27th September 2009
2 Chr 7:1-10

The Cry of Kempshott – worship on the edge
In a land far away...

Yesterday The Times front page featured a couple of boys flying a kite in Afghanistan. The paper has carried a number of articles in the last week examining our role in that country. Coming from a military background I’ve taken an interest in that conflict from a comparative point of view. It is a country that Kipling’s Kim describes as being part of the ‘Big Game’ – a playground of imperial intrigue. Armies have come and gone defeated by the Afghan terrain and people. Into our lexicon has come phrase’s like ‘mission creep’ and ‘mission drift,’ The former refers to any increasing military involvement whilst ‘mission drift’ is what happens when in pursuit of an objective, the exact nature of that objective is forgotten resulting in people being sidetracked. The territory on the ground doesn’t quite look the same as on the map and that can be very disturbing.  

The beauty of language

Last week we started our new series of sermons concerning the Cry of Kempshott. And we explored in the story of Moses at the burning bush the relevance of recovering a Christ centred language that will connect with the lifestyle of 21st century Kempshott. You will recall as we looked at the call, commission and confirmation contained in that story, I used the following quote, ‘It is not the Church of God that has a mission in the world, but the God of mission who has a church in the world.’
  That being the case all our activities should be focused in that direction; which touches our theme this week of worship on the edge. 
A lost direction

A generalised reading of the OT convinces the reader that Jewish worship was the central core of their faith finally focusing itself in later years on The Temple. Knowledge of scripture and their resulting actions determined who they were, not only as individuals but as a nation. This is encapsulated in the Shema –‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength...’ (Dt 6:4 – 9) that all Jews were required to recite each morning and evening. The following verses urged the importance of understanding and applying these words into all situations of daily life. Jesus you will recall quoted it when asked about the commandments (Mt 22:37-38; Mk 12:29-30 and Lk 10:27) adding ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.’
So the picture we have in our reading from 2 Chronicles, shouldn’t surprise us. Here were a people attending The Temple as the culmination of their worship. Now skip forward many centuries to an England converted to Christianity with its attendant church building programme. Now at this point I confess that while on holiday, Jane and I will often pop into a church not only because of its presence as a sacred space but also because by and large it is an historic building. Now I’m sure that you’ve seen around the country large mainly Victorian churches in varying states of repair; the design of which was influenced by a number of factors. And it won’t have escaped your attention that most are supported by a dwindling number of faithful people. The truth is that Christian worship is not at the centre of the vast majority of people’s lives.
When it was, through a period we’ll call Christendom worship was the primary function of a predominantly Christian population. Community was secondary and mission was on the periphery. Belonging meant attending worship services, not being a part of a counter cultural community or participating in mission which in their minds had no relevance in a Christian country.
Now the sad fact is that view is still alive and well. But so is the fact that we no longer live in Christendom. Without effective mission the church will not only be marginal but will head into terminal decline. Without authentic community, any mission will be unsustainable.

Singing a new song in a strange land

What do we mean by worship? If I were to ask you individually you would probably come up with a number of definitions, some perhaps broad and some quite specific. Whilst they would be appropriate, what is essentially important is that it needs to be integrated with all other aspects of Christian discipleship; activities in which everything is directed towards God.
Christian communities on the margins need worship that sustains their common life together, nurtures their discipleship, renews their vision and energises their mission. There appears in that statement a tension between being counter cultural (with the Gospel message) and being culturally attuned to the context in which we are called. To truly have Jesus at the heart – is a powerful statement which challenges all other forms of authority including perceptions within the church.  
So who do we design our worship for? Let’s start from the basic premise that, ‘Christian worship is not simply about meeting, teaching or singing although all these are important; it is about an encounter with God.’
 Add this to the notion that belonging precedes believing then the design of worship must balance the needs of present and potential members. Authenticity and accessibility are both important.

As Michael Vasey helpfully explains, ‘one of the main tasks in introducing new people to worship is helping them feel comfortable enough to begin to learn to participate’. 

That’s why the PCC resolved to develop all our worship services to reflect the outcomes of our mission audit, namely to engage with our community in such a way to make the gospel of Jesus Christ relevant to their lives. To be effective this will entail an open response from all who profess Christ as Lord and will require creativity to help others to feel comfortable and sufficiently able to encounter God. 
We should perhaps pause here to look at our passage from Chronicles. There are three key verses that we can reflect on in terms of our examination of what worship is about.

The first key lies in verse 1 – ‘the glory of the Lord filled the temple.’ Events of this nature fill various parts of the Bible, in theological terms they are theophanies. The appearance of God to his people (Ex 13:21-22; I Kgs 19:11 and Mk 6:48). Earlier we read (5:14) of a similar appearance when the Ark is brought into the temple. Is our worship from first to last about anticipation and expectation that God is here? And in that frame of mind do we then truly acknowledge that God is present? In the same way that the priests could not enter because God was literally filling the space. Or do we turn up not really anticipating or expecting anything? There is a world of difference between being passively involved in worship and active participation. To be active participants means to be receptive and open to God so that he will touch our lives through that open channel. 

The second key is the people’s response or thanks, verse 2 tells us that, ‘they worshipped and gave thanks to the Lord saying, ‘He is good; his love endures forever’ This response or thanks transcends that which is given when things are going right or something positive has happened. It digs deeper than that, it takes us into our whole situation and not just in a given moment. Many people struggle with the idea that God loves them all the time no matter what. He is not a capricious God but rather a faithful one. It is an important message to hear especially when through situations in our own lives we can question where God is.
The third key is best described as transformation, verse 10 the people left, joyful and glad for the good things the Lord had done.’ Do we leave on a Sunday morning with those kinds of thoughts in our hearts? Or are we responding like those old school reports, ‘could do better’? If it’s the former think for a moment on how liberating and transforming that can be. It’s having God affirming you and you truly accepting that. Rather than being coy. That affirmation can have a cumulative effect on how we view and respond to our faith.
Let’s integrate this into our understanding of what worship aims for. People, mainly those who have left churches, indicate that the worship they experienced did not translate into their daily lives. There appears in that view to be a disconnection between worship and life. One response to that has been the encouragement for workplace prayer, a time of reflection and prayer perhaps at the beginning of the day with fellow believers. The challenge is for us to develop patterns of worship that are neither detached nor escapist.
       
Some final thoughts
Paul in his letter to the Ephesians (4:12) calls on the Christian community to prepare itself for works of service, while not specifically talking about worship. He captures the community and missionary elements I talked about earlier as being important threads of our life together. 

Effective worship can help us as I said last week in recovering confidence to have and develop an authentic Christian language that can help us re-engage with a community that is losing the Christian story. I would encourage us to wrestle with Biblical teaching so that we are able to have effective conversations with people and apply that teaching creatively to our daily lives. We have here a wonderful resource in the book library. When was the last time you took a book from its shelves to borrow or picked up one from another source? If we don’t engage in this way we will struggle with all I have spoken about over these last two weeks and what others will say later in this series.

We are currently a ‘work in progress’ in relation to our worship, seeking to apply the principles we have explored this morning into our services. This will involve a period of reflection and development. Guided and sustained through the work of the Holy Spirit.
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