25th May 2008

Acts 15:1-11

It’s church Jim but not as we know it

I’m always surprised how catch phrases quickly enter our language, especially those from television. Star Trek gave us famous lines like ‘beam me up Scottie’ and ‘It’s life Jim but not as we know it.’

The second one was normally uttered by Spock as yet again the crew were confronted with another alien life form. Spock’s logical reasoning time and again opened up new possibilities for them to grasp.

I mentioned last week that we need to be open to the possibilities that are presented to us and we continue this week in much the same way as the crew of the Enterprise were.

A radical shift in thinking

Shortly after becoming Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan Williams said, ‘At present there is…an extraordinary amount going on in terms of the creation of new styles of church life.’ On the back of that type of thinking a report called Mission Shaped Church was published which offered different examples and thoughts about what it means to be the church in the 21st century. 
Reading the examples contained in the report and its subsequent spin offs there may be a lot we can agree with and there will undoubtedly be a lot we will disagree with. But the overarching theme of the report was permission.  Permission to bring creative thought to bear on how we do church.
Time to experiment

We looked last week at finding the most appropriate ways of engaging with people about Christianity. You will recall the way Paul approached his audience in Athens in the most culturally appropriate way. And there are further examples throughout his letters of the way he spoke into different situations.

Michael Moynagh author of Changing World, Changing Church has commented, ‘we need a period of experimentation to discover what forms of church will connect most effectively with our emerging culture. It’s [in] the very nature of experimentation that some experiments fail. This makes the whole attempt risky. But risk is the lifeblood of mission. The church has seldom advanced without taking a risk.’
Our reading from Acts illustrates the point – the early church was born out of risk-taking and danger but it also recognised the need for order and sound doctrine; Paul’s line in the sand in Athens. 

What is church?

The Reformation held the view that church was defined by three characteristics, the Word was preached, the sacraments were celebrated and order was maintained. In truth another characteristic needs to be added - that of people accepting Christ into their lives. 
However over time these first three values narrowed the definition of the church itself as a ‘place where’ instead of a ‘people who are’ reality. We need a mental shift in the way we understand church – from ‘the meeting and the building’ to the church as ‘a people on a mission,’ something that the early church would have recognised. 

Where has this left us? In general terms the church has found itself in the position of having moved away from the pioneering spirit of the early Christians and into a culture of ‘set meetings’. Many Christians quickly find that commitment to ‘church’ leaves little time or energy to reach out to those they have in their friendship networks. We have a language and make assumptions that are out of tune with our contemporary culture. There is little creativity in church services that is designed to reach out to those enquiring. 
These views challenge our own thinking and doing. The first question to ask here is do these insights apply to us in whole or part and secondly how are we to respond to them?

Who’s in and who’s out?
We all remember or are encountering that phase which we call the ‘generation gap.’ That set of circumstances or situations where everything seems to grate either on us or because of us. The dogmatic approach we learn has limited success – something that contemporary culture has brought into sharp focus. 

Those with young children will recognise that they seem to absorb information in different ways than perhaps we did at the same age. Stories and personalities have a big hold on their thinking. And this thinking will develop or has developed with them into young adulthood. The difference is as dramatic as some of us experienced in school when there was a shift from a teacher centred approach to a more child or student centred one. 
These changes have profoundly altered the way they think and when it comes to Christianity as so with many others things in their lives they do not begin with the question. ‘Is it true?’ Rather, ’Does it work?’  When people see how God has changed a person’s life, then they are more inclined to take seriously the possibility of a God who is real. The importance of personal testimony is an opportunity where this connection can take place. 
We have therefore the opportunity for taking a looser approach to benchmarks of certainty as we begin to understand that ‘truth’ can’t be imposed on them. But rather a more productive path to take will be to recognise that, ‘we are all on a journey.’ This also applies to those of us you are committed to Christ and who have our own different inherited Christian backgrounds. 

Our passage from Acts demonstrates a model for both our own relationships within the church and those in the wider community. Because what is displayed among those involved in the council is the generosity of self that has been prompted by the Holy Spirit that is obviously at work among them as they listen to each other. Through that listening and prompting they discovered what Rowan Williams describes as, ‘finding out what God is doing and joining in.’
The challenge for us is how do we respond? As I mentioned last week, that to be helpful to others who are seeking God we need firstly to develop our own personal approach which recognises that God is already out there working in people’s lives. God’s story, not ours, is the authentic starting point. We are not about trying to reach a verdict but rather the gentler and connecting approach which sees conversations about what is going on in our lives.
It’s church Jim but not as we know it

Some of what we have explored today stays with us as individuals – as one commentator says, ‘You can’t share what you haven’t got.’  The health of this church focuses on our own personal response to Christ and the living of our lives under the direction of the Holy Spirit. It is less about ourselves, our needs and preferences and more about our response to the work of the Spirit who will lead us into the reality of what God wants each of us to do here in Kempshott. 
It is exactly this type of thinking that was present during the Council of Jerusalem as the key speakers came to the conclusion that their understanding of what church is had been turned on its head. They entered into a radically different mindset than the one that they had started with. The Holy Spirit had given them permission to move out of their comfort zones.
Our own radical free thinking will if it is to be productive need to flow into the life of this fellowship. There are a number of ways that this thinking can be helpful. If we take our church activities as an example – how linked are they to the overall mission of the church? Do the individuals or groups involved recognise their place within that mission? Do they feel supported by the rest of the church or rather isolated and alone?
Are we in fact doing too much? Should we be released to have fun, develop friendships, join a gym or play sport? For it’s in these situations and places that the future health of Christianity will be determined. The working out of the question ‘is it true?’ is going to be seen by others when it works. 

And that will be only evident in situations that demand a Christian response, which I suggest is not always relevant on a Sunday.
So in this thinking there is much to commend the ideal of one person one ministry because all too often there is a disproportionate imbalance with a small number of people doing a huge amount. The challenge for all of us - is to what ministry is God calling me? All of us have gifts from God and through the exercise of them others can be released.
Another strand of thinking is in the area of worship. For example the challenge is for those who lead services to stop making assumptions that every thing is familiar to everyone. At every service there will be people who are seekers or occasional attenders. We can all too easily fall into the mindset of gearing our services to those who come week by week. 

Our own journey in worship can point to those experiences we have had of God’s presence - through singing, the liturgy, hearing Scripture, the sermon and through the communion and baptism. But one key way that is all too often missing is silence. Even in its formality Common Worship encourages silence at particular points, but do we take advantage of them?  
Something is missing because research has consistently revealed that a significant factor which caused people to stop coming to church was because of the church’s lack of spirituality. What’s the point of the church being here if it’s not ‘spiritual?’
All true spirituality flows from and in encountering the living God – there is a real hunger for spiritual experience. The task we set ourselves is to make the connections for those who currently are finding their own resources in the Mind, Body and Spirit sections of popular bookshops, in courses or in New Age philosophy. And for that we need to give ourselves permission to grasp the opportunities if we are truly to accept that - It’s church Jim but not as we know it. 
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