1st June 2008

Acts 18:1-11

The truth, the whole truth

Opportunities
Over the past two weeks we have explored the opportunities offered to being a Christian in the 21st century through seeking a language that can connect with people in their own situation and then by giving permission to examine our own perceptions of church. Whilst we need to hold and develop these thoughts, this morning we add another layer to this thinking.

One of the striking pictures that the gospels give us is that of Jesus before Pilate, with that rather enigmatic question that Pilate asks, ‘What is truth?’ What has struck me about that encounter is that the ‘truth’ was standing before Pilate and he didn’t recognise it.
I’m sure that most of us have experienced the broad range of ‘church’ in its many forms. Many of us come from denominations other than the C of E or indeed none – but we have settled here. What is the glue that sticks us together? It’s the substance of this glue that we explore this morning.
What sticks us together?

This question raises the interesting thought regarding our response to church; do we first believe and then belong or we first belong and then believe. Modern culture as I mentioned last week asks not, ‘Is it true?’ but ‘Does it work?’ So the issue of first belonging becomes centre stage. 
Increasingly institutions are being shunned – for example political parties and uniformed organisations all relate a drop in numbers. In terms of the church people are more and more first belonging before believing. For them the acid test is whether Christians live out in their communities what they claim to be true. 
Ben’s wife was a Christian and belonged to a church, but he was an agnostic. But over the years, he watched and listened, developed friendships in the church, took part in some of its activities and came more times than some of its members. The church welcomed him and waited patiently. He listened to their values and shared his own concerns, prayer requests and finally his own prayers. One day he called God ‘Father.’ Shortly before he died, eighteen years after first attending the church, he was baptised as a believer. 
The reality of the culture in which we live shows us that knowledge of Christianity is limited; people need longer to understand and respond to the gospel; so exploratory participation in the life of the church is safer for them than making a definite commitment. We need to move away from fixed entry or exit points and allow people to journey. Paul experiences this rigidity - ‘when the Jews opposed [him] and became abusive.’ This opposition came from those who wanted all the trappings of what it meant to be a Jew to be transmitted to those Gentiles coming to faith. We saw evidence of that last week with some of those who attended the Council of Jerusalem.

Sound familiar?
For the church in Acts and into the first 300 years of its life – belonging and believing were closely linked. Belonging was vital for a minority religion and only believers would dare to belong to an organisation liable to persecution.

With the adoption of Christianity as the state religion of the Roman Empire and subsequently in the states that emerged after its demise – populations were required to believe and belong. Christian beliefs became familiar and mediated through cultural symbols and an institution that everyone belonged to. Rudimentary teaching in liturgical and doctrinal issues replaced the Biblical and ethical teaching of the early church. 

As the hold of Christendom has unravelled over the last two hundred years or so belonging without believing became prevalent. Church going for a lot of people became a social convention with those people becoming resistant to spiritual development. Many ensured their church attendance had no practical influence on the rest of their lives. 
Where has this left the church in terms of believing and belonging? Simply in as many ways as you can perm them – it’s like the spaghetti that you find impossible to untangle on your plate. In some sense there is little point in trying to unravel it – it’s a fact of spaghetti. Similarly the thinking required for the question can lead to futile inertia.  
What would be more helpful is for us to seek positive ways of moving forward.

The shape of things to come?

If we can conceive the idea of our church as a place where belonging precedes believing, we would be opening ourselves to the modern mindset where the notion of rigid boundaries is uncongenial. 

How could this thinking about our church be transformed into some kind of framework?

· It would have a definite centre, consisting of non negotiable core values that are rooted in the our story that has shaped us – ultimately being formed in  and through the person of Jesus Christ
· With this centrality would come confidence in our values which would free us to become inclusive, hospitable, and open to others who we welcome to explore our community

· We would be a dynamic community rather than staying static. One in which we will encourage one another to live towards a vision that anticipates us being a culturally attuned missional community

· Our core values would shape our church and separate it from other communities – ‘in the world but ‘not of the world’

· We would be energised by the person of Jesus Christ and gather enthusiastically to Him and His values.
· We would share a sense of ‘belonging’ as we move towards the centre, however near or far away we are currently in terms of belief or behaviour.

Some of this framework will be familiar but taken together would provide us with the opportunities to encourage spiritual growth, theological thinking, intellectual honesty, being open to new ideas and new people and a ‘journeying’ image of discipleship. All our activities and relationships would be formed by the person in the centre – Jesus Christ. Contained in Paul’s vision are Christ’s words which help us to have an insight into the authenticity of this framework when Paul is told, ‘I am with you.’ Jesus becomes the author and sustainer of Paul’s apostolic mission and by association the author and sustainer of the church.

Is this framework a legitimate description of the community Jesus travelled with? He invited people to follow him, to become disciples and commit themselves to the vision and values of God’s Kingdom whilst remaining open to others and to fresh insights rather than thinking that they had arrived. 

Refocusing commitment

This type of thinking can throw up a reappraisal of commitment – is what I have described a sustainable framework? We have already looked at the way institutions are being shunned with the term ‘post –commitment culture’ being coined to cover such decline. But as we see time and time again – modern commitment is expressed in different ways. The passionate advocacy of causes is one such way. For example the demonstration yesterday of people protesting against a third runway at Heathrow they came together bonded by their concerns over the environment.  
The type of framework that we have explored may be attractive if commitment to it is rightly focused. How might this look?

· The core values of the church are shaped by the whole community

· A realistic vision with sustainable worship, mission and community

· An equipping of people to fulfil individual calling to take risks and pursue dreams beyond the congregation

· Somewhere where all activities and structures are subject to challenge, change and closure if they become unsustainable

· Where survival doesn’t become the key but a place where reconfiguring happens if circumstances change

· We are shaped  and captivated by the Biblical story and reject quick fixes or the latest fad
· Prepared to ‘settle down in exile’ and wait and pray patiently for the unfolding of God’s plans.

This overview of commitment can shape our community as we seek to sustain mission initiatives, vocational ministry and engage in creative cultural engagement.
Paul recognised that the inherited ‘church’ tradition of his day – the Jewish synagogue could not sustain a belief in Christ, fixated as it was with a rejection that God in Christ had done something new. 
Into the future

Over the summer we are going to explore two different communities – the story told in the Books of Ezra and Nehemiah of the Jews who returned from exile to a land that was very different from the one they had left. With lessons learnt as a result of that exile but needing to be open to learn new lessons about a God who was allowing them to experience a second Exodus.

Later we turn to Paul’s letter to the Romans in which he seeks to outline personal salvation and through it reconcile two communities one of which had been exiled. He encourages both communities to work together for the sake of the gospel.

In the late summer the PCC are having a day away to explore more of the thinking we will have been encouraged to do between now and then. I would encourage you to share with members of the PCC your thoughts before that day. 
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