Sermon
5th July 2009

PIONEER CHURCH

SEARCHING FOR A NEW WAY

Isaiah 11:6-10

Matthew 9:14-17

Not so long ago you couldn’t turn on the TV without being bombarded with programmes about property; buying it; selling it, or doing it up!  With the advent of the credit crunch we still have these programmes, but they are a little more circumspect, with the realisation that there just isn’t the money to spend.

One of the programmes which both enthralled and annoyed me at the same time was ‘60 minute makeover’.  Now all of us who have anything to do with houses know that if things are to be done on them to last, it takes a lot more than 1 hour to achieve anything like a lasting success.  Admittedly the producers of the programme provided a large team to carry out the work in the time scale and there were plenty of “experts” to lend a hand.

The unsuspecting occupier is taken away to some other venue whilst the work is carried out and naturally is very surprised to find on their return that their beloved house has been ransacked and altered into either something they really want or something they are about to change back as soon as the cameras are switched off!  No one wants to be seen as a spoil sport especially on TV!  You wonder how long the effects will last anyway and will they wash off at the first sign of a cleaning cloth.  Will the electrics fail and what about those carpets?

How inappropriate would it be to try and live in a house where things just didn’t fit or they were just not what we wanted?  How would you feel if you went away and found your house had changed beyond recognition when you returned?

In our reading today from Matthew we are reminded that Jesus came into  society with new ideas and new ways of  looking at things and he was aware of how difficult it is to get a new idea into people’s minds.  We like what we know and what we know we feel comfortable with.  Jesus uses two pictures which help us understand.
“No one takes a piece of new and unshrunken cloth to patch an old garment.  If that happens on the 1st occasion the garment is washed the new patch shrinks and as it does so it tears the old cloth apart and the hole becomes even wider”
Remember trying to patch up a pair of Jeans?  If you used new material it just puckers up and pulls at the old material fraying it even more.  The only way is to use an old pair of Jeans to mend the other old pair of jeans!

In Jesus’ day the Jews were passionately attached to things as they were.  God’s Law was the final word.  Nothing could be added to it or taken away.  A new idea to the Scribes and Pharisees was not just an irritation it was a sin!  Hence all the tension!
Throughout history the church has clung to the old, finding security in the familiar .None of us likes change!  Jesus is saying here that there comes a time when making do and mending is no longer an option.  We sometimes need to start all over again and make something new.  What was relevant in past generations and culture may no longer be acceptable today.  – I am not saying here that what is our Christian heritage is not worthy of value and respect – what I am saying is that what we know to be true may need a different form of expression to be relevant to this generation.  What appealed to you and me is no longer interesting to another generation!
William Barclay  in his commentary says:

No one would willingly or recklessly, or callously abandon what has stood the test of time and of the years and  on which former generations have found their comfort and put their trust, but the fact remains this is a growing and expanding universe and there comes a time when patches are useless, and when individuals and churches have to accept the adventure of the new, or withdraw into the backwater where they worship not God, but the past”
I will pick up on the theme of adventure later!

The other illustration that Jesus uses is the one of new wine and old wineskins.

No one, said Jesus, tries to put new wine into old wine skins.  

In the old days wine was stored in skins, not in bottles, especially if it was to travel any distance.  You will remember water was not always safe to drink and so wine was the Coca Cola of the day!  Of course stone jars were also used for large quantities, but they had to have provision for the gases to escape during the fermentation process.  When new wine was put into a leather skin the wine was still fermenting.  The gases which it gave off exerted pressure on the skin.  In a new skin there would be elasticity and “give” which meant the skin ‘gave’ with the pressure.  But an old skin had grown hard and had lost its elasticity, meaning that if new wine was poured into it, it would not expand but burst under the pressure.
I can remember vividly our early attempts at winemaking many years ago when our lack of experience meant we ended up with corks popping with regularity and the whole of our coat cupboard where the wine was stored was filled with the sweet aroma of new wine and I had a whole hood full on my rain mac!

To think about this in today’s terms – our way of thinking needs to be elastic enough to receive and contain new ideas.  Each new idea has to battle for its existence, each new invention has to withstand prejudice.  How many of us would be at church this morning if we didn’t have a car to drive?

Anything new causes us to asses our own needs more than looking to the benefits it might bring to others.  The church has an inbuilt prejudice of the new.

William Barclay - again:

We try and pour activities of a modern congregation unto an ancient church building which was never meant for them.  We attempt to pour the truth of new discoveries into the creeds which are based on Greek metaphysics.  We attempt to pour modern instruction into out worn language which it cannot express.  We read God’s word to men and women of C 21st in Elizabethan English and seek to present the needs of modern men and women to God in prayer language which is 400 years old”
Of course we like to think St. Mark’s is a church for C21st and we are already forward looking and hopefully relevant, but we may still be challenged over one or two things.  If we are relevant why then are we not full to the rafters every Sunday?  What is keeping people away?  These are questions we need to ask.
Think again about that wagon train and the picture of being a pioneer starting out on a journey – not knowing what the next day would bring.  An adventure grows people, it stretches us and pushes us into shapes we didn’t know we could have!

Are you ready for an adventure?  Are you ready to accept the risks?
The hard work of the adventure of mission is not the same as the hard work of replicating what we have always done.  Adventure is capable of generating great energy.  Those of you who are sports fanatics will know that anything that requires exercise, stretch and movement outwards begins to generate heat, and the heat begins to affect, to warm up, the whole body.  So adventure brings positive benefits. Could the Body of Christ here at St. Mark’s be energised and warmed up by simply stepping out in faith?
Susan hope in the Book “Mission Shaped Spirituality” says:

It is one of the dynamics of faith that it required action before sight.  The man who was blind was told to go and wash in the pool of Siloam. “So the man went and washed, and came home seeing” (John 9 v7) It was as the lepers went that they were cleansed (Luke 17 v14) It will surely be in the going, in the following of the Spirit of God into mission that the church is changed; the ‘going out’ will in fact press us ‘deeper in’ – because the heart of God goes out constantly from himself towards those who are still lost in the dark places of the earth.  What will it mean for the Church to follow the Spirit into mission?  What might it mean on the ground – for the local church?  For ecumenical partners? What could it mean for a deanery?

It is as we are obedient to God’s call that we will discover all the benefits he has in store for us as a Church and our neighbours.  We will grow stronger spiritually and we will learn to rely on God more.  We may even grow to love each other more!

When Jesus came to this world what he brought with him was so new and so big that the old patterns and forms of religion could not possibly express the spiritual reality of what was taking place.  It just wouldn’t fit.  God had always wanted to bring about this from the beginning, but Jesus coming and dying for us brought about this new situation.  Jesus said he didn’t come to do away with the Law but to fulfil it.  We need to see our way forward as one of the fulfilment of all the prayer and worship over the centuries bringing the Good News – The Gospel to those who need to hear in this generation, here in Kempshott and beyond.
We don’t need to do away with what we hold dear, we need to respect it and understand it,  and we need to be released to find new ways of sharing the Gospel with others whilst maintaining the heritage we have.  Finding a new way involves radical thinking, energy and resources.  The Pioneer Church takes risks, knows its foundation, is prepared to fail, accepts everyone as they are, walks closely with God and uses the gifts of the Spirit.  It travels light and is open to God’s call.

We may need to cross boundaries; we may need to think of ourselves as missionaries; we may need to wrestle with God; we may need to allow God to challenge our prejudices; we may be called to leave the familiar; we may experience danger and most of all we may be asked to put the needs of others before our own.

Without wanting to draw attention to myself, an example of stepping out in faith is taking place here in Basingstoke in the Town Centre.  As some of you may know I regularly visit the retail shops in the Town as part of the Chaplaincy Team.  Until recently this has been under the auspices of BANHIM (Basingstoke, Andover and North Hampshire Industrial Mission).  Like everything else at the moment the resources are coming to an end and
this umbrella body, whose board is made up of  other ecumenical partners from around Hampshire, is to be dissolved; -recognition that this model no longer works today.  For instance ‘Workplace Mission’ now replaces the word “Industrial” in most chaplaincy titles, as this has connotations which may not relate to the work that is carried out in the shops and offices.  To cut a long story short it seems God is challenging and calling us in Basingstoke to provide a locally based chaplaincy working ecumenically with all the local churches in the Town whereby we all work as churches together and support each other to see a Christian presence in the workplaces in Basingstoke.  This is an exciting time there is a lot to do and we look to God to provide the necessary resources and money in order to take this forward.  We have already recruited new chaplains from across the various churches in the Town and we are looking to recruit more. We will be crossing boundaries; we will be taking risks and yes, we may stumble but we believe God is calling us to work together as Christians in the Town to provide a strong witness.  If we don’t do it who will?
It is the same in Kempshott if we don’t step out in faith who will?  Are we going to leave it to the next generations?  Are we missing God’s call to be a missionary church?  Are we prepared to take risks for God?  The old and the new are not exclusive, one can support the other.  We have to find a way forward – the inherited church can encourage and support the emerging church and the new way can feed the old.  It is up to us we are given free choice!  No one is forced to do anything!  But we do have to do something if the next generations are to hear the Good News of the Gospel.
Questions!
1.  Are there any examples that the group has from their workplace that has involved them in having to change to something new?  What was their reaction?

2.  Ho w do we feel when confronted by the possibility of having to accept new styles/forms of worship/church in order that others might feel valued?

3.  Are we ready for an adventure?

4.  Are we ready to take risks?

5.  If trying something new will help us grow as a church in Kempshott why has it been so long before we have tried?

6. Are we prepared for failure?  Is there anything to be gained by learning from others’ mistakes?

7.  What boundaries might we have to cross in order to spread the Good News of the Kingdom?
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