Mark’s is.

Let’s start with our reading, which is very much a passage of two halves. In the first half (verses 1-9) Paul identifies himself with the church to those ‘sanctified in Christ Jesus and called to be holy, together with all those everywhere who call on the name of the Lord Jesus Christ – their Lord and ours.’ That applies equally to our brothers and sisters down the road just as much as it does to each one of us here. He is clear that professing Christians have been saved by the actions of Christ on the cross and as a result of that sacrifice are called to be a holy people. This is a powerful argument for what he then starts to address in the second half of the passage.

But before we get there Paul continues to demonstrate that holy calling when he says ‘I always thank God for you’. A position he clearly expects to be reciprocated.  And Paul clearly recognises in them that the gospel message that he proclaimed has been received and confirmed in so many tangible ways.

But Paul recognises a stark truth amongst so many positive signs. He identifies that the believers in Corinth have brought with them the cultural norms and expectations of life from the community in which they have been brought up. It is helpful to remember here that Corinth was a cosmopolitan community, where people had moved to take advantage of a good living environment and the prospects of a good job or position in society. 

Whilst he rejoices in that diversity, Paul indentifies the more negative attributes of that life, a drive towards competiveness, self- achievement, self- sufficiency, autonomy and selfishness. He recognise that the Corinthian church has highly prized knowledge, wisdom and freedom above the foundation blocks of the Christian life  such as love and respect for others.
Many of you will recognise the comparative nature of these negative attributes that are present within our own culture; this summary sketches out the ‘less desirable features of a post-modern consumerist-oriented pluralism.’
 What Paul recognises and something we should recognise as well is that whilst each church has a different context, simply because it is in a different geographical location, ‘we can’t simply redefine truth of what appeals to ‘our’ community.’

Thiselton quotes in support of that view two post-modern writers (Fish and Rorty)
 who collectively argue that the new practicality of a Western post- modern world is for humanity to manipulate reality rather than discover it and that there is no imperative to get reality right. Because for so many people there is no sense of the bigger picture, but rather a series of small individually based realities that feed each person. 
These current post-modern thoughts identify with the first century Corinthians who clearly held the view that their community could define its own criteria for truth since no one version can apply to all contexts. 

The second part of the passage clearly shows that Paul disagrees with that individualism as he lays before them the appeal that, ‘in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of agree with one another so that there may be no divisions...and that you may be perfectly united in mind and thought’ (v10) less he says that Christ be divided in the process. He finishes by summarising his purpose and in doing so uses the notion of baptism. Not in the physical act but as the notion that some people would identify with a particular person or view that is unhelpful in promoting unity. Our unity comes through allegiance to Christ and not to certain people or factions. Paul is called (in his own words) like us to preach the gospel not with words of wisdom but with its clear demonstration of truth in the life of a worshipping community of believers. 

In other words Paul is calling the Corinthian church and we can insert St Mark’s in the same place to be a community that is Cross shaped, sacrificial followers of Christ and interdependent truth seekers.
The year ahead for St Mark’s
In many ways we continue to be a ‘work in progress’ as all of us seek to follow Christ more closely and since coming here I have sought to encourage that progression. 

I would like now to pick up on some points I referred to in my report to this APCM. Paul identified in the Corinthians a fellowship that thought itself as having ‘arrived’, that is they felt that they had gained all they needed in Christ, which in some ways they had. They had received the blessing of Christ’s achievement of the cross but they felt that was it. What they failed to grasp was the notion that it was like any human relationship, it was something that had to be worked on. Paul tells them later in his second letter, ‘And we...are being transformed into his likeness’ (2 Cor 3:18); an observation that implies progress through the Spirit. 

Which brings me to the point of what we are to be about here, scripture encourages us to embrace change and that encouragement is affirmed in the words of the preface to The Declaration of Assent
 by saying that, ‘the faith uniquely revealed in the Holy Scriptures [is] the faith the Church is called upon to proclaim afresh in each generation.’

The two key phases here are ‘the Church’ and ‘proclaim afresh’. One implies that all Christians are to be involved and the other implies contemporary thought and action. It is to this that you have stated St Mark’s is committed and where our energy is to be directed.

In support of this I quote directly from the result of the whole church discernment process that fuelled the current Parish Profile. We said this about ourselves;

· We are confident that God has a plan for us

· We are open to change

· We are very supportive of and work collaboratively with our ministers

· Although we hold different spiritual traditions we are journeying together

· We are a joyful and vibrant community

I would like each one of us to be accountable to those five statements, because each one speaks of a work in progress.

Now that work will stall if we don’t encourage a culture of experimentation and risk. The gospel does not stand still rooted in a particular generation or in a particular way of doing things. If we reflect back on our own lives so much has changed both in the way physically we live them and in how our thinking has developed. For example most of us will have changed things like cars and TV’s as they break down or new technology becomes available. Whilst the gospel remains constant the means of relaying it to a changing world has of necessity also to be changed. We can’t use the same language and expect people to connect with it. We can’t do what we have always done because people don’t connect with it. 
That work will stall if we don’t adapt our faith so that it hangs together like flesh on a skeleton rather than bound up in a rigid cage. We can, if the truth be told introduce people to the church but the greater challenge is; can we introduce them to Jesus? This introduction involves firstly where we are in our own relationship with Jesus and then a willingness coupled with an ability to respond to others on an individual basis. 4U is an example of that thinking we offer here by way of exploring with people who are spiritually searching.
That work will stall if we cease to have a culture of encouragement. This encouragement applies not just to ourselves as we affirm one another in what we do both in joy and sorry and as we support the activities of the church. But in the encouragement of people seeking to find out more about the person of Jesus and that should be seen in the widest and most creative ways. For example does our worship encourage and engage with those seeking to learn more about the Christian faith? Or do we hold to what is familiar to us, expecting them to join us?
That work will stall unless we have a sense of the reality in which we live. As we accept that we can’t expect people to come to us we need to have our faith built so that we can engage with them where they are. This is exactly what Paul was saying as he engaged with the Corinthians. As I have already mentioned we have stated that we hold across St Mark’s different spiritual traditions and accept that we are journeying together. The reality of that calls for unity of purpose rather than always having the unity of agreeing with one another whole heartily. We can agree to disagree and do so in love, but in doing so accept the more important principle of following what Christ has commanded us to do, share the gospel in the power of the Holy Spirit and work in the same power to make disciples. 

That work will stall if we fail in our culture of welcome both for those who visit us and for those who are here week by week. Most churches would say they are welcoming but the reality is that most people don’t want that per se, they want friendships. Now here’s a thing, we are a relatively small number could you name each person here this morning, accepting that there may be visitors here? The challenge is that we will fail in being community until we can.

That work will stall if we don’t have a culture of confidence; confidence in ourselves as Christians and as Church community. I have been asked over the years to put on courses that would enable people to effectively share their faith. In resisting those requests I’ve held the view that all we need to do is simply to tell others about our relationship with Christ and the effect that has had on our lives. A faith that excites us is an easy faith to share. A quasi theological course is not needed for that, all that is needed is the genuineness of our faith to show through. The danger is that we say one more year and then we’ll be prepared to go and share our faith and that year turns into two and so on.
That work will stall if we fall down in our communication with each other and I mean that in the broadest sense. I acknowledge that in common with so many organisations we haven’t got it right here and I can on occasions be seen as at fault, but I am personally working on that. And we are actively working as a whole church on that. You will have seen that we have now completed our notice boards in the vestibule. These give a clear picture of what we are about as a church and the ways you and others can engage in that, ranging from discipleship, prayer, mission and giving. You will also have heard that Gerry Anslow and Jon Morris are acting as congregational links with the PCC.
That work will stall if we do not acknowledge what has gone before. There are significant numbers of you that have a long history at St Mark’s and have seen many changes over the years in not only in what you have done but in the type of leadership you have experienced. I’m sure that there may have been changes that you have welcomed and others that you have struggled with. In those struggles past and perhaps present, we need as a church to acknowledge them at both a corporate and individual level; in such a way that acknowledges them and empathises with them and allows them to be heard.
Much has been achieved this year and there is much to look forward to, not least of which are the implementation on the eight points I’ve outlined above. It will come as no surprise that over the years much work has been done with Christians to identify the positive areas of their worshipping life together that have reaped benefits. You have engaged with one; in the exercises contained in the book The Healthy Churches’ Handbook.
 Other factors that have emerged are –
1. Planting new congregations

2. Worship less formal, more relaxed; better music

3. Better provision for children and young people (family services, better groups, paid staff)

4. Improving welcome and integration- front door

5. Better small groups and pastoral care – back door

6. Regular use of evangelism courses as part of an evangelism and incorporation strategy

7. More lay involvement in leadership

8. Improvements to buildings

The author states he has not put them in order of importance but it appears that the first five appear to be the most important or effective. We can if you like tick the boxes for many of them to one degree or another. What we are called to is a boldness to embrace them for the glory of God in this place.
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