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The current life of the church in Canada, and particularly in the Presbyterian Church in Canada (like other mainline denominations), is filled with tension.  It is by now a commonplace observation that Christianity has been disestablished.  The cultural and intellectual props which supported Christianity’s most favoured religion status in the West are gone.  

Our former privileged standing, enshrined in law and education and common life, has been systematically and thoroughly abolished.  While a kind of residual culture Christianity surfaces from time to time, the commentary of Christian denominations on social issues and public policy is just one religious voice alongside other religious and non-religious voices and, frankly, often represents the minority report.  Mainline Protestant is no longer mainline Canadian.  Our commentary on social issues is often more in the form of a witness these days that it is the basis for public policy.  

Intellectually, the Protestant Christianity we inherited was shaped by modernity – with its emphasis on rationality and universals.  This intellectual heritage has collapsed with the post-modern recognition that knowledge and rationality are local, historical, embodied, interested, never objective, always traditioned.  Alistair Macintyre’s wonderful book, “Whose Justice, Which Rationality?” makes the point in its title.  There is more than one way to be “just,” more than one brand of ‘rationality.’  

In modernity, the scientific method typified our trust in rationality and universality.  When I went to high school if you wanted to win an argument you said, “science says” or “studies show” and people would be appropriately awed and submit to the self-interpreting facts.  When someone says that to a group of university students now-a-days, at least in Montreal, what they say is: “who funded the study?”  

People under 50 also suspect that reality is much richer that the reductive flat accounts of reality moderns gave.  In modernity you take the whirling, bubbling confusing mass called reality and boil it down to three points, four large principles, three causes for confederation, two reasons for the referendum. Young people today in Canada long for more.  They have a greater tolerance for ambiguity, mystery.  That longing for more, that desire for a “thicker” description of reality, I would call post-modern.  

In my church, when the text of a scripture reading contains a miracle story, I typically get two reactions: one is from people who want it explained in other terms.  They seem to want to be assured that reality is safe from intrusion, and so we apply the correct interpretative solvent to dissolve the miracle story and to make people feel that they can go back to what they were doing.  Historicize, moralize, existentialize.  Nothing unusual here folks: just three ways to fit in, and move on.  This interpretative move can venture into reductive explanatory atheism.  

On the other hand, students hardly ever ask this question.  They seem less bothered by intrusion, upset, discontinuity.   More open to mystery, oddness.  They don’t recite the mainline mantra – well, “you can’t take it literally.”  Which I am afraid is all too often a symptom of our easy accommodation to the spirit of the time.  

I don’t know that mainline churches quite get this openness on the part of young people.  Generation X types seem to want preaching that is longer than 12 minutes.  More teaching in sermons.  They don’t mind explanation along with proclamation.  They take notes in church.  Want copies of sermons so they can study them.  I think we may have a generation that knows they don’t know the Gospel, who knows that the Gospel is strange, counter-cultural, and that they must be willing to listen, to take some time to learn what they don’t know.  I don’t think the mainline church gets this.  I think there is still a great trust in disembodied scientific rationality, and it manifests itself in our spirit of accommodation and adjustment to it; and it makes what we have to say a dim echo of what people already know from other sources.   

And then there is the matter of church attendance.    

People don’t come to church like they used to, they have options on Sunday morning.  In small town Ontario, Muskoka, where I used to serve as a Minister, the parking lot at the hockey rink was full on Sunday morning as I drove to the first of the two points of my pastoral charge.  In the summer months the lakes were filled with boats and boaters on Sunday mornings.  In the winter, Sunday was the day to snowmobile.  The trails were busy, the church was not.  

In downtown Montreal, where I now live, people are at their country houses or shopping or at the Museum of Fine Arts.  Someone recently told me, tongue in cheek, that he comes to church on Sunday because he needs something to do before brunch.  At the Church of St. Andrew and St. Paul there are seats available each Sunday, at “Eggspectation” there is a waiting line down the street.  Canadians can choose to do other things on Sunday morning.  Canadians do choose to do other things on Sunday morning.   Charles Taylor identifies this freedom to contemplate religious observance as an option that is increasingly not taken as definitive of the secular age in which we live (A Secular Age). 

The assumption that people will just come to church if we just keep them running is a false assumption, and it is still the dominant assumption in our denomination, according to a report made to the General Assembly not too many years ago.  We still work with a parish model.  A study commissioned by the Primate of Canada, Andrew Hutchison, reported that at the current rate of decline there will be no more Anglicans in Canada by the middle of this 21st century.

Some have described the experience of the church in our day as “a wilderness experience.”  In the Presbyterian Church in Canada this theme comes through in some of our assembly reports and in published materials from Wynford Drive.  It is a wonderfully descriptive and delightfully biblical depiction of church life in the present.  We have left establishment Christendom and we are heading to a different place.  We are not yet in that place.  The rules of engagement are no longer clear.  We are leaving behind one way of relating to each other and our surrounding context and environment as God’s people, we are not yet clear on the terms of engagement in our present pilgrimage. 

On the other hand, none of us can complain that there are no ecclesiastical leaders and authors willing to point in a direction. The market place of vendors where it comes to options for how the church should act and understand itself in the current time is incredible.  And while Proverbs records, “in a multitude of counselors there is wisdom,” I have also discovered that in a multitude of counselors there is confusion.  I once read that in an Army officer’s evaluation, a young lieutenant was criticized in the following way: “This officer tends to become confused when given conflicting instructions.”  Who doesn’t?  

Ministers and church leaders and congregants also become confused when given conflicting instructions.  And I don’t think we can write this off as “low tolerance” for multiple voices in church or as some sort of quest for fundamentalist type certainty on every issue or simply nostalgia for so-called better times.  There is some of this to be sure, but consider the nature of the options and their articulation.  

There is a dearth of material on church life, whole institutes set up for the renewal of congregations for and in the 21st century.  And the idiom, the language and conceptuality, in which they communicate hopeful or less hopeful prospects for the life of the Christian church are these days various: scholars and clergy analyze church life mainly through anthropological, therapeutic, literary, sociological, political and economic categories rather than essentially theological ones.  

This makes it difficult to even have an argument about what the church is and ought to be; for until you figure out the modality of discussion, people talk past each other.  It used to be that we had some sort of theological continuum – there were more or less liberal and more or less conservative people, theologically speaking, but we could argue and debate. 

Now, I think, where it comes to discussion of the life of the church and its prospects for our time, there is sometimes a relative indifference to theological language altogether.  This indifference may bespeak the lurking naturalism/materialism, or default atheism of our times, in which reality, including the church’s reality, is described in any language but theological language.  Once we have described churchly activity in terms of its human actors and the context in which they live, and the way we have always done things, we have described the church, this congregation, virtually without remainder. 

I remember visiting a woman in the hospital who was having a very hard time.  She told me, “I couldn’t get through this without God.”  Her son followed me out the door after the visit and he said, “she is such a strong person.”  But that’s not what she said.  She said, “I couldn’t get through this without God.”  It is amazing how quickly we turn language about God into language about ourselves.  

Or take this at the level of a congregation.  I remember one particular church meeting in which we were parsing out the reasons for why people come to our church.  We were doing antidotal custom satisfaction analysis, speculating on the strengths that brought us more than our market share.  To be truthful, it was a bit self-congratulatory, pompous. “Some come for the preaching,” one said and I smiled.  “Some come for the music,” the director of music smiled.  “Some come for the stately architecture, others for the soft and quiet ambiance,”(our church officer smiled)  That’s when one committee member, who had sat quietly through the whole thing, said “not to mention God . . .”  “What?”  “Not to mention God.  Some people come to worship God.” he said.”  “O yes, Divine worship.” 

As an aside, I have noted that many of the nations to which our church sent missionaries in the late 19th and early 20th century – Korea, Taiwan, Indonesia, for example – have now returned to us.  Presbyterian and Reformed Christians from these countries now people the pews of St. Andrew and St. Paul.  We didn’t really plan this or initiate this, but the people have been hospitable and kind, helped refugee claimants, and the word got out.  And so lots of new Canadians have stayed.  And what is so fascinating to me about them, is that they speak in uninhibited ways about divine agency, about God’s action. The two major projects of people in the Western world – personal happiness and efficiency (Alistair McIntyre) – are not yet their projects, and so the languages of self-esteem and therapy and management/mastery (which have virtually taken over even in church) are not their first languages; at least not yet.  

One woman from Kenya writes emails to me that are more like Pauline epistles – beginning and ending with greetings in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ.     

They talk about reading the Bible to listen for God’s voice.  The language of sin and salvation is a primary mode of self and world description.  Many of them tend to think of themselves as “disciples” and interpret the world through the lens of the Bible – a skill that Western Christians have lost almost completely.   I have come to regard their ease at Christian self-expression and their interest in mission and conversion as a helpful and wonderful reminder.  

I once quoted a psychologist from the pulpit, her phrase “self-regulation disorder” struck me as pertinent to our unregulated times and so I used it.  Alas, a man from Indonesia greeted me at the door and said, “don’t we call that sin.”  And, of course, he is right.  One language can’t simply be translated into another without residue.  Sin is culpable behavior.  “Self-regulation disorder,” while it may be helpful as a descriptive modifier of sin, used instead of sin; well, it remakes human recklessness and wickedness, and resistance to God into a medical condition -  which, of course, is what has happened to the seven deadly sins.  Pride is now a virtue, the other six (gluttony, envy, lust, greed, sloth and anger) are medical conditions.  The theological idiom is supplanted by the therapeutic one. 

In the current life of the church, we tend to translate talk about church life from talk about God to talk about ourselves, for now, I only want to note that this move marginalizes theological discussion, makes us the principal actors or at least makes God descriptively confluent with us.  And if we are the principal actors, then we are principally responsible for church life – its current reality and its future prospects, and that is depressing.

John Cobb in his wonderful little book, Reclaiming the Church: Where the Mainline Denominations went Wrong and What to do About It, also notes the absence of theological reflection on church life in the mainline denominations.  He makes the point that the movement of theology to the university and its consequent professionalization has meant that too often theological thinking has come to be determined more by the norms of the university than the needs and nature of the church.   
Stanley Hauerwas agrees.  In his Gifford Lectures, published as With the Grain of the Universe, Hauerwas declares: “Theologians particularly theologians who are paid by universities, too often do theology in a manner that will not offend the peace of the established secular order.  Given the requirements of that order theology cannot help but become one more opinion, one more option, to enliven the dulled imaginations of those who suffering from knowing so much that they no longer know what they know.” (p. 16) 

Cobb claims, and I think that he is right, that the prospects for Church renewal in the 21st century are tied up with at least two important changes.  

The first is the migration of theological thinking and reflection into the core of church life, where presently its absence has been filled by business/consumer, therapeutic and human rights talk.    

The second change needed is the passionate commitment of church members to strong, shared Christian convictions.  (I would prefer to speak of disciplined commitment).  This second change would remedy what Cobb describes as the present spiritual problem of the mainline: we are lukewarm, uncommitted. (2) 

These two changes requisite for renewal are, in fact, bound up with each other.  Theological description of the nature and tasks of the church should it migrate into the pulpits and Bible study groups and personal lives of Christians would by the power of the Holy Spirit also provide the basis for the shared Christian convictions about which Christians could be passionate.  

The primary language for discussion of the life of the church right at the start of this 21st century then must be theological.  For the Christian church – including the Presbyterian Church in Canada - is “a creature of the Word,” a spiritual reality, a divine creation, called, sustained and commissioned by the grace of God in Jesus Christ made effective by the power of the Holy Spirit.  

“We are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a people for God’s own possession, that we may proclaim the excellencies of God who called us out of darkness into God’s marvelous light; for once we were not a people, but now we are the people of God; once we had not received mercy, but now we have received mercy.” (1 Pt. 2:9-10)    

Talk about the church that does not immediately and consistently relate its animus to the presence of its living Lord is not realistic talk.  Analysis that abstracts the Church out of its relationship to God, as though it is possible to describe the church, its situation, and to prescribe its activities apart from the one who called and calls it daily into being, is deflationary and therefore cannot finally direct the life of God’s people.  Talk about the Church of Jesus Christ inevitably involves Jesus Christ – his brief and powerful life, his tragic but nevertheless reconciling death, his surprising resurrection and his life-giving presence in the Spirit.  

“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who according to his great mercy has caused us to be born again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus from the dead” (1 Pt. 1:3). 

Let’s agree that the Church is a “creature of the Word” – called, sustained and commissioned – by the electing and saving action of God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  If that’s the case, then, on the basis of this fundamental theological understanding of our common life in this 21st century, what Gospel inspired disciplines ought we to nurture in faithfulness to God and for the sake of the world?

My sense is that the first order of business for the church of the 21st century is to do nothing.  And by that I don’t mean nothing at all.  I do mean resisting the temptation to work harder at what we’ve always done, to step up our things to do list, to get busy in the world immediately with the old agenda.  We must hold back from what Paul Ricoeur calls in another context, “the rush to existential signification.” (the rush to be relevant).  If the Church is a creature of the Word, it is not born or reborn of our doing.  We are not the saviours of the struggling mainline with a magic bullet mission statement or a series of carefully crafted values and objectives in hand or some demographically derived sense of “our context.”
I say this as someone who has helped to craft many a strategic plan.  I say this as someone whose congregation has a strategic plan -GAIN.  Nevertheless, the first order of business in the 21st century church, which may actually prove to be a powerful witness in a live-at-the-speed-of-light world, which only discovers its limits out of necessity, is to do nothing.  Mary, the sister who sat at Jesus’ feet, ought to be the saint of the 21st century, our Christian exemplar.  Let me explain what I mean by doing nothing.

The current Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams, was in New York City on September 11, 2001, when the planes were flown into the World Trade Centre.  He received a call the day after from his home country of Wales.  It was from a news program, and the caller spoke to Williams in Welsh.  Williams writes, “I had to decide: if I answered in Welsh, the conversation would go on in Welsh, and I had some misgivings about coping with it.”  He continues, in his thoughtful meditation, Writing in the Dust, “I am spoken to; I have some choices about how to answer.” In the midst of a crisis, a choice about the language of response is made.  “If I decide to answer in the same terms that is how the conversation will continue.”  

The danger, Williams maintains, is that this freedom to decide on a language to respond in, will not even occur to us if we just react.  If we don’t take time to think about who and whose we are, every crisis that happens will simply set the terms for our language and action.  If the norms for our acting and reacting are simply derived from “experience,” then we risk captivity to the latest experience or, more likely, the latest experience as it is mediated to us by some interested party or parties.

Of course, Christians, and the Christian church do want to relate to what is happening in the world, speak to the issues.  However, there is a big difference between ‘experience’ which occasions theological reflection (learning ‘with’ experience) and theological reflection which is normed by experience (learning ‘from’ experience).  

Williams turns to the Sermon on the Mount – and the language of non-retaliation to deal with the crisis of attack in the U.S.  He also looks at crises more generally though the lens of the story of the woman caught in adultery in John 8.  He notices that when Jesus is presented with this crisis, he hesitates.  He does not draw a line in the sand, accept the interpretation of the situation given and follow through on what her fate may be.  

Williams writes, “he allows a moment, a longish moment, in which people are given time to see themselves differently precisely because he refuses to make the sense they want.  When he lifts his head, there is judgment and release.”  William concludes, “So this is writing in the dust because it tries to hold that moment for a little longer, long enough for some of our demons to walk away.” (78). 

I wonder if a similar grace for doing nothing, a longish moment for the demons to walk away, is needed for the church right at the start of the 21st century.  Time for repentance is surely in order.  Prayers of confession are a fitting response to a crisis, especially since our own lukewarmness and coziness with the Empire have been precipitants of the current crisis in church life.  We may also need time also to see ourselves differently, to consider who and whose we are in the light of the Gospel.  A time of judgment and release could be salutary for us.  

Prayer is the way people, who believe that the church is a ‘creature of the Word,’ comport themselves in a time of crisis.  Prayer is the time we take, the pause in which we come to see ourselves differently.  It is the most fitting posture for people who believe that the church is created, sustained, renewed and commissioned by the risen Lord Jesus Christ.  It is his church, and he is not an absentee Lord, but a present and active one.  He hasn’t handed over the reins of the church to us, while he is palpably absent.  He lives and he orders, he awakens, he gives life, he disturbs sinners and forgives them so that we can begin again.

Prayer is the posture of dependence and openness.  Prayer is what daily saves the church from undue pride in our competence and skill and mastery, on the one hand, and from undue despair over our failures and compromises, on the other.  Prayer – whether in praise or in asking – is thanksgiving to God; for in it we acknowledge our need for God, which is always our context.
I have come to believe that something of the passivity of the Christian life needs to be recovered in our time.  Luther spoke so much about “passive righteousness;” that is, the justifying grace of God in Jesus Christ that must be received without any contribution from our side.  God’s action outside of us, and apart for us, but nevertheless for us is the starting point in the Christian life and in church life.  
Too much of current church life is, theologically speaking, Pelagian and maybe even Promethean; that is, it is supremely over-confident in human willing and doing, in our own ability to handle the crisis.  At best such thinking makes the Christian gospel one factor alongside others.   At worse it renders the Christian Gospel a captive to ideology or proceeds as though we know our situation on other terms.
At baptism, we are acted upon without any contribution on our part and given an identity: Christian.  At our Lord’s Table, we receive bread and wine with empty hands and our lives are fed.  We hear the Word of God, and we are accosted and built up.  Over each one of these ecclesiastical actions, we invoke the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of the living Christ, so that what is performed and said will become to us the very life-sustaining Word of God.  We receive from God and are constituted by the grace of God as a people.  Not just bread and wine are altered, but the people who receive them are reconstituted, called and upheld and sent out by the action of the Risen Christ.  And this is never something we leave behind.  “The Church lives solely because day-by-day, it is newly called and upheld, confronted and governed by its Lord.”  Dusseldorf Thesis, 5, 1933.

Taking time for the Lord’s Day celebration, a day of rest and rest in the midst of work, in a 24/7 world is also testimony to the grace of God and, secondarily, a witness to an exhausted, depleted world that seems to believe that it’s all up to us; that we are the only significant actors in the cosmos.  

In a recent edition of the Atlantic, Michael Sandel, a political philosopher at Harvard University, offers an article entitled “The Case against Perfection.”  In the article, Sandel reflects on our performance obsessed culture.  He makes the interesting observation that the recreational drugs of the 1960’s and 1970’s have been replaced in our own day with performance enhancing drugs.  He notes that the drugs of choice today, “are not for checking out but for buckling down, not for beholding the world and taking it in but for molding the world and fitting in . . . steroids and stimulants that figure in the enhancement debate are not a source of recreation but a bid for compliance – a way of answering a competitive society’s demand to improve our performance and perfect our nature.  The demand for performance and perfection,” says Sandel, “animates the impulse to rail against the given.”  
Hebrews records, “there remains a rest for the people of God.”  And Isaiah wrote, “in quietness and stillness shall be your strength.”  Rest and quietness in our lives are testimony to the prevenient grace of God, which establishes the conditions for rest, makes stillness of mind and spirit possible.  Only a person at peace with God and his/her neighbour can truly rest.

I just love Karl Barth’s account of the Lord’s Day celebration.  To paraphrase his account: Christians come to the Lord’s Day celebration because the one thing that had to be done is done, Christ has died, Christ is risen; everything else can wait.  We do not work to make something of ourselves, we are not self-constituting agents; we have been acted upon and made children of God.  As the Psalmist writes, “it is he that has made us, and not we ourselves.”  In that line alone, the self-made person and pastor hear the judging-saving Word of God. 

Barth also makes the point that in the spirit of the Lord’s Day celebration, we go back to work with cheerfulness.  We do not make ourselves by our work, in our work we give ourselves to each other and for the good of the world; in our work we work out our gratitude to God in loving our neighbours. 

Many believe that Sabbath and rhythms born of Sabbath rest may be a good Christian starting point for Christian thinking about ecology.  Norman Wirzba in his outstanding book, Living the Sabbath: Discovering the Rhythms of Rest and Delight, makes the point “that Sabbath observance is the fulfillment of a life that is harmoniously turned to the life-giving and life-promoting ways of God.”  Sabbath living means, “bringing our habits and priorities in line with the ways and intentions of God.”  It is in Sabbath rest and worship that these habits are inscribed on a life.        

Before I leave the topic of doing nothing reactive, let me say that I have found the book of Acts wonderfully instructive in this regard.  I used to think that what the church needed was leaders who showed some imagination and initiative, you know, people who will take the proverbial bull by the horns; leaders who will say, “this way folks,” take on the pressing issues as they are defined by public opinion . . .  However . . . read Acts . . .

In the book of Acts, God is always the one taking the initiative.  The church spends a lot of time praying, as though it needs constantly to be sensitized by the Holy Spirit to what God is up to in the world.  Before every big move, the church prays.  Prayer is not about the immediate delivery of God’s services but the patient discernment of God’s will.  God leads and the Church discerns, in prayers and dreams, where God is working and gets with the program.  

“Are the Gentiles in?  Can they be a part of the church?” that’s a big question in Acts.  The answer: “well, God gave them the Spirit when they believed, the same way God gave us the Spirit.”  And then the counter question: “you do not want to be found resisting God, do you?”  And the church says, “well, great so they are in.  Very good.”  

Ethnic and religious boundaries are trampled down in Acts (not without some trouble) and through it all God is at the levers, directing this one and then that one to get with God’s program.  There is a fluidity to it all, people don’t keep to their job descriptions: they are deacons and then evangelists and martyrs without ever having been promoted by the church.   But the church prays; it gathers to devote itself to teaching and the breaking of bread – it gathers in identity conferring and confirming activities and engages in discernment by means of prayer and fellowship.  And it is lead . . .

I try to remember the book of Acts in committee meetings and on my way to the hospital.  The question isn’t how can I make God present, but prayerfully to discern how and where God is already at work through listening with faith, and then getting with God’s program.

I remember a Pentecost Sunday at St. Andrew and St. Paul.  I preached on Peter’s sermon – the one people heard and asked, “what must I do to be saved.”  He tells them repent and believe and be baptized.  And a mass of people are added to the church, right away.  After the service a woman met me at the door and said, “I want to be baptized.”  I said, “well, let’s set up an appointment and we can talk.”  She said, “no, I want to be baptized right now.”  I said, “well, we don’t do it that way.”  Presbyterians need time to think about things.  We’re not good at spontaneity.  She said, “what’s wrong, don’t you have the stuff.”  I explained about classes and the Book of Forms, and Session approval and all that.  It wasn’t lost on me that the passage in Acts said they were baptized right way.  There is sometimes a little tension, institutional inertia, in the following when one is lead . . . 

A second practice that, I believe, ought to be ramped up in earnest in the life of our denomination is catechesis.  If the church really is a creature of the Word – born and sustained by God’s gracious initiative toward us, and if biblical/theological language is the most fitting way of speaking of this spiritual reality, then people (not just a special class in a particular social location) will need to gain fluency in the language of Zion.  Biblical and theological literacy will need to be encouraged in the lives of God’s people.  

Don’t get me wrong.  I’m not talking about the old Puritan practice of using only the words of the King James Bible in our conversations.  Think of catechesis more along the lines of learning baseball or chemistry.  A new language is acquired and new practice engendered.   Learn the language and get down the moves and suddenly the world is a different place.  I like Calvin’s metaphor of “the lens of scripture;” think of catechesis, teaching and instruction, as learning the imaginative skill of interpreting the world through the lens of scripture, in the light of the Gospel.  A more recent theologian, George Lindbeck, proposes something similar.  He calls it the skill of learning to absorb the world into the scriptural –creation to the end of time - framework.  Catechesis is Christian education that aims at the formation of Christian character and imagination such that the content of the faith is the basis for making sense of and living in the world.

Hans Frei’s brilliant book, The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative, makes the point that the two testaments are held together in one book around the life, death and resurrection of Jesus.  The Bible itself uses typology and figures to bring the testaments into a unity around Jesus.  Jonah in the belly of the Whale for three days (the type) is like Jesus in the belly of the earth for three days (the anti-type).  One is promise, the other fulfillment, i.e., its fuller sense and meaning found in the light of Christ.  Frei noted that until the 18th century this scriptural reading of the Bible was extended to the world outside the Bible.   In this way Jesus, who is Lord, is the one in relationship to whom events, persons and challenges have their sense.  Put the other way around, Christian interpreters made sense of the world by deliberately misreading events, persons and situations into the deviant framework of the Bible.  Frei, a professor at Yale, called this pattern of reading, “The Classical Christian Pattern.”

Let me give you an example of how this works.  We have a wonderful woman elder in our church, who wins over the whole Session time and again with her skill at deliberate misreading, sanctified imagination.  At a recent meeting of our Session, we discussed the Bibles in the pews.  We buy them by the dozen and people take them – steal them.  At least that is how a private property reading of them going missing would understand what is happening.  This woman says to us, “isn’t it wonderful that people are taking Bibles.  Let’s buy some more.  This is just what we have been asking them to do, read the Bible.  We want them to learn the Gospel.”  And then we make a motion to buy more Bibles.  The consensus changed by her deliberate misreading of what was happening to us.  Naïve?  Problematic?  Pollyanna?  Perhaps, if you’re stuck in a private-property, ledger-beholden reading of church life.  But if the right reading of our lives and circumstances is biblical and theological and Christocentric then she’s right.  This is deliberate misreading.

I sometimes think that the best place to learn this Holy Spirit inspired skill is from African- American churches and preachers.  Think of Martin Luther King Jr. and his ability to cast the experience of African-American into the idiom of the Bible – the Old Testament experience of slavery by Israel in Egypt and of hope in God’s deliverance.  An imaginative reading, and a compelling one that worked with narratives of scripture.  I have found reading Martin Luther King Jr. sermons a wonderfully edifying exercise in biblical reading. 

I think, in our own denomination, the reading of this time in church life, as a wilderness journey is interesting, so long as we probe that a little further.  We can’t rest content with the bewilderment of the wilderness. Remember in the wilderness, the people got direction from God.  They get physically liberated from the Empire.  But after God takes the people out of Egypt, he takes the Egypt out of the people – issues of obedience, and a new way of life at odds with the Empire is commanded.  Remember St. Paul interprets the crossing through the Red Sea as baptism, identity conferring.  For the love of God, the love of neighbour and the sake of human flourishing, the baptized repudiate their former ways.  “Thou shalt not.”  It turns out that things like Sabbath are important (to Israel and the baptized in Jesus’ name).  Only slaves of the Empire work 24/7.  A day off for worship and thanksgiving to God for salvation, a day off to have the life-giving law of God inscribed on your heart, turns out to be a powerful witness to your break with the Empire, which is plundering the resources of the planet by relentlessly stoking covetousness in its citizens.    

I have found creeds and confessions so very helpful in catechesis.  I tell my professing the faith class, confirmation class, that the Apostles’ Creed is like Coles Notes on the Bible: a short hand account of the whole Christian story.  It is an overview of the Christian story, a catholic expression of the faith.

Because of this creeds do serve as a check on excessive commitment to individual liberty at the expense of communal integrity.  Creeds, says New Testament scholar, Luke Timothy Johnson, “function as a clear and communal statement of the community’s faith” and thus save the church from becoming a club “that one can join on one’s own terms – as though each individual decides what Christianity means and which of its norms are truly norms.”

When the new catechism which our church has recently finished was being put together, we site-tested it with the University group at The Church of St. Andrew and St. Paul.  The interest was really quite incredible.  They honestly would not leave one night until we got to the last question.  I can’t say that we secured everyone’s agreement with all its parts;  but every person found something in the Christian faith to be offended at.  Finally, trouble worth having. 

The problem wasn’t, as is often suspected its irrelevance, rather the problem was it was too relevant, too direct.   As Luke Timothy Johnson writes, “There is something in the creed to offend virtually every contemporary sensibility.”  University Students who had spent their whole lives in church were for the first time realizing that “I believe” language is self-involving; it commits the person who professes to a specific kind of life.  I tell them that saying, “I believe” is like saying “I do,” not watching someone else say it, but saying it yourself at a marriage service – you don’t leave, won’t leave the same person.  Say it, and your life is changed forever. 

Not too long ago, I saw an ad in Presbyterians Today, a PCUSA publication.  It was a full page ad, looking for a potential Minister.  It described the kind of Minister desired.  And along with some rather messianic expectations was the following: “the ability to minister the Word of God in a variety of circumstances.”  I really like that.  They’re looking for someone who can read life through the lens of the Gospel.  Someone who can give a “thick description” of life in all its dimensions in relation to Jesus Christ, who God raised from the dead and made Lord over all things.  That’s a big task – requiring prayer for the Holy Spirit, sanctified imagination, a willingness to relent before the Gospel as witnessed to in Holy Scripture and a great deal of animated Christian conversation.  It is hard work, done over a life-time, but it is cheerful and delightful and interesting work.  It is the pressing task for the clergy.

Listen to Leander Keck from his helpful book, The Church Confident: “Too long have pastor preachers avoided the court of theological accountability by pleading guilty to the lesser charge of busyness.  Where is one to begin?  Where pastors already are and with what they are already doing – in the study and in the pulpit, where one wrestles with the truth about the God who is praised in Christian worship.  Academic theologians can renew theology for the church, but it is preachers who grapple with the meaning of the faith for today who will renew it in the churches.” (67)

I can’t leave this part of the lecture without saying something about the importance of Christian exemplars.  The skill of reading the world through the lens of the Gospel is not enough.  If this remains at the level of intellectual improvisation and imaginative variation on the world, it is a game.  Commitment to a way of life and Christian piety based on such readings is powerful and solicitous to others in church and in the surrounding community; it is a profound act of Christian witness. 

Of course the stories of great Christian exemplars are wonderful.  Telling teenagers and children and adults about Mother Teresa, Dorothy Day, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Martin Luther King Jr., Martin Luther, Jan Hus and John Wyclif, is delightful.  We celebrate All Saints Sunday at our Presbyterian Church, because I find it gives me a chance to trot out incredible exemplars in the faith.  Once a year, we consider some of these odd people thoroughly because I am also aware that the range of options for imitation is rather slim in our culture. 

What people like this do is provide a check on our laissez faire realism – it can’t be done, we’ve got to settle, a person can’t make a difference in Jesus’ name.  Well, not only is it possible, it has been done!  What difference can a person make in India amongst the untouchables?  Mother Teresa.  How can a clergy man or woman speak truth to power – Martin Luther King Jr., Oscar Romero, Desmond Tutu. The church never changes – Martin Luther, John Calvin.  The lives of Christian exemplars create disquiet and often leverage, by the grace of the Holy Spirit, a movement from church membership to Christian discipleship.

It helps, of course, if we know some of these exemplars personally.  An elder in our church, the mother of four children, was coming home on the bus.  A man was seated on the bus in pajamas.  What’s the Christian thing to do?  How can I be a good Samaritan?  Well, take him home, of course.  Her stunned family maintained surveillance over the guest, while mother called the police.  It turns out, he got out of the hospital, and his worried family was so very grateful for his retrieval.  My teenage sons think this lady is odd, but spectacular and interesting.  We have another man, a former university professor, who was jailed for protesting American military action – and he’s retired.  Again, the students think he’s a saint.  Where did people get the idea that the Christian life is all about conformity, fitting in?

Bill Willimon tells the story of a clergyman friend shopping for a motorcycle.  The sales man greets him, but doesn’t know who he is.  He wants to buy a Harley.  The salesman begins the pitch.  “Did you know this bike will go from standing still to 60 miles per hour in seconds?  It corners so well at top speed.  The ladies find Harley’s irresistible.  By the way, what do you do?”  The Minister answers, “I’m a clergy man.”  “O,” says the salesman, “the motorcycle gets great mileage and is very safe.”

Where do people get the idea that the Christian life is conventional and safe?  Well, the answer is from Christians.  Good exemplars, disciples, living out imaginative readings of the Gospel by the power of the Holy Spirit in challenging 21st century circumstances makes Christian faith interesting, if not compelling.

The final point I want to make about renewal for the church concerns God’s providential ordering of church life.  The New Testament, in 1 Corinthians 12 and again in Ephesians 4, goes out of its way to speak of the distribution of gifts (charisms) to each and everyone of God’s people.  They are distributed according to the measure of Christ’s gift, they are given as God sees fit.  In other words, the church is ordered by Christ for service by the gifts distributed to people in the church.  Living Faith says, “All Christians participate in the ongoing ministry of Christ.”  On the one hand then, all Christians are called to share in Christ’s ongoing ministry in the world, and on the other, they are gifted to do so.  

This theological understanding of church order leads me to think that one of the main tasks of the clergy, and church leaders, these days is to discern who God has given us, what gifts they have, train them, and let go.  

There is always the temptation for the clergy to be too controlling – at every meeting and church activity – as though no one can pray but them.  There is the task of leadership to be sure - of pointing in a Gospel oriented direction in preaching and service.  The clergy need to be thermostats in the church trying to witness to the gospel temperature, not thermometers merely registering the ambient climate. 

However, in a church whose chief marks are “where the word is rightly preached and heard, and the sacraments rightly administered according to the institution of Christ,” there is a tendency to feature human action and particularly the action of church officers in every meaningful aspect of church life.  That means that God is at best implicated in the action of clergy and that most people can be left out.  Even Living Faith gives this impression.  All are called to share in the on-going ministry of Christ, but some are called not to ‘specific’ but to ‘special’ tasks.  I think we need to affirm that all are called to special tasks.  If the risen Christ gifted them, and if by the Spirit he energizes them for service, then their tasks are special too.  Recognition of the gifts of God’s people and affirmation of the callings of God is acknowledgement of God’s good order. 

I had to miss a committee meeting at my own congregation, not too long ago, and so I called the man who was the convenor, and apologized that I couldn’t come.  He replied, “I think we can manage without adult supervision.  I’ve prayed before you know.”  Of course, he’s right.   

In a recent book, Mission Mover, Tom Bandy notes something that got me to thinking. Bandy says to us clergy, ‘Once upon a time preparing for ministry meant meetings, political activism, counselling, now it's preparing to interject Jesus into the conversation and a willingness to relinquish control.”
It is particularly that last bit that I find enticing for the 21st century mainline church.  There can be a bit of a disfunctional synergy between the clergy who want to control everything and non-clergy who are happy to let them.  But this impoverishes ministry.  If we are all caught up in what God continues to do in the world, and if we have ability and talent to share with each other and the world in the name of Christ, what a shame if some get exhausted at it when others would have gladly helped.   

I get the distinct sense that parishioners are restless about mission by proxy, and giving on the model of philanthropic endeavour.  I have people saying, “I want to help with new members and make them feel a part of the church.”  “I’ll go to the refugee hearing.”  Some want to teach Bible studies, and have the gifts to pull it off.  I get the distinct impression that even busy people want to share in the life of the church to a fuller degree, even if it means spending less time at their place of employment.  More and more people want to go on mission trips, have a hands-on experience in visiting the sick and ministering to the poor and the marginal.  Many are unbelievable at administration and organization.  According to one recent study (Wilson Quarterly), more Canadians have undergraduate degrees per capita than any other country in the world.  We have a host of gifted and educated people.  This is no longer 19th century Canada, when the doctor and the minister were the most educated people in town.  And too often the clergy view this change as threat rather than gift . . .  

My Clerk of Session, a retired medical doctor, has children who now call him, “The Rev Dr. . . .” since he spends, joyfully, so much time organizing and ministering at and for the church.  He has the regard of everyone and is the personification of a kind Christian disciple, full of wisdom.  I tell the congregation regularly of my appreciation for his guidance.  I tell them the truth: he constantly makes me appear wiser than I am.  He writes me a note every Christmas to express his gratitude for my letting him share in the life and ministry of the church, tells me how fulfilling it has made his life.  The truth: it is Christ’s ministry in which he shares, and he has been called and gifted to do it.  He also tells me that when he considered his avocation as a young man, it was almost the ministry.  It turns out that the almost of his youth has been fulfilled in his retirement.

Believe me there will always be lots for Ministers to do.  But very often the overwhelming nature of ministry doesn’t lead to the sensible question: Who else has God given to share in the work, so that I can give myself to teaching and preaching?  Sometimes, not always but sometimes, what is called “burn-out” or more properly, from a theological point of view, “works righteousness and pride” is related to the clergy’s self-imposed expectation of omni-competence.  
At the guidance conference I attended some 15 years ago, there was an elderly psychologist who gave the group some advice: always remember, he said, “you are not God.”  It seemed silly at the time, but now it seems wise.  I remember attending a General Assembly some years ago, the theme was, “Unleashing the Laity,” from what I can discern, I see it happening.  I am trying to let go these days - to acknowledge the gifts and callings of the people in my congregation, to interject conversation about Jesus, the Lord of the church and to let go  . . . 

In conclusion:
A few years ago, the editors of Christianity Today had a special issue on The Book of Revelation.  They asked some well-known Christian leaders to write imaginary “letters” to our various church families.  Bishop William Willimon was asked to write a letter to Mainline Protestantism.  Here was his tongue-in-cheek response:

To: The Church called Mainline

Behold I make all things new!  Even you.

How eagerly you began this century that you so confidently called “Christian.”  You organized to beat the Devil, to build, to expand, to crusade, to reform, to grow.  Quite a contrast to the way your century ends.  You, who enjoyed thinking of yourselves as “mainline” got sidelined.  Though you are averse to taking my Word literally, for my sake, and for yours, I hope that you will at least take these words seriously.

I, the One who so exuberantly turned water into wine at Cana, tire of your propensity to turn wine to water at your bureaucracies . . ..  The best thing about you is your past.  What does that tell you?  My how you loved to organize and build!  You made North America into the most thoroughly Protestant Christian place in the world. Hospitals, orphanages, schools, nursing homes, printing presses.  You really took love of neighbor to a new level and I’m grateful.  And while I enjoyed dismantling sacred edifices rather than building them, you built some beautiful churches.  Give me The Lutheran Hymnal any day over most of those tasteless “praise choruses” of some of my evangelicals. 

Fosdick, Hartness, Peale, Steimlie, Thurman, Achtemeier can preach for me any time they like.  I wish some of them would steer a bit closer to the Scriptures, but I’ll speak to them individually about that.  When you mainliners stop talking about me, your preaching tends to get moralistic and trite.  I hate that.  It wouldn’t kill you to get back to the Bible.

You know me, I love to make the oldline new.  If you will stick with me, I shall give you a future, new wineskins and all that.  I am Lord of Life, not death.  I shall move you from mordant decline to life. I’ve still got plans for you.  You’ll be smaller, but small can be good.  Ask the Mennonites.  You will no longer be in charge of the nation, if you ever were.  Remember, the national church thing was your idea of church, not mine.  Get back to basics like worship, service, and witness.  Don’t mourn the downsizing of your bureaucracy.  You were once good at mission.  Now that much of North America has never heard of me, it’s about time to start thinking of yourselves as missionaries.

Your marginalization may be providential.

I promise you renewal, not restoration.  Many will be grateful for your mainline open-handedness, the way you manage to make room for such a wide range of faithfulness within your congregations, your confidence that the church is more than an isolated congregation, that I ought to have a Body, and that the witness of the Saints is worth celebrating today.  

Personally, I think that you tend to be open-minded to a fault.  Laditudinarianism is you all over.  I wish you would hire some theologians with some guts for a change.  Can’t you find something more fun to do than General Assembly, General Conference, and Diocesan Conventions?  Some of your good ideas from the last century may need a decent burial if I can work birth in you in the next.

One more thing.  Please get out of the middle of the road!  That’s where all the accidents happen, theologically speaking.  

Remember, I wasn’t crucified for my moderation.

Thank you.
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