Sermon 16th May, 2009, St mark’s Kempshott
Pioneer Church - Excited or Daunted?

Well, this morning we get back onto the wagon train that Kelvin started us on two weeks ago when he spoke about “Pioneer Church – getting ready for the journey”. Remember those clips from the black and white film “The Big Trail”? 

I am sure that those pioneers had a huge turmoil of all sorts of emotions going on – not just when they started out, either, but when they encountered situations and peoples they had never met before.
So let me ask you to imagine a situation and we’ll explore our own emotions a little. How would you feel if I asked you think for 15 seconds about what Peter calls “the hope that is within you” and then to turn to the person next to you in the congregation and take 60 seconds to tell them. Then the other person has to tell you. It would all be done in just over two minutes but what did it feel like? What if I then said, OK, that’s the practice over, now for the real thing! I want you to go from here, now, in your pairs and find a house nearby, knock on the door and provided it’s an adult who answers, tell them that you’re from St Mark’s and that you’ve come to tell them about the hope that is within you.

How did THAT feel?

I suspect that we fall into three camps – those who would be excited by the prospect, those who would be daunted and those who would be Meatloaf, yes Meatloaf: “I would do anything for love, but I won’t do that!”
It’s curious isn’t it that being excited or daunted can induce the same physical reaction. Well, it’s OK, you can unclench your buttocks now!
Before I go any further, I want us to be clear about something – people are not sitting at home just now thinking “if only the choice of hymns at St Mark’s was different or, if only their sermons were more interesting, I’d be there”. They are definitely not thinking that – far from it. So, when we say we want serve, share and support we are going to have to do one of two things. Either we go out, or we find some magical way, hitherto undiscovered of drawing people into church. Maybe be it’s not so much a case of “either or” but “both and”.
And I think that may well be true of our reactions earlier. We are not excited or daunted, we are both!! Or we should be – please don’t tell me you’re Meatloaf!

So, where are we in relation to our mission at present? I think we have some very hard thinking to do. We’ve recognised our vision and the shape of our mission but I want to put some flesh around this. I heard a chap called Dave Male speak this week when I went to the CRE. I only went on the off-chance – at least, that’s what I thought it was. God has a way of taking you to places you didn’t realise you wanted go …………..
First, a statistic:

In 2006, Tear Fund did 7,000 home interviews and found that two thirds of the people they spoke to were simply not interested in church and actually going to church just was not on their agenda. I suspect that this percentage has not reduced since then – more likely it has increased.

Then a couple of comments and observations:

What is taking place is not merely the continued decline of organised Christianity but the death of the culture which formerly conferred Christian identity upon the British people as a whole. Callum Browne wrote this in 2001 in a book entitled “the Death of Christian Britain”.

And here’s one from Rowan Williams - ‘Are there structures and patterns which let that basic event of encounter happen again and again? Because if not , the church has become something very different  from where it started; it’s become a community which says once there was an encounter with Jesus and we like to remember that. We have to ask much more radically, how do we structure a community in which it goes on being possible ,even likely ,that people will meet Jesus and in meeting Jesus will want more people to meet Jesus.’
‘The reality is that mainstream culture no longer brings people to the church door. We can no longer assume that we can automatically reproduce ourselves, because the pool of people who regard church as relevant or important is decreasing with every generation’ - this comes from the report “Mission Shaped Church”.
This begins to hint at where we need to look for change and, sorry to have to tell you this, folks, it’s not them out there but us in here!

Now, here we are, well into this sermon and I haven’t mentioned the passage of scripture that we need to consider. You’ll be pleased to hear that we are about to do that – but, be prepared, you may well not be the same afterwards! Indeed I hope you aren’t!

Job is one of my favourite characters in scripture, a model of all kinds of things but, finally, someone who gets his perspective on God radically changed. It’s as if he recognises that he’s been looking through his telescope at God the wrong way round!
He’s been sitting on this ash-heap, the place to which lepers were sent, and has been suffering incredible hardship – having lost everything, and I mean everything, he’s afflicted with some dreadful disease that causes him to leave society. His so-called friends haven’t been any help whatsoever, but through all this, Job has not cursed God as the Satan predicted – and don’t forget that Job was blissfully unaware of the context of his suffering.

Then, at the start of chapter 38, God decides it’s time to show Job that He is not an impersonal God, distant and impersonal as described by Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar but the God of grace who knows and wants to be known by His people. Job has still been trusting al through his ordeals but he has been in the dark – and that is not where God “Yahweh” wants him to remain. Job’s worst fear – and ours too – is that God has abandoned him. But the truth is that God has been present all along and now He speaks, speaks directly to this man of Uz. 
God makes His presence known and this is the first and greatest reassurance for Job. The Lord comes and speaks. This is the most important thing these chapters 38 – 42 have to say.
So how does God go about this? In Ch 38 v 3 God says “Brace yourself like a man; I shall question you and you shall answer me.” Does that mean God intends to humiliate Job? I don’t think so – rather God says to the man who is depressed something like there is a bigger plan here of which you know nothing – but I’m going to show some of it to you by taking you on a walk through and round my creation. 
Let me amaze you, says God, look at the wonders of the skies, marvel at how it all fits together in such an intricate pattern and purpose.

He is effectively asking Job if he notices that man is not in control of things and does he, Job, recognise that it’s actually God who is in charge - not least, of course, in the verses we have before us, by talking about the war-horse. You can hear the horse tossing his mane, pawing at the ground and snorting as he races into battle, completely unafraid.

See these things, Job, and wander among them, wonder at them, and remember who is in control.

God has taken Job out of himself, distracted him from his misery and situation on the ash heap, and broadened Job’s vision and horizons to God’s creative and majestic power but most especially to allow Job to see himself in a new setting with new vision and purpose.
And that’s what God wants to do for us!

We’re not in the desperate situation of Job but I believe we do need to have a new perspective. This whole vision and mission is not about at  - it’s about God!

Tim Dearborn wrote - “it is not the church of God which has a mission but the God of mission who has a church.” 

Now, that says to me that we might just be getting our knickers in a knot completely unnecessarily.
We get so screwed up about how we’re feeling that we end up being effectively frozen to the spot where we’re standing. We need to shift our focus away from that and turn on to the one who took Job through all these wonders.
Excited, daunted? Of course we are! But we must not allow our buttocks to become so clenched that we are unable to walk anywhere! Let the God of all wonders be our guide and our inspiration – that’s what he wants to do. All we have to do is let him do that and join in!

AMEN!
