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When I received the letter inviting me to be with you, I hesitated for a while and my first inclination was to say no, not because it would not have been a delight to be with you, but because of the theme that you had selected. I felt that you ought to have somebody who’s currently in the trenches, instead of an old guy like me who’s been out of the trenches for 20 years now.  I’ve been in conference work and national work and I’ve been retired since 1989.  So I suggested to your chairman, maybe you should get someone who’s a current practitioner and that I would be happy to offer him some names, but he said, “No, our committee chose you and so you’re it!” And as I’ve been here and listened, been a part of your worship and listened to your people, I’ve been blessed.  Any one of you could have taken this role this afternoon.  

Sometimes when you get older, people assume that you’ve gotten wiser.  Well, some do and some don’t.  One thing is certain when you’re older, some things don’t work as well as they used to.  I won’t go into detail, but not long ago, I was on phone with an old classmate of mine in Seattle. We both wear hearing aids. He was raving about his new hearing aid and I asked him what kind is it and he replied, “Oh, it’s 11:30!”  Even the very best of human made instruments don’t work as well as the ones God designed and made. 

Anyway, my wife told me that I should tell you that I’m hard of hearing because sometimes I give strange, off the wall responses to comments or questions people direct to me.  Should that happen while we’re together, I hope that you will understand it doesn’t necessarily mean that I’m weird, but only that I might not have heard the question correctly. 

There’s another story I want to tell that a friend gave me about three older men who had just come off the golf course. One man said, “It was windy today!” and the second man said, said “No, it’s Thursday.” and the third man said, “Oh let’s go have a beer, I’m thirsty too.”

But perhaps the most appropriate story about old people is one told by Martin Marty. Marty is one of the revered scholars in church history of our time.  In a recent issue of the Christian Century magazine, he wrote of the time a publisher asked him if he could recommend a church historian who could do a critical evaluation of a manuscript they had under consideration for publishing. He thought of a couple of good scholars but their specialties were narrower in scope than apparently that of the manuscript. He told the publisher finally that there was one North American scholar who was unequalled, who combined the specialized as well as the generalized knowledge, but he was probably much too old. “Who is it?” they asked. He told them, “John T. McNeill.” The publisher replied, “We have an interesting problem. You see, Dr. McNeill wrote the manuscript.” He was 89 years old. 

Well I cannot bring you the scholarship of John T. McNeill, but there may be a few things I’ve learned in my mere 76 years that I hope might be helpful as you consider the topic of reviving our ministries.  

Let me say at the outset, that one of the very important things that I have learned is that in my 76 years is that I don’t have a lot of answers for other people as to how they should live their lives.  I have learned, however, that in amazing and unpredictable ways, often when we talk and when I listen and speak from out of my vulnerable insides and am willing to share, often the Holy Spirit works in amazing and incredible ways to bring new light and understanding and courage. God’s Holy Spirit is like a wind that blows fresh breezes in our sometimes-closed minds and hearts and our closed churches.  As one famous Pope said of his church many years ago, the Holy Spirit is the very breath of God that gives life.  As the Bible says in Genesis and Jesus said something about it too, when he said that “Where two or three are gathered in my name, there I will be in the midst of them.” I believe that and so it is in that spirit I will share some reflections with you.  

It might be that that’s the most important and helpful thing that I say to you this afternoon, simply to remind you that reviving our ministries begins in our being open to the leadings of God’s holy spirit.  

As I pondered your theme and why your committee selected it, I came to feel that I made the assumption that you were giving expression to a deep hunger and yearning for a new kind of vitality in your churches. And I thought you were no different from a vast number of other Americans who know that spiritual hunger for more. George Gallup of the Gallup Opinion Polls says that he has found it so.  Kirk Hadaway, Director of Research for the United Church of Christ, says he has found it so.  

I began to focus in on that hunger in the souls of men and women.  I began to think of that wonderful story in John about Nicodemus. Now, we’ve already had that wonderful exposition on Nicodemus earlier! But you know the story. Nicodemus was a Pharisee, a religious man and I assume that he was quite devoted and faithful in the observance of his religion, like many of us who are gathered here who are faithful church people. But it would seem that Nicodemus hungered for more.  The story says that he came to Jesus by night, and he said to him “We know you are a teacher come from God.”  I have a feeling those words were simply the opening sentence that led to a question, a question that led Jesus to respond “No one can see the kingdom of God or the realm of God without being born from above.” Or as the King James translation has it, “apart from being born again.”

Now what do you think might have been that question that Nicodemus asked?  I have a feeling that it was a question much like the questions we ask in the deep parts of our being.  “How do I make connection with God?”  “How do I find the reality of God in my life?”  The question is more urgent when we are in the midst or trouble or sorrow or when we are confronted with evil in the world.  “How do I live with hope in a world where there is so much evil?”

Jesus said, “You must be born again.”  

You know, in our liberal churches, we have lost touch with the power and the magnitude of those words. We have allowed one segment of the church to claim those words for itself and even distort those words.  It’s a mistake if we hear the words and dismiss them derisively.  

Listen to the words.  Jesus said, “No one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above” and again, “no one can enter the kingdom or the realm of God without being born of water and of Spirit.”  Being born again is about the realm of God.  It is not about living forever even after you die.  It’s about living the in realm of God. It’s about being born into a whole new reality, a whole new way of conceiving, of understanding what is fundamentally real.  It is to see, it is to have our understanding of life, and its meaning transformed, changed.  What is fundamentally real is not the realities of the world that you see around you every day, what is fundamentally real is not the power of Rome and it is not the power of Saddam Hussein.  It isn’t even the power of George W. Bush.  What is fundamentally real is God.  It is not the money that we put in the stock market for our security.   It is not in ourselves or in our own ability to handle life. It is not even in our religion, because religion can become so idolatrous.  What is real is God.  God is the overarching, undergirding truth about existence.  God is the creative process in existence and a defined life is to be open to and put ourselves and our trust in that God.  It is in being born again into that reality that we will find life.  

The Apostle Paul said it another way.  He spoke of being “in Christ” and, “It is no longer I who lives, but Christ who lives in me.”  Paul is talking about a new reality that has consumed him, that is at the very heart of his being, that gives his existence its meaning.  He's talking about how he has been changed.  He's talking about how he has been made a new creation.  And it is out of that center, that meaning, that Paul is able to live with courage and meaning and hope even in the midst of imprisonment and persecution and rejection.  

The theologian John Cobb has words, which in their very simplicity, have been helpful to me.  John Cobb says of Paul's experience, “The more he is conformed to Christ; the more he is conformed to Christ.”  That is to say, the more he comes close to Christ and lets Christ’s transforming love transform him, the more he is made a new creation in the image of Christ. He is born again.  Paul said, “It is Christ who lives in me.”  

And so it can be for us, my dear frail sisters and brothers, who often have such great hopes and dreams and yearnings for ourselves, but know also the frailties of our being.  To be born again is to begin to see ourselves differently. It is, then, to see ourselves differently, to see ourselves no more as victims of circumstance, victims of powerful forces, be they political, economic, social, against which we have little power to control. Or forces within ourselves over which sometimes we have little control.  But to see ourselves as God’s own.  Created in God’s own awesome image, created to be creative in every moment and created to be instruments of creation in a world in which there is so much un-creation. It is to see the world differently, not as it is, not the power of the United States’ military might, nor the coming of an Osama Bin Laden, but to see the world as God dreamed it. And it is to be able to live with hope even in the midst of evil, because God is in the midst of creation.  

You hear people say of themselves and others, I can’t change or she can’t change.  Don’t you ever believe that.  God can change us if we will allow God’s spirit to move in us and change us. And it doesn’t always mean that we are no longer afraid, rather it means simply that we are empowered to live with courage even in the midst of our fears. It does not necessarily mean that we are no longer hurt and bitter and angry, rather it means that we are given a power from outside of our selves by a new spirit that empowers us to live with our hurts and our bitterness and our angers and not simply be victims of them, but instead, to be led out of victimhood to be creators.  Paul was transformed.  Francis of Assisi was transformed and I am being transformed even in my 76th year and if God can change me, God can change you.  

There’s so much brokenness in our personal lives and in the world, and at the season of Eastertide we have celebrated again that glorious story, that brokenness is not the final word. That evil and death are not the final word, but God is the final word.  On the cross of Christ, God has gone to the uttermost places of human evil and human hurt and human suffering and because God was there, there was a resurrection. 

If you struggle with Easter, let it say at least this to you, that there is no place of your sin or your evil or your suffering or the brokenness and suffering of the world that is out of the reach of God’s enormous and incredible creative, re-creating, healing love.  God is there.  In every moment and because God is there, there can always be a new creation for you and me and for this very bruised human family all around us.  

Reviving our ministries is rooted there.  In our own experience of God in our lives it is rooted in our own transformation, in our own deep awareness that in every moment, we are upheld and enfolded in this incredible love that goes beyond all our human understanding.  

The question you seek to address on this weekend is, “Are our churches helping us and those who come to us, to find that life changing transforming God?” And we ask because too often we do not find it so, too often we are hungering for more. 

In recent years we've been hearing a lot about bankruptcies.  United Airlines is in bankruptcy, in Hawaii, Hawaiian Airlines is in bankruptcy.  American Airlines is on the verge of bankruptcy. Some may find this analogy with the business world when talking about the church objectionable.  I know that the analogy has limitations, but there are some things about the analogy, which I believe could be instructive.  

For example, a Chapter 7 bankruptcy is to come to the place where there's no more hope, that a company can only shut its doors, shut down.  It may be that there are some churches who are there at chapter 7 and I am not talking about financial bankruptcy. I’m talking about spiritual bankruptcy.  

But apparently you don’t believe that’s where you are or that’s where your churches are.  And you want to talk about reviving our ministries, which assumes that there is life in your church.  And you want to bring it to life in ever more dynamic and powerful ways.  

Now a Chapter 11 is the mechanism whereby a company can stave off its creditors while it streamlines its operations so it can become profitable again. It gives a company time to refocus on its primary business, to reorganize as necessary and to unload some parts of its operations, which no longer contribute, but indeed drain money and energy and time.  

In suggesting the analogy of Chapter 11, I’m saying that I’m with you who believe, who are not yet ready to lay aside that sacred trust placed in your care.  Who believe that there is life in the church, even though sometimes it’s hard to find, but because God is in the midst of you, there is life in the church and there is hope.  And you are ready to bank your life on that. 

The first issue in Chapter 11 is to be clear about what business we're in.  What is the purpose of the church?  We think we know the answer to that.  We assume the answer to that. But again and again we have to go back to that most fundamental question of what business are we in?  Kirt Hadaway, Director of Research for the United Church of Christ, has a provocative little book entitled Behold I Do a New Thing, and the “I” is not Hadaway, but God.  He says often churches begin with great dreams and great hopes and great visions of what they will be and what they will do in their community and in the world, but what happens over and over again is that the people have such a wonderful time working together and being together, that working together and being together supplants the vision.  And the primary energy of the church becomes focused on maintaining the organization that we love so much.  He calls it “goal displacement.” 

So we need to go back again and again and probe the question, “What is the business the church is supposed to be in?”  The Bible is very clear on that. 

The Bible is very clear about why God called Israel into being -- to be an elect people.  God chose Israel, God elected Israel, not because it was good, not because it was so majestic and powerful. God chose Israel not so it could have prestige and privilege before God. Absolutely not. God chose Israel to be a “blessing to the nations,” to be the voice, the instrument of God’s saving love in the world.  The story begins with the deliverance of the suffering slaves in Egypt and reaches its grand magnificent climax in Jesus on the cross and the resurrection.  Paul goes on from there and says to the church at Corinth, “The church is now the body of Christ.”  That is to say, you embody Christ.  In YOU the world will encounter that creative, transforming, healing power of God who has come in Jesus Christ.  

Paul’s words are awesome and they are terrifying. We know what a bruised and battered body of Christ our churches too often are.  I don’t need to rehearse those. You’ve heard them and you have been battered and been bruised by them. 

But Paul is saying that’s what the church is… it is the body of Christ.  In San Francisco, in Lodi, in Salinas, YOU are Christ.  

Reviving our ministries is rooted there, in our being clear about what the church is and what the church is here for. We are the “Body of Christ.”  

If the first order of business on the verge of Chapter 11 is refocusing on our primary reason for being, then the second order of business is to make those changes needed that would help us fulfill that purpose.  Perhaps we have to let go of some things that we feel are so precious, but which no longer contribute to the fulfilling of our mission, but indeed which drain away our energy and time and money. 

In these closing minutes, I want to share some thoughts with you on some things I think might be helpful.  I do not presume that I have the answers that you do not know already, and I have already seen many manifestations in this assembly this weekend.  But let me encourage you (I like that word) let me encourage you.  

1. I encourage you to do a lot of talking together and praying together.  Change will not come by a decree from the minister, no matter how much the minister may wish it could be so!  Change will come as you come together and seek the heart and the mind of God.  If you disagree with each other, don’t walk away and surely don’t threaten each other.  Paul said it already, “One member of the body cannot say to another, I have no need of you…if one member of the body suffers, the whole body suffers.” And so, be together, talk together and pray together.  And even if you’re not sure you understand prayer or even know how to pray, just be quiet together and let God’s holy spirit enfold you and fill you and flow from you and lead you.  Sometimes if that’s going to happen, we need to quiet our own spirits.  We need to quiet our own angers and our own hurts.  We need to quiet our notion of how smart we are so that we might be open to God.

2. I know this and I’ve been through this; I am talking out of my own heart and my own history.  So many times we might find a contemporary book that’s a little easier to deal with and so we would rather study the book.  There are an awful lot of good books out there, but I want to encourage you to study the Bible together.  You know, every minister wants to do Bible study, then when they announce Bible study and only three people show up, I’m going to say to you that it gets very disheartening.  In a congregation of 100 people, how many should we expect?  We ought to have not 5%, or not even just 10%, or 20%. Maybe we need to have 50% of our members to engage seriously together in the study of the Bile.  Sunday School is not for children and young people alone.  It is for every single member of the church.  It is in studying Holy Scripture together that we enter into the world of those who experienced an apprehended God, and wrote about it and for those words to enter into us, so that they can help us to be more conformed to Christ.  

3. There are some helpful books out there, there’s no question about it and every minister has picked up some book that he or she thinks might be helpful.  I encourage you to read them together, not for the minister alone to read them and wonder, “How in the world can I make this happen here?”  That’s not enough and it can’t happen that way. If you read them together and your hearts and minds are touched and turned upside down together, then they could be helpful and that’s all I say, they can be helpful.  The answers to reviving your ministries are not in books, they’re in the midst of you.  In an earlier draft of this paper I discussed some of these books but it got too long, and besides you can read as well as I can. However, I want to just lift up three:  

Kicking Habits by Thomas Bandy.  Bandy is saying that churches have become addicted to a way of life that is really gradually killing it, and we’ve really got to kick those habits and learn some new ways of living.  Second, Kirk Hadaway’s Behold I do a new thing.  The last one is Transforming Congregational Culture by Anthony Robinson, who is Senior Minister of Plymouth Congregational Church in Seattle.  

And there are many others and I encourage you to read them, not looking for a blueprint because there is no blueprint, but that the books may stimulate your own questions and ideas.  Throw away those ideas that you don’t find helpful.  Take what seems promising and translate them into your own setting.  Let them spark a new way of thinking about your church as you seek to revive your ministries.  

Moreover, as you do it, together, minister and people, then you will relieve your minister from that awful lonely burden of having to revive the ministry of your church.  It is not her responsibility alone.  It is not his responsibility alone.  It is the responsibility of the whole people.

4. Finally, I encourage you to worship regularly.  We’ve heard that before in this place and I just want to re-emphasize it.  Worship is the central and most public ministry of the church. Come not to be entertained by the music or even by the preacher.  That’s not what worship is.  Worship is all of us come together to offer our worship to God and to receive from God that word that God would have for us in this day.  Worship here has been wonderful, but I don’t think most of you are going to be able to take this worship experience and plunk it down in your home church and make it work.  

But deliver me from worship that is dull and boring. And I don’t mean that it has to be upbeat all the time with timbrel and harp and dance, though that’s wonderful.  I mean it has to be done well.  It has to uplift.  It needs to be multidimensional.  I love what the artists have done with this place of worship.  We are aesthetic beings.  We are feeling beings.  We are thinking beings and worship needs to be that experience that captures our whole being.  The setting should be the kind of place that inspires.  I know we can’t all have cathedrals, but this tent is made into a place of worship.  In worship we need to be able to sing, not only the music of the great hymnists of the past, and mind you, I love the great hymns of the past. What can compare with Beethoven’s’ 9th symphony, I ask you?  But in worship we need to sing from the hearts of those who are worshipping, and indeed if we need to learn new songs in order to sing our worship, then we need to learn new songs.  

Many, many years ago, I once suggested to our Hawaiian churches and ministers that they needed to recapture the “oli.”  The oli is the Hawaiian chant that’s beautiful and majestic and I suggested that we needed to recapture the oli and to chant the Psalms, for example.  Some of the older members said, “No we can’t do that, the missionaries told us that the oli was pagan and we shouldn’t use it.”  And I reminded them that the Psalms were chanted in the ancient Hebrew chant form, but that didn’t make any difference to them because the missionaries told them it was wrong.  And I suggested to them as gently, but hopefully as clearly as I knew how, that the missionaries were wrong, that it was a sin to idolatrize the words of the missionaries.  Indeed, to make the past ways of doing things the absolute is idolatry.   

Worship is about connecting with God.  It’s not about observing rules.  It’s not about observing tradition. It’s only those that might help us experience God in new, fresh ways and indeed to recapture some of those deep, culturally embedded practices, like the oli for the Hawaiians.  Then we need to recapture that in a way that offers our praise to God and make connections with God.  And so it is in every tradition.  You’re not going to be able to take the experience of the African Americans and plunk that in the middle of Redding! That worship comes out of a slave people, comes out of an oppressed people, who have seen their way to hope and new life and to never let go of that incredible story that God is in their midst!  God would deliver them.  That’s where that worship comes from and I hope their worship doesn’t become like the rest of ours.  But we have to find our own way.  

I want to speak to my sister and brother preachers.  My sisters and brothers, we have been entrusted with a sacred ministry.  I wasn’t a very good student in seminary, I just barely graduated, but I had some powerful experiences.  And one of the most vivid and powerful memories is that of Professor Wilhelm Pauck, a great big German who spoke with a heavy accent. One day in the midst of the lecture, he pounded the lectern and said, “Preaching is breaking open the word of God.”  I’ve never forgotten that.  That’s what preaching is -- that in our preaching people will be encountered by God.  It is to help people be confronted by God. The God who grieves over the suffering of her children, the God who has thundered his judgment over and arrogant and self-righteous people, God who has come with such incredible love in Jesus, God who forgives our sins, God who dreams, who has a dream for creation, God who calls us to be a part of her creative, transforming love in the world.  We need to worship regularly to be encountered by that God that we may never forget who that source of life is and what our lives are for.

5. I encourage you to help each other find that unique place where each of you can do your ministry.  Tony Robinson suggests in his book, if the only thing we ask of our people is to maintain the church, that is to usher and to count the money and to see that the property is taken care of, then we are depriving our people of the most glorious opportunities that are in front of them as members of the Body of Christ.  To be a member of the church is indeed to make a difference in the world.  

Of course an important ministry is to maintain the church organization.

We need that which will continue to call us together and sustain us, but an equally important ministry is the ministry of nurturing each other and of encouraging each other and of visiting the lonely and the sick. 

An equally important ministry, just as important as the trustees of the church, is the ministry of being Christ in behalf of the world where there is so much hurt, in behalf of the poor and the homeless. 

Equally important is the ministry of influencing public policy about justice for all people, about the use of power, and the stewardship of the earth. It’s not enough to simply complain about what those people are doing when they take away money from the cause of justice for all people.  Or when they take away money for education for all our children. We need to a call a lie for what it is and we need to organize in the name of Christ in order to organize the way our society cares for the least of these our sisters and brothers.  That’s a terribly important ministry.  

Don’t let someone who obviously doesn’t know the Bible or doesn’t care a hoot about the Bible, don’t let anyone like that tell you not to bring politics into your church. To be in the presence of God, to have the word of God broken open, is to know that God cares deeply about politics and it’s an important ministry to engage to the politics of our communities and our world.  

And if you are an older and are no longer physically able to actively engage the world, there is the important ministry of praying.  Pray for your ministers. Pray for each other.  Pray for your church.  And pray for this world: enfold them, envelope them in God’s holy spirit that God’s spirit might fill them and empower them and transform them.  Pray for them.  

There’s a bruised and broken world out there and God is calling the church to be an instrument of another vision of what life is supposed to be about.  It’s about God’s dream for us and all creation.  It’s about a world where all God’s children may live with hope for justice and peace.  Where one great preacher once said, “I have a dream that one day black children and white children may walk hand in hand together.”  And add today Muslim children and Buddhist children and Hindu children and children who confess not the ways of God, too.  That’s God’s dream for all her children. And we are invited to instruments of that dream.  

In a Chapter 11, a company is under the mandate of the court to make changes needed in order that it might fulfill its reason for being.  In the church, we are under the mandate of God to make those changes needed that we might truly be the Body of Christ in the world, instruments of God’s love for the world.

Well, some reflections from an old guy that you might add to your own reflections on “reviving our ministry.”  The blessings of God be upon you as you give yourself to this awesome and magnificent and glorious task. Bless you.

