25th January 2009

Joel 2:28-32
A Vision and a Mission

Introduction

When you were looking for a new vicar you sent out a parish profile which not only listed the activities of St Mark’s but included quite naturally the qualities you were looking for in the person to fill the post.
You stated you were looking for an incumbent who would lead you forward and specifically were seeking the following qualities – 

· A leader with vision who can support us in the development of St Mark’s by encouraging us to embrace and implement the findings of our Mission Audit
· A facilitator who is able to inspire everyone to use their skills and passions

· An ability to engage the whole spectrum of the membership of St Mark’s by engendering a sense of belonging and fostering individuals in their faith

Well, we have reached that certain point where ‘the rubber hits the road.’ In other words we have come to the moment where vision and change become reality. I believe that this is an exciting time in the life of St Mark’s but nothing will substantially change unless you participate in this vision and mission.

We have come to this point through prayerful discernment most of which you took part in long before I came here. All that thinking, listening and praying came together in our discussions when the PCC went away in September.
At the end of that day we felt God calling us to put Jesus at the heart of all we do and we felt that we could do that by being inspired by the Holy Spirit to serve, share and support. 
Quite naturally we discussed what that meant to us and we felt that to put Jesus at the heart applied to us as individuals, as a church and as a community of Kempshott. Later we are going to start that process by exploring together what Jesus at the heart means for us as individuals. In the limited time we have, we will only start the process. We will need to continue that thinking because through it we will need to apply our individual response to the wider mission to serve, share and support. 
Joel
Scripture tells us that if we try to do things in our own strength we will fail; instead we must first seek what God wants us to do. 
God’s message to the prophet Joel played a significant part in how the early church saw what Christ had done and would do. In proportion to its length Joel has had more impact on the writers of the NT than any other OT book. And Joel 2 is essential for our understanding and experience of the coming of God’s Spirit. It is not surprising then that on the Day of Pentecost, Peter sees the fulfilment of this prophecy.
However that is to jump ahead. In the context of the OT, Joel’s prophesy speaks of a future restoration of the nation through the giving of God’s Spirit to all of the people. This was a radical departure from their understanding of the way God’s Spirit had been given in the past. You will recall that throughout the OT, God’s Spirit had been given to specific people who were in some form of leadership for example Bezalel Ex 35:30-31; Jephthah Jdg 11:29; Samson Jdg 14:6, 19; 15:14.  
If we look at the text we see Joel anticipates that after the promised restoration (v28 – and afterwards) there will be an out pouring of God’s Spirit; this he says will happen some time in the future (v28b – your sons and daughters). His description of how this will be seen is quite significant – Joel says it will be poured out (v28a). This description paints a picture of lavishness and exuberance. God’s Spirit won’t be a drizzle but a downpour, and it will be poured out on all people irrespective of position and will clearly have an impact on the community life of the people of God. This will be an exciting time as the people of God respond to the freedom and power of the Spirit, to follow God more closely as a nation and as individuals.

In the context of this outpouring what can we make of the apocalyptic language of verses 30 and 31? These impressive natural phenomenon have preceded powerful works of God; we can recall the Exodus story as an example and of course Jesus spoke of similar things when he talked about the coming of the Son of Man and we recall the natural phenomenon at the time of his death – ‘darkness came over the whole land…for the sun stopped shining.’ (Lk 23:44) and ‘the earth shook and the rocks split.’ (Mt 27:51).
Joel’s prophecy is that the gift of the Spirit is not for personal satisfaction or for recovery of the nation but rather to strengthen the people of God to take up a position of prophetic leadership. Who would have the task of taking God’s word to a world on the brink? 

Day of Pentecost

So it’s no surprise that Peter recalls this prophecy on the Day of Pentecost to explain the wonders of that day. He explained through the prompting of the Spirit that Joel’s prophecy has now been fulfilled. The pouring out of God’s Spirit at Pentecost indicated that the final chapter of God’s sovereign plan had begun with the birth, ministry, death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus Christ. The last days (Acts 2:17) Peter tells the crowd had now come into being.

Where does this scripture take us?

In the context of us and our Vision and Mission it provides a framework around which we can move to discover the power of God. This is scary stuff! We could actually be in danger of not being in control! 

If we are honest we all like to have control over our lives and to be in a place where that control is removed is unsettling. I’d like to give you some examples. This week we have seen the inauguration of Barack Obama as the 44th President of the USA. He was elected on a tidal wave of optimism using as his catch phrase – ‘Yes we can.’ He has promised to fundamentally change to the way government in his country operates. Yet in his inauguration address, he was careful to acknowledge the reality of the world in which he will undertake his presidency. Even this powerful man recognises that his control is not absolute. 
On a more prosaic level the Saturday Times has changed its format. Gone are the individual sections and there is a return of parts to a broadsheet format. Hailed as the new Saturday Times, it has nevertheless upset my comfortableness with an old and familiar format in which however slight I had some control over.
The last example is contained in a book I’m reading – The Shack by William Young. It’s the story of a man whose youngest daughter is abducted and he falls into what he describes as ‘the great sadness’. Yet as the story unfolds he finds that the barriers he has put in place about so many things are turned upside down when he encounters the Persons of the Trinity and begins to understand and through that understanding lets go of the controls in his life and finds redemption along the way. 
Our Vision and Mission statements are simple and easily remembered, because something of this nature can’t be effective if we are unable to remember it. There is an equally important addition to this memory and that is; it must be owned by all of us. It is placed before each one of us to so that we can think through it, engage with it and work with it.  
It is not something that we have ‘done’ and therefore can leave alone; it is dynamic because it speaks of God. What is laid before us is an opportunity to be open with ourselves and with others and to participate in an outpouring of God’s Spirit.
What can we do with it?

I’m sure that those of you who work in organisations which have these types of statements could possibly counter the enthusiasm of Joel and Peter, because invariably those organisations begin with a top down approach and fail to effectively engage the very people who will work with them. There can be no ownership without participation.

As Christians we are in a different position. We respond and participate because of what Jesus has done for us. One of the most striking things that I understood before I became a Christian was that had I been the only person on earth, Christ would have died for me. Put in those terms my only response was and is to participate in the things of God. And that’s what I would invite you to do today.

Shortly we will begin this engagement process by returning after coffee to think firstly as individuals what it means to put Jesus at the heart of our lives and then collectively to hear how others have reacted. This will be only the start of the process and not the end. Over the coming months and indeed years we aim to lay these Vision and Mission statements alongside all that we do as a church and all that we seek to do as a church. I’m sure along the way there will be disappointments but I also pray that there will be plenty of joy as we seek through the power of the Holy Spirit to allow not only ourselves to be changed but also those around us.     
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