24th May 2009
Gen 33: 1-12

Pioneer Church – am I up for change?

Introduction
I’d like to start with a story. Steve when he was a child used to go on beach holidays in Devon. For Steve these were wonderful days of lazing on the beach, playing in the sand, exploring rock pools and eating tons of ice cream. Years later when asked about how he felt about those holidays Steve would say two things, which on the face of it were contradictory. Steve would say, ‘I used to love them.’ And he would also truthfully say, ‘I used to dread going on those holidays.’ 
In those statements Steve was describing two separate experiences, the first summed up the destination and in the second he described how he got there. Steve you see suffered from appalling car sickness. As soon as he got into their car it started, so he came to dread the journey. And yet he wanted to be at the place that he knew would be so good. The difficulty for him was the getting there. 

Whilst that story refers to physical things, change in spiritual terms can be as equally disconcerting. We can feel that we are on shifting sand – the familiar is disappearing and something new is appearing for which we feel ill-equipped. There can be feelings of disorientation. The journey or the process of change can heighten anxiety. It’s a bit like the Israelites in the desert – concerned about their present situation rather than focusing on the Promised Land.
Think of a change

Think for a moment of a non threatening situation that you have experienced, a change from your normal pattern of work or home life. It could a course for work or the first time at an evening class for example. What was going through your mind? 

Probably your thoughts have fallen into two parts – practical things and how you felt.

In relation to the practical aspects you probably dealt with them quite quickly – found out the best route or what you needed for the evening. Dealing with how you felt was probably not as easy as that. In fact you may have been able to do what was required whilst remaining uncomfortable about the doing of it. It is the understanding of what is making us feel uncomfortable that is important rather than prescribing a remedy; certainly in the first instance. However not all such feelings are negative there may be a lot of excitement and joy and you will no doubt also have recognised those as well.
Change as transition

Change as we know can be sudden or gradual. If it’s sudden that doesn’t always translate into acceptance. If you remember the change to decimal currency – a lot of people managed to cope only by mentally translating the new currency into £sd. I still find myself converting metric measurement into lbs and ozs. However this view affects people of a certain age who have been used to something different. Those of you who can’t remember 1971 would perhaps view this as something quite strange but I’m sure you can think of your own examples of similar sudden change.
One commentator has said, ‘Change is certain, progress is not.’  The process of transition is divided into the ‘what’ and the ‘how’. The ‘what’ is being prepared for change and the ‘how’ is the understanding of it together with having the skills to adapt to a new way of being, thinking and doing.
Using our pioneer wagon train theme, those pioneers would have had to deal with the practical move (they were going from A to B) and along the way they were going to learn new skills and a new way of thinking that would equip them for life in a completely difficult environment from the place where they started.

A Biblical perspective on change

From an early stage in the OT we can see prophetic voices calling for a change of heart, mind and action which point towards a ‘new order’. These prophetic voices called for change in accordance to God’s sovereign purpose and also spoke about the consequences of both changing and failing to change. As we see time and time again, the position of leader as prophet was never an easy dual role. In the NT John the Baptist stands out in the same light as the earlier prophets did.
The story of Jacob and Esau

The Book of Genesis tells the story of these two brothers over 11 chapters. It is a story of deception, selfish ambition, trickery and encounter wrapped in a narrative that has Jacob fleeing north from his home and then south again years later. In this journeying Jacob has a significant encounter with God. Jacob is changed from that encounter.
The change that occurred was sufficient to allow God to work His sovereign plan through Jacob and his descendents. 

So what occurred?

In his encounter with God Jacob is asked for his name. By doing so he is confessing what he has become – a snatcher, a grabber and a supplanter. That is his nature. Through the wrestling match he is forced to act out what he has been doing all his life. It is this very act which can speak to us when we are forced to confront things or behaviours grown out of circumstances. The paradox here for Jacob and for us is in the very act of losing the battle he and ultimately we can be blessed. As Hosea comments – he wept and begged for his favour (12:4b). His name becomes a form of confession and repentance as he strives to seek the face of God.

The subsequent meeting with Esau turns out in a very different way to that which Jacob had envisaged – Esau ran to meet Jacob and embraced him; he threw his arms around his neck and kissed him (33:4). There are some clear parallels here with the story Jesus told of the Prodigal Son. The writer points us towards the real significance of this story by using the word ‘face’ - through it he links this whole story together – Jacob’s words to Esau in 33:10 – For to see your face is like seeing the face of God, now that you have received me favourably. It echoes his initial thoughts in 32:20 the NRSV has slightly different wording to the NIV – ‘and afterwards I shall see his face; perhaps he will accept me.’ 

Jacob has thought that his encounter with Esau would be an encounter with an enemy but like God his brother receives him with favour. Francis Thompson in his poem the ‘Hound of Heaven’ summed it up like this - God pursues him like a hound. He is convinced that something bad is going to happen to him. God eventually catches up with him and says these unexpected words of comfort– All which thy child’s mistake fancies lost I have stored for thee at home, rise clasp my hand and come. 

Change is there for us to grasp but we will probably need to wrestle with it as Jacob did on the banks of the Jabbok. The circumstances of his life were suddenly brought home to him through the imminence of his meeting with his brother. He confessed his negative behaviour and in doing so met his redemption in the face of God at the river. Each of us like Jacob has responsibility for our own spiritual wrestling match with God. Remembering the lesson that was learnt here, that God’s grace is freely and unconditionally given to each of us no matter what our own battle may be. And in receiving that grace we are able to be set free from the destructive nature of that battle. The light we see at the end of our battle is revealed to us in the face of Jesus. 

What are our options?
In the context of this particular series of sermons when we are exploring what it means for us as a church inspired by the Holy Spirit to serve, share and support; ‘doing nothing’ does not prevent change. It is healthier for us to be proactive as a church rather than reacting to situations. If we stand still on a moving walkway the type you get in airports, we are carried along whether we move or not. The major drawback in the church context is that by standing still we have no involvement in determining either the speed or direction of the journey or the destination. Passive change can be the source of much frustration, confusion and failure in churches.
We have a vision and mission which we as a church believe God has given us and by its very nature is something that is forward looking and dynamic. Things must and will change; the invitation for all of us is to take an active part so we can have a say is why change is made, what changes occur, how much of it changes and when.
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