Breaking Down Walls

Matthew 5: 1 - 12
1 One day as he saw the crowds gathering, Jesuswvemnt the mountainside and sat down. His
disciples gathered around hifrgnd he began to teach them.
3“God blesses those who are poor and realize tieeid for him,
for the Kingdom of Heaven is theirs.
4 God blesses those who mourn,
for they will be comforted.
5> God blesses those who are humble,
for they will inherit the whole earth.
6 God blesses those who hunger and thirst for gistic
for they will be satisfied.
7 God blesses those who are merciful,
for they will be shown mercy.
8 God blesses those whose hearts are pure,
for they will see God.
9 God blesses those who work for peace,
for they will be called the children of God.
10 God blesses those who are persecuted for doihg rig
for the Kingdom of Heaven is theirs.
1 “God blesses you when people mock you and pemseout and lie about you and say all sorts
of evil things against you because you are my ¥adics.'?> Be happy about it! Be very glad! For
a great reward awaits you in heaven. And rementberancient prophets were persecuted in the
same way.

*kkk

Three Sundays ago | shared with you my plans tinkeegeries of messages today that would,
Lord willing, begin the process of helping us -us® the slogan of the UM Board of
Discipleship —to ‘Rethink Church’. We’ve all hdahe statistics of the decline within our
Denomination, statistics which reflect what is hapipg across the board in this country’s
Christian Churches, particularly main-line denortimas. And they are frightening. We will lose
this year something like 75,000 people a weekend tlaat is an astounding number. Its not that

we’re losing people in droves, they're not walkengay... they are dieing. And it grieves me.

| shared my conviction that the fact that thisas Imappening irthis church right now is not a
reason for us to breathe a sigh of relief and gwitim business as usual. There is a missing
generation, for the most part, in our churches,theg are missing because we have not been

very effective in translating the Good News of 3eGuirist into terms that our younger
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generations can hear and receive. The word of tme& may be intended, but it has not been

heard.

My interaction with Mike Slaughter, lead pastoGahghamsburg UMC (hearing him at an all
day seminar, reading one of his books, and sormsmpal conversation with him) began to
galvanize my inner sense that we need to thinkdraadout what we are doing here. We need to
take a close look at what we do, amiady we do it and find ways to do it better — by whighean
moreeffectively.. moreBiblically ... and certainly morerayerfully. As well as looking for

some new things that we need to get involved idiradlsome ‘missing pieces’ if you will.

Two weeks after that time with Mike Slaughter, thbe privilege — with our program staff
(HeyYoung, Glenn, Brad, Karen, and Sue) to attebhdalership Conference at the Church of
the Resurrection in Leawood, KS (near Kansas Cltlyat turned out to be one of the most
intense and nearly overwhelming experiences I'vihaministry. | will not attempt to speak for
others on our staff, but for me, the past two wdekse been a pivotal time for my ministry. |
shared three weeks ago my feeling that the Lordteyasy to get my attention, and my sense
that this was going to involve some long term clesndt was one of those ‘paradigm shift’

times.

That suspicion has been affirmed...I know I'm a logylguy, and it may be hard to tell () but
am practically vibrating here with excitement owdrat God has in store for us. | am intensely
optimistic about the future of this church (longiteand short termjand| am proud (in a good
way) to be a United Methodist pastor. I'm seeing @wrch with new eyes, and | believe along
with Adam Hamilton, and Slaughter, and a host bedd, that with our historic combination of
social awareness / action along with an understgnali the possibility of a personal relationship
with God in Jesus Christ; because our instituti@fsA is rooted in work of justice, from
preaching to the coal miners in England, and cagmpag for workers rights, our long term
emphasis on helping the poor and the disadvantagedhined with that preaching emphasis of
the ‘heart strangely warmed’ — because of thisumicombination, | believe that we are
uniquely positioned to reach today’s world — thesighbors of ours that Jesus died for.
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And today and next week, | want to talk about thait... | want to share a vision, so to speak,
of where we can go. If | said that | had no idedhow we can get there, I'd be lying, so I'm not
going to say that. But I'm leaving the ‘how’ (toree degree) open... you are going to write that
part of the story. | understand my role as the &dPastor in this exciting time (perhaps now

more than ever before) | also realize that thisitis of God — is aboulis, hotme.

| am having conversations with my staff, and somg lky people, and they are, | trust, going to
do the same, and this ‘thing’ that Gednts to das going to grow and develop from there
organically, through more and more of you takimgetito talk, listen, pray, study and act. But
there are some big picture horizons that | am gtorge raising, and describing to you — not just
this week and next — but over and over and oves yiémar, next year... and you get the idea.
This is not going to be a two-part sermon and theill go on to something else.

Let me say one other thing in a more general wag:dhared this with some of you already.
What | experienced at the Church of the Resurreatias a model (an extremely powerful
model) of a ministry that is engaging the worldyertentionally, and is effectively making
disciples for the transformation for the world. They words there are ‘effective’, ‘disciples’ and

‘the world’.

| told you that I'm not about ‘numbers’, and ’'mtnhbut when a church grows to 15,000 people
in worship every weekend, and gets there in less #0 years, and when 70% of their growth is
people with little or no church background...wherharch is making such a difference in their
community that the local #1 TV News Team was wglio partner with them in a sermon series,
you listen to what they have to say, you know? [Bhgest demographic in that church (as in
ours) are ‘aging baby boomers’, but tastest growingegment are the 20’s and 30’s age
group... the ‘missing’ generation. It is definitelyorth taking a careful look at what they are

doing, and figure out what we can take, tweak, meld., to fit our situation and our vision.

And what struck me as we’ve begun to do just thae-are examining what COR is doing,
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which is pretty easy to do, because they are weriezl and open about giving awayerything
they've learned — I've been very encouraged tocedtnat for the most part the things | was
seeing, the things I've been hearing are thingstthane degree or anothee are already
doing They are, franklywayahead of us ilmowthey’re doing most of this. But | say that for
this reason: what I'm going to be sharing with y@mot a completely different way of doing

ministry. I’'m not going to suggest that we needetar everything apart and start over.

That would be as discouraging to me as it woultbbgou, because, don’t forget, I've invested
15 years of my life in this community, too. It wdube a difficult emotional blow to me to even
thinkthat we’ve been doing it ‘wrong’ for all these ygawe haven't! And if you were at any of
the Laity Weekend services last week, you heantestof our congregation at its best. | was so
blessed. The question we need to look at is ‘haweado this kind of ministrynore

intentionally?’ How can we love more people inte kingdom?

We are doing a lot of things right. But, just asatly, | think that we do a lot of things without
understandingvhywe do them, why this is so important. We have @dgmission statement, but
we have no statement of strategyhavwe are expect tget therg how we plan to accomplish
that mission, and no easily enumerated descrigtiavhat we will look like when we do (not
that we’ll ever be finished), but what is our ‘g@alvhat are we trying to build as we act on this
mission? If we all can’t answer those questiospgeeially our leaders, then it stands to reason
that there is going to be a lot of wasted effottjali can be discouraging. And with limited
resources, and limited time, and such an urgergianiswe can't afford to wasenything.More

about that later...

Another thing I'mnot going to do to you (intentionally, anyway) is tliat not going to put
burdens on already overstressed people. Whatrgonod going to hear from me is a blanket
statement to ‘work harder’! | am not going be theaiRaoh to you poor Israelites (you know, the
‘More bricks — less straw!’) Some of yoeedto do more, but as we seek the leadership of God
for our community, | fully believe that many wikspond to God’s leading with joy, and
enthusiasm, not because you have been ‘guilted’daing something you have no desire to do.
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But I will without apology be challenging you (and/self) in three basic areas, three
dimensions.

First, we will be challenging you to go deeper auywalk with God

* personaldiscipleship

We are going to be talking about what that meamst\t looks like. We'll be talking about
spiritual disciplines — worship, prayer, fastinghing, witness, and service. And we’re going to
give you many opportunities and tools to responGed leads you.

Second, there will be a renewed emphasis on

* community.

What does a ‘community of faith’ look like? Whorsiited? How can we practice ‘radical
hospitality’ here, like Jesus expressed in hisgaraf the King’'s Wedding Banquet... when the
invited guests didn’t show up, the master, remefdends out the servants saying:

'‘Go out quickly into the streets and alleys oftth@n and bring in the poor, the crippled, the
blind and the lame."

" 'Sir,' the servant said, 'what you orderexsbeen done, but there is still room.’

"Then the master told his servant, 'Go ouh®roads and country lanes and comimelm to
come in, so that my house will be full.

How can we do that? How can we establish muligleess points into this community? Not
expecting people to bé&ke us’but understanding that this is a communityaath, which
includes believers, seekers, the curious as weHesommitted, we’re going to be on different
points of the road. What would that look like? Téase questions that we need to ask. And

answer!

A Third Emphasis will be
* to move our focus more intentionally 8ervice to those who are outside of this community...

finding ways to share the Love of Jesus Christ &itiurting world. In letting our light shine,
said Jesus, ‘the world will see our good works give glory to God in heaven.” We’re going to
be talking about howvery ministryin this church, and every activity in this commntyrgan be
more intentional about including those who arehet... actively finding areas of need and
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meeting them, looking for the ‘strays’ and takihgit hand in love, and inviting them ‘home’.

Some of them may end up here, or somewhere elsg; wman't — or we’ll have no idea,
anyway. But in doing the things the Jesus toldbusot— giving that ‘cup of cold water’ to the
thirsty, food for the hungry, visiting those wh@aick, and in prison — brightening up the days
of a neglected elderly person with a Teddy Bear't(ibat in your translation?), sending out
more mission teams, partnering up with ministreethe poor in Camden, needs of people in
Moorestown, Mt. Laurel, Maple Shade, are being miet— in these ways and many others we
are going to be obedient to the call of Christ, Bmdur mission. As best we can. Whatever it
takes.And God will be glorified!

Next week I'd like to share a ‘big picture’ view what our emphasis in these three areas might
look like. You're going to see that it's not toongplicated. I'll share some examples of what is
already happening here (some things you may nawlatmut), I'll talk about some changes that
I’'m going to make (particularly in preaching), amolw some of you can help me in this, and

we’ll see where the Holy Spirit leads us.

But you know, when your eyes get opened, you dalft but see things. | shared with you that
in my devotional reading of the Scripture sincé sasnmer, I've been doing a program of
reading through the Bible in one year. And I'm happbe able to tell you, that | just finished
the prophets... ALL of them!... In some ways, thasward reading. But you’d have to be pretty
dense to not get this as you read Jeremiah, arah)ssnd Amos, and all the others: God hates
injustice! How we treat the poor, how we live — wixee’re worshipping — is all very important

to God. And God is not interested in receiving worship when we close our eyes to needs
around us... | know we can’'t meet every need. Andwea't.

And | know we’re doing a lot, perhaps comparedams other institutions. But | know there are
still tremendous untapped resources here... in tpigtial gifts, talents, finances, skills,
vision... all of these. And the needs are great. fidlds are white with harvest, said, Jesus. We
can do more.
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Last Sunday | was riding home after visiting Kendfe out at Fox Chase Hospital. And I'll be
honest with you, | was really tired, hadn’t recaafrom the Seminar in Kansas, some long
days, very emotional. And the Eagles were playirngp,.I'm riding home. And | pass by an
empty lot, right down Camden Ave. next to the Wiktause. On the grass there are sheets laid
out with stuff on them. like a yard sale. | hardiyticed.

But as | passed, | saw a Jeep parked on CamderaAsgieon the back windshield | read, “Good
prices... Eviction Sale... Make an Offer.” So, now lpassed the intersection, and I'm
thinking, “Here | want to go home and sit down ig hwving room and watch a football game...

while this person is selling their possessions beedhey’re being evicted.”

You know, | found myself driving slower and slowerand by the time | got to Shirley Ave., |
turned around and went back. And | saw two womgimgithere. | asked if that sign referred to
one of them, and one said, “Yes”. Her name is Diand the other woman was her sister-in-law,

who was selling a lot dier stuff to help out. | introduced myself, and asKeshe had a place to

go.

She said, that she was fighting this... she’s liveder apartment over five years, has never been
late. She has a job; her ex-husband is three mbethiad in child support, her hours have been

cut, etc. (you know, she’s a ‘statistic’ right npw.

| took her information and | said, “Call us tomosronorning... I’'m from the Methodist Church
right up the street. We'll help you out.” Now dirof all — | was able to offer that help because
of your special communion offerings. These fundsdigributed almost weekly, through our
ministry here, and through the community Good S#aaraiFund (we use discretionary funds to

contribute to that — something like $4000/ year).

When | told her this... she just wept. She said, §Thasn’t been a good day... we only made
about $60.” She said, “I've been sitting heredaly praying about what to do... and then this
guy rolls up on a motorcycle.” She goes, “I'd hgdike to hug you...” (She didn’t know me!
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Ha!)

She told me about a blog where someone passingdig @wbout her situation, and posted these
pictures. She sent me two emails since, and caled all to say, “thank you” and to assure me
that her intention is to give this back when sloeisk on her feet. | said, “There are no
conditions to this help. But if you can pass itsmmeday, that would be great.”

Here’s my point: that was really easy. And God wlasified.
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