Pioneer Church
“It’s Scary!”

Joshua 1:1-9

Mark 6: 6B-13

Today we continue on our journey discovering what it is like to be a Pioneer Church.  I’d like us to search our memory and remind ourselves when we began our Sermon Series way back at the beginning of May – May 3rd to be precise;  as we were embarking on a new phase of our life together, so Angela was about to leave us for a new phase of her own personal journey.

The thought of anything new always brings out either the best or the worst in people, depending on what sort of personality you are.  There are those who jump at the opportunity of trying out new things and there are those who are more cautious and want to wait and see if the new way catches on or whether it will fall at the 1st fence!

I wonder which category you come under.  If pressed I would probably fall into the more cautious category, but I think that has more to do with age now than personality.  You may disagree!

Our Reading today from Mark’s Gospel is all about being sent out, you cannot read it and remain neutral.  Quite a large portion of the Gospels are written with the imperative to “come”; now in this passage Jesus uses the verb “to go”.  After receiving the initial invitation to come, Jesus calls the disciples to him and they are now given work to do.  They are sent out, two by two, travelling light and with the authority to go in Jesus’ name.

Now, I am not someone who travels light ever!  When we go on holiday it is me who has the heaviest of suitcases.  I am the one who will take the “extras”    (just in case – you understand!)  So for me to go without my material comforts doesn’t come easily!

The disciples, although used to a lot less than we would require today, nevertheless, were required by Jesus to only take with them a staff, and to wear some sandals!  Basically they were to go just as they were and not carry anything extra. Now I would want a packed lunch, the bus fare home – certainly a hand-bag and all those little things that might come in useful on the way.

Here, Jesus is telling those who follow him that they are not to rely on anything else other than what they know and God himself to provide for them. They are to find the household of peace in the places they visit and stay there until it is the time to move on.  They are not to stay where they are unwelcome.  A household of peace in a place is somewhere where the inhabitants are welcoming, open to hearing God’s word and although not necessarily Christian, people who are spiritually open and seeking harmony.
The disciples did as Jesus asked – we are not told if they questioned it, and their message was one of repentance, deliverance and healing.

Some have tried to follow these commands today and it is not to be recommended unless you are very certain God is calling you to do it.  Life is very different for us in 21st Century.  However, I think there are things we can learn about mission from this passage.  We live post resurrection, we have the love and knowledge of God in his fullness, Father, Son and Holy Spirit to guide us.  So why is it that the same criticisms have been levelled at the church for centuries that it has forgotten its purpose.  
When I look at the commentaries and worthy writings I see the same comments made today about the church as were made half a century ago.  Why is this?  Why have we run out of steam?  Why do we shrink from the challenge to ‘go’?  Why are we still expecting people to “come” to church? Why are we still not facing up to the challenge? What should make us at St. Mark’s a church engaged in what God is sending us to do?

The problem is as I see it – we suffer from inertia.  We are continually getting ready, to get ready, to go!  We rarely seem to actually go!  The whole Christian church needs to grasp the fact that it is no longer worth carrying on swimming when the water is taken out of the pool! Kelvin reminded us the other day, that the inherited church as it is, will not survive into the future unless we are prepared to be energised by our faith. If the church is to survive then it needs radical transformation; new ways of looking at things, being relevant to this generation and the next. 
For me I know I can put off doing the things I know I should do quite easily, by finding all sorts of things that happen to need doing just NOW.  I think the church is no exception.

Just one more course on HOW to do it!  Just ONE more fundraising scheme.  Just FIVE more weeks of Prayer.  Oh and we must get the architect to tell us what needs repairing on the BUILDING before we find the time to tell others about Jesus!

Please don’t hear me say that all these things are unimportant – they all have their place and without them we would be less well off, but they shouldn’t take the place and the time we should be giving to telling others.  When appeals are put forward to ask for help in mending and decorating, sadly few of us make the time.  What about God’s appeal to tell Kempshott about him – how many of us make any time at all?
The passage today should convict us that we need to be doing something and that we need to travel light – we need only to be ourselves we don’t need to carry any baggage.  We don’t need all the hang-ups we have about speaking to others.  We don’t need to be chapter and verse perfect.  We don’t need to carry our past failures with us.
The purpose of the Christian Community is not just inward looking but includes the church’s relation to the world.  1 Peter 1 17 says:

Since you call on a Father who judges each man’s work impartially, live your lives as strangers here in reverent fear.
1 Peter 2: 11 

Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world to abstain from sinful desires….

We are to live as if we don’t belong to this world.  We are aliens or strangers and we don’t need all the trappings of this world.
Resident aliens, or paroikos designating those who are permanently resident but are not citizens.

Interestingly paroikos is the word from which we derive the word Parish which has come to mean quite the opposite of the life of a resident alien! In our culture, to be parochial is to be rooted and settled in a local situation and very often not to look beyond it!  So the question being given to us is are we settled or pioneer?  Are we of this world or do we belong to the Kingdom?
The disciples had to learn that God accepts everyone as they are and provides for them and if others don’t accept them and provide for their needs then they are to walk away.  If others don’t welcome us then we are not to waste time with them.
I would be the 1st one to say this is scary stuff!  Trusting God to provide for us requires courage.  Also trusting in the ones to whom we are sent that they will welcome us and have the resources we need, also requires courage.  We also need to accept that there may be many in Kempshott who will not welcome us, and on the contrary be quite hostile to us, they may indeed be our neighbours and acquaintances.  We need to be prepared for the closed doors as well as the open ones.
Of course, we need accountability and the heritage of the Christian faith behind us, though some would say in today’s culture the heritage of the church is not always helpful!

When St. Mark’s left St. Thomas’ Worting and became an identity on its own.  What were the things that were considered vital to be “church”?
stuff for communion

books?

bowl for baptism

Bible?

Orders of Service

Place to meet?

What about knowing that as a people we are loved by God?  That God was calling us out to be in another place?  Have we lost that sense of calling?
As some of you know our daughter Lucy has been in an isolation room in hospital for four weeks now following her transplant and soon she will be discharged from her “pod” into the world again, albeit a very sheltered life.  She is naturally scared about having to take responsibility for her own needs.  Everything in the hospital is taken care of from her drugs to her cleaning, from her food to her leisure activities; every little thing is taken care of.  It is scary to be thrown on our own resources and have to take responsibility for our own wellbeing, especially when someone else has been doing it for us.
It’s a bit like this with the church.  We are used to having things done for us.  We leave telling others to those who want to do it!  Who will go for us in Kempshott?
I liken the passage in Mark’s Gospel to our situation.  At St. Mark’s we are well looked after.  We have a modern flexible building.  We have good Biblical teaching to feed us.  We have friends and brothers and sisters in Christ to talk with and share with.  We have a huge amount of talented and gifted people on whom to depend for making things run smoothly.  But what if Jesus asked us to go into Kempshott and beyond 2 by two?  What would you do?  How would you feel about going out to share your faith with others?  Would you know what to say?  Is your walk with the Lord so much part of your life it would come naturally to you?  Or would you be one of the ones finding something else that required your attention?
Well friends this is where the rubber hits the road!  We have a choice. Do you know that every baptised member of the church has a responsibility to tell others about Jesus?  If we are disciples then this is what we do. We should do it joyfully!  No ifs not buts, this is the mission of the church.  We can however delay it yet again, we are given the choice.

How and where we do it is down to God’s guidance.  Each of us individually has to work out what God is calling us to do in relation to the mission of the church.  If we are serious about God’s mission to Kempshott, and we know that St. Mark’s is, because we have said so, then scary though it might be we are called to “go” where God is at work in the Parish already.  He isn’t just at work in the Methodist Church, or the Community Church or at St. Mark’s; he is already drawing people to himself, all we have to do is join in!  It is time to take responsibility and step out of our “bubble”, to perhaps go with a friend and be ourselves just as we are with God’s story to tell.
This reminds us that we need to know how to have a conversation about our faith.  Can we be enthusiastic to others about knowing God?  Can I talk to someone about the healing in my life?  Can I listen to what God is saying to me and through others?  Can I be the witness God is calling me to be?  Can the community at St. Mark’s join in with the community of Kempshott and make a difference?  Are we prepared for failure?  Can we be relaxed about the outcome?

Can we trust God to provide? Are we prepared to support each other and learn from our mistakes?
Verse 30 of Mark 6 tells us that the disciples returned to Jesus and reported all the things they had been doing.  My guess this was a steep learning curve for them and they needed all the encouragement they could get.  Do we trust God enough to step out in faith and allow him to provide for us?  Are we prepared to be answerable to God if we don’t do anything?  Do we look forward with anxiety or optimism?  Are we scared?  Of course we are, but we are not alone. Will we be answerable for our lack of commitment if we don’t make the effort to go?  Will we waste more time finding excuses as to why we shouldn’t go just yet?  Or will we be happy to go and tell others about the Good News of Jesus and be full of joy when just one person repents and becomes a Christian? The choice is ours!  
 Michael Greene in his book “After Alpha” says:

The fact is every one of us has a story to tell.  It is as personal and individual as our fingerprints.  I think it is marvellous that God should bother to make us all so special that there is nobody in the world like us.  And I think it is even more wonderful that he should choose to approach each of us with respect for our individuality.  Our story is unique.  We will want to tell our friend about the encounter between Jesus and ourselves.  We are not in the business of talking about our life or achievements.  We will not major on some experience that happened to us in the past.  We will want to tell them about Jesus and the difference he has made and continues to make to us.
Are we prepared to tell our story?  If we don’t what are the consequences?
Mandy Bowskill (Revd.)

Assistant Curate

Questions
1.  We are all different and view challenges through our own coloured spectacles.  In the Home Group are there mostly extrovert or introverted personalities?  How do we view change?

2.  How does the implication that all baptised members of God’s church have a responsibility to share the gospel with others impact on the Home Group and or St. Mark’s and the wider Christian Community?

3.  How much does the phrase, “We are continually getting ready, to get ready, to go” ring true to the group?

4.  How does being an “alien” or a “stranger” in this world make a difference to the way we live our lives?  As individuals/as a church?
5.  Can and have members of the group shared their story with others?  What can be learnt from this?  Do we need to hear more testimonies?

6.  Where do we perceive God to be at work in Kempshott already?  Can we join in?  How much baggage would we take with us?
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