SAINT MATTHEW’S PARISH -- AN ADDRESS ON THE STATE OF THE PARISH – 16 January 2011

“Great things are they that you have done, O Lord my God!  How great your wonders and your plans for us!...Oh, that I could make them known and tell them!  But they are more than I can count.”  (Psalm 40.5-6)

These verses of the Psalmist immediately precede the section of Psalm 40 assigned to the readings for Good Friday…and that juxtaposition should give us pause as we read this Psalm today, on the Second Sunday after the Epiphany.  So often, it seems that Christian people, good people, preachers and congregations, try to live as though the Sign of the Cross we bear from our baptisms on is just that – a sign, a symbol.  There seems to be general desire, especially among Christians in our culture, to avoid the Cross, to try to avoid the sorrow and suffering associated with it.  Indeed, among some traditions – and even some newer churches – a cross is not to be found anywhere in the building – not on the Altar, the steeple, the vestments.  Last summer, my family and I attended a wedding held in such a church building, and it was unsettling and disconcerting, to say the least.  
When John the Baptizer points out his cousin from Nazareth, he identifies him as the “Lamb of God,” a sacrificial offering.  Those who hear John say this about Jesus are no doubt bemused: what on earth can this mean?  Is this man to become a victim, a scapegoat, one more death from which some will try to wrest meaning or purpose?  Imagine that you are Andrew or another of John’s followers: would you seriously consider taking up with this man – a person whose future may well be at best uncertain, and in all probability, short and tragic?  Could you really see yourself putting all of your eggs in this particular basket?  I’m not sure that I would do what Andrew does – follow the man of whom John says, “I myself have seen and have testified that this is the Son of God -- the Lamb of God.”
And yet – and yet:  Baptism makes of us something we might not willingly choose to become – disciples of this man, this Lamb of God.  Baptism makes us a Cross-bearing people who are just that because he carries the Cross first.  Baptism makes of us a “body of sacrifice and obedience” because he is first “obedient to death,” and offers himself as the sacrificial “Lamb of God.”   We are more comfortable, I believe, thinking of ourselves as the New Creation of God, those given New Life in Christ, those who are liberated and healed and saved – none of which seems to involve much in the way of crosses or carrying them.  When we sing the hymn, “Lift High the Cross,” its images of Christ’s triumph and victory can easily lead us to forget Jesus’ own words to his followers about taking up crosses, dying in order to live, and other such mysteries of this baptismal life of grace.

All of which leads to me to this point, a point made by G.K. Chesterton about 100 years ago:

The Christian ideal has not been tried and found wanting; it been found difficult and left untried.

We want it to be easy, oh so easy – and grace IS easy, but more than that, we want it to be the best rock-bottom bargain ever – and it is, dear friends, a bargain, but it is NOT cheap.  Jesus is named the Lamb of God, because his obedience and faithfulness will cost him everything – everything: the prerogatives of divinity, family name, friends, the consolation of familiar religious practices, even the breath of life.  That Cross which has become for us a sign of our New Life in grace is the instrument of torture and death for him first.  What is it that we think we receive in our hands at the rail Sunday by Sunday?  He himself says it to his followers, “This is my broken Body, given away, given up, for you…”

You and I who may have come to Christian faith and belonging as children -- it all may have seemed so matter of fact, such a simple fact of our lives: this is my family’s church, this is where we go on Sundays, this is the way I identify myself on dogtags, school enrollments, at the hospital…but it was never meant to be so.  Andrew has it right: he hesitates, he is uncertain, he knows that he follows John the Baptist, he seems to understand what John’s ministry is about…and then, John says, “Look, here is the Lamb of God!” And Andrew follows at a discrete distance, Jesus turns and asks a question, Andrew stammers a response that makes little sense as a conversation-starter, and an invitation to “Come and see” is issued.  Does Andrew know where that will lead? No…but we do.   It will lead to Peter, and then to the Twelve, becoming not only followers but companions and friends of Jesus.  It will lead to long talks into the night, long dusty walks from village to village and ultimately to the Holy City, it will lead to the press of unwelcome crowds of the needy and sick and desperate, it will lead to confusion and doubt, strained marriages and friendships, purses with little money in them, reliance upon the kindness of strangers, and the perception of lives and livelihoods somewhat wasted in the pursuit of a dream, God’s dream maybe, but still only a dream.  It will lead to the Temple, an upper room, a garden, it will lead to chaos and terror, and it will lead to the Cross and death.  Yes, it will lead to another garden and a tomb without a body, and it will lead to awe, wonder, and glory, and fire and wind and power, and wandering through the world with a message, “We ourselves have seen and have testified that this is the Son of God, the Lamb of God.”  And for many of those first followers, it will lead to dying to oneself over and over again, the taking up of crosses and the obedient bearing of them.  And for you and me?
What the psalmist proclaims is the great things that God has done, the great wonders and plans God has for God’s people…so many, so varied, beyond the limits of our minds and imaginations.  What those first followers of Jesus – Andrew, Peter, John, Paul and all the rest of them – struggled to understand is that the “great works of God” often don’t look like much, in fact they often look like failures to us.  We are easily hoodwinked into believing that faithful Christian living will look like the successful “good life” that our culture spends so much time striving after…I daresay that it may from time-to-time look a bit like that, but more often than not, we like Jesus are directed towards a cross-shaped life, and the sacrifices of obedience.  There in our weakness, our smallness, our fear, our confusion, there is where the “great things” that God does happen.  You gotta be lost in order to be found, you gotta be dead in order to be raised from the dead.  Not quite what we  -- or Andrew and the rest of them – were expecting.  No one told them that they had to let go of what they had in order to receive the “wonders and plans” God had in store for them – but when Andrew turns to leave John the Baptist, to follow the Lamb of God, he’s letting go of what is known, and venturing into the Great Unknown of God’s grace.
Which brings us to the “state of the parish”:  in preparation for this homily/address, I reviewed the written texts of the last 5-6 years of these addresses that I have offered from this pulpit in this place.  The review was enlightening.  I was reminded of great things that have been done in and by this community, of wonderful friends and companions on our journey whom we see no longer, of records of accomplishment, generosity and compassion, especially in our neighborhood, but also with others in far-flung places – wonderful abundance and much thanksgiving for capital projects undertaken and completed, for small offerings amounting to larger gifts than we could have imagined – and the year 201
0 was no different than the half-dozen or so preceding it in this regard, as we remember the collection for Haiti, the gifts for Operation Christmas Child, the outpouring of food and gifts for our neighbors in South Worcester, the ongoing Children’s Milk Jug offering, the extraordinary gift that has brought a new organ to Saint Matthew’s, and on and on.  We have accomplished much – or perhaps we should say, with the Psalmist, “Great things are they that YOU have done, O Lord our God!”  
But there is so much more that God has in mind for us…as the psalmist says, “how great your wonders and your plans for us!”  So, what holds us back?  Is our hesitation to commit whole- heartedly – to taking up the Cross, becoming a body of sacrifice and obedience – keeping us away from the Word and Sacraments that we pray might illumine us?  I would like to suggest that we all make choices about what we value and prize, not only with our checkbooks but with our calendars and day-planners.  The times we live in are not a time for cheap grace, if there was ever such a time.  It may have seemed easier to follow faithfully when everyone was doing it…but even then there were choices to be made, perhaps just not as many of them.  For the moment, forget about whether we want our children and grandchildren to have faith, and ask rather, “What must I do to grow in MY own faith?  What am I willing to sacrifice in order for that to happen?  Am I willing to take up my Cross, am I willing to follow Jesus even when it is uncomfortable, inconvenient, even painful?  Am I willing to be truthful with myself and with others about that?”  (You don’t need to worry about being truthful with God: he already knows what’s in your heart and mine.)

Some of the groups that meet in our Parish Hall have a phrase that bears repeating: “Let go and let God.”  I believe that Saint Matthew’s is at a point in its history where we need to let go of the way we have always been church in order to discover what God wants to makes of us here.  This has less to do with musical styles, worship schedules and like, and much more to do with attitudes and assumptions.  In order for us to become “more than we are,” we may need to take another line from the preaching of John the Baptist.  As he watched Jesus’ ministry begin to grow, his own work seemed to take a back seat.  When asked about that, John responded, “He must increase, and I must decrease.”  The great work that God wishes to accomplish in us and through us is GOD’S WORK, God’s power at work in us…we cannot do this on our own speed, according to our own best lights.  No wonder Andrew hesitates…if he holds back, he can stay in control of his life, the outcome of his plans.  Where might you and I be being asked to relinquish some control to God, to learn obedience?  
Permit me to challenge us all, myself included: what will we risk to become more faithful in our following of Jesus?  Will we risk much more regular attendance at worship, regular participation in adult formation opportunities, regular Scripture reading, shared reflection and prayer?  What I can tell you is that statistically our level of participation in most if not all of those areas continues to fall, and what I can also tell you is that not only will we not be able to grow a church if that pattern continues, but we will also find it more and more challenging to take up the Cross in our lives with courage and faithful obedience.  Those long talks with their rabbi into the night, asking questions, reflecting on sacred texts and the realities of the day, and learning to pray – those experiences move Andrew and Peter and the others deeper into discipleship, and fuel their mission.
Are we willing to risk bearing witness to where we see God at work, where we have met Jesus in our daily lives, where we are struggling in faithful obedience?  Will we risk being like John the Baptist and like Andrew, speaking up and inviting others to come and see what we have seen, and to meet the One we have met who has made all the difference in our lives?  Each of us has some kind of story of grace-at-work to tell…even our silences can tell a lot about us and our life in grace: are we ready to share those stories with one another?  What I can tell you is that there is a deep hunger for genuine community in our culture today, and a deep suspicion about the institutional church, often rightly so.  If we are reluctant to be deeply authentic in our witness, to keep it on the surface, safe and controlled, those who are hungry for God and God’s grace may well decide that there is nothing here for them, nothing to be trusted.  
Are we willing to learn what “sacrifice” really means?  Today, the Psalmist tells us, “I love to do your will, O my God; your law is deep in my heart.”  To do “the will of God” means that sometimes we have to set aside what might be our own hopes and dreams to embrace what God wants for us…and that applies to communities no less than individuals.  It isn’t always easy to see what the will of God is, or to recognize it, and sometimes it is difficult and painful to do it: it costs us something – our own desires, our own goals, our own dreams, often beautiful and good things.  But the will of God – and our faithful obedience to it – that is, as the Psalmist has discovered, a far, far better way, a more holy way, to live, to work, and to give.  
Saint Matthew’s faces significant challenges in 2011: on the face of it, they may appear to be mostly financial struggles to make a balanced budget, pay for the costs of staff and building, reduce the dependence upon investments.  I think that while there are certainly financial challenges, there are underlying spiritual crises as well.  Fear and uncertainty, doubt and confusion, get in the way of our being able to see clearly what might be God’s “preferred future” for Saint Matthew’s Parish.  Certainly, John the Baptist had his questions, doubts and fears when he sent messengers to Jesus from his prison cell to ask, “Are you the one we waited for, or should we look for someone else?”  And Andrew panicked and went into hiding with the others on Good Friday, not able to bear seeing his rabbi hanging on the Cross nor willing to risk the same fate himself.  For me, the spiritual challenge is about staying faithful and obedient in the face of it all.  For me, it’s about risking – risking a lot even.  For me, it’s about struggling to listen for the Voice of God speaking in the silences beneath the din of anxiety, anger, and disappointment, and looking for what is hidden in my own heart.  That may not be what it is about for you – at least not at this moment, but you and I will be less likely to discover God’s “preferred future” is we’re not willing to ask some difficult questions of ourselves, and to admit that we may not have easy or ready programmatic answers or technical solutions.  When you and I get to that place of deep truthfulness, we might just be ready to see and hear what God intends for us: “how great your wonders and your plans for us!”
And we might just discover the true joy of carrying the Cross, the real love of obedience, and the deep mystery of sacrifice as God’s people in this place – not who we think we used to be, but who we really are, and who God wants us to become – those who belong to the Lamb of God, who is our shepherd, those who follow wherever he leads – yes, even into dark places that feel like the “shadow of death,” and then, delivering us – over and over and over again -- leads on.  
May God in his goodness and mercy guide us all into deepening faith and discipleship, so that we may indeed shine, illumined by Word and Sacraments, and so bear witness in our lives to the “great thing” God has done for all the world – Jesus the Christ, in whose name we pray.  AMEN.
The Reverend Nancy Baillie Strong, Rector
