Page 6

“Discerning the Times as a Missional Church”

Sermon Preached at the Presbytery of the Plains and Peaks
February 4, 2005

(1 Chron. 12:23-38)

Dr. Peter B. Barnes

Introduction.


Martha died in the Cincinnati Zoological Gardens on September 1, 1914.  She was the last passenger pigeon on the face of the earth, and with her death, the species became extinct.  Just a century earlier, passenger pigeons darkened the skies of North America, so much so that the great naturalist John James Audubon wrote in amazement in 1808 of seeing an enormous flock near Frankfurt, Kentucky, which he estimated extended 150 miles and numbered over 2 billion birds!  Their primary nesting grounds were in Michigan, and the town names of Pigeon Lake and Pigeon River were gained for that notoriety.  

Colored and shaped similarly to the smaller mourning dove, passenger pigeons grew to 12-16 inches in length and could fly over sixty miles an hour!  Native to eastern North America, the passenger pigeon was once the most plentiful bird on earth.  No one would have predicted that in a few short years the species would die out.

What happened?  Some scientists blame the fact that passenger pigeons did not seem to create enough young.  Many environmentalists blame capitalism, as the birds were hunted for their meat.  There were also other reasons which had to do with the nature of the species itself, as they traveled in large flocks, making them easy targets for hunters.  Poor Martha.  The last of the passenger pigeons in the world died in 1914.  The time it took for the passenger pigeon to transition from being one of the most abundant species in North America to extinction was only about 50 years.
  

Why do I share the story of Martha with you?  For this reason.  The church of Jesus Christ, and especially the mainline church, has been experiencing a radical decline in North America during the last 50 years, and if we don’t wake up to the reality of these things, we may not become extinct, but we will surely struggle to survive in this changing context.  I believe God is calling the church to discern the times and lean into new winds of the Holy Spirit in order to remain a vital force for Christ in the days ahead.  Let me explain what I mean.

As we consider these things this afternoon, I want to address three matters: 1) the need for the church to discern the times; 2) the way in which the world has changed in the last 50 years; and 3) how the church must adapt in order to remain effective.
I.  Discerning the Times.

In 1 Chronicles 12 we read of the various groups of people who were considered David’s mighty men.  You will recall that after the death of Saul, the first king of Israel, David assumed the throne and became king.  The Chronicler describes how David’s army grew from a handful of distressed, indebted and discontented stragglers in the cave of Adullam (1Sam. 22:1,2) to a massive force.


With the aid of these mighty men, David transformed the nation, he unified the people, he took the land, and he brought prosperity to all.
  Name after name of great soldiers and great bands of fighting men are listed here.  Buried in the list – this “Hall of Fame” of ancient warriors – is one clan known as “the men of Issachar.”  There were 200 chiefs in this extended family, and a remarkable statement is made about them.  The Bible says that the men of Issachar “. . . understood the times and knew what Israel should do" (1 Chronicles 12:32).


Issachar was the ninth son of Jacob and the fifth son of Leah (Gen 30:14-18), and his name is a verbal form of "Sakar," which means "hire, or wages." The name implies that the tribe would "hire" itself out to bear the burdens of the others (Gen 49:14-15). Leaders in Israel’s history such as Deborah and Barak belonged to the tribe of Issachar.

The passage tells us that when David became king of Israel the men of Issachar understood the times and knew what Israel should do.  What a great and lasting tribute.  The church of Jesus Christ in the 21st century needs to be like the men of Issachar.  We need to understand the times in order to know what the Lord wants us to do.  We must be aware of what is happening in our world around us; we need to keep a finger on the pulse of humanity.  And the reason for this is not that we might become like the world, or immolate the world, but that we must understand the times in order to reach the world with the gospel of Jesus Christ.  The truth of our message should never change, the core of our values should remain constant, but we must be ever-willing to change and adapt our methods of ministry in order to reach a lost generation and make the gospel relevant.


History is filled with people who had difficulty looking beyond the present and into the future, people who could not discern the times.  In 1825 The Quarterly Review said, "What can be more palpably absurd than the prospect held out of locomotives traveling twice as fast as stagecoaches?"  In 1889 The Literary Digest said of automobiles, "The ordinary 'horseless carriage' is at present a luxury for the wealthy; and although its price will probably fall in the near future, it will never, of course, come into as common use as the bicycle."  (I think there are many in Boulder government who wish cars weren't as common today as bicycles!)  And in 1926 the famous scientist and inventor Lee Deforest said, "While theoretically and technically television may be feasible, commercially and financially, I consider it an impossibility, a development of which we need not waste time dreaming."
  


The church cannot afford to refuse to discern the times, for to do so can have catastrophic results.  Just ask the frog in the kettle.  If you put a frog in a pot of boiling water, he will jump out of it immediately in order to save himself.  However, if you put that same frog in a pot of water at room temperature, he will sit there calmly enjoying his wet surroundings.  You can also put that pot of water on the stove and turn on the heat, and the frog will not move.  In fact, a frog will stay in the water as it gets hotter and hotter, until it actually boils to death.  The reason is that a frog cannot detect gradual changes in temperature, and its inability to discern the times can actually lead to its demise. 

The men of Issachar understood the times, and they knew what Israel should do.  We in the church of Jesus Christ must do no less, for the world around us has changed in profound ways.  
II.  The World Has Changed.

In the last 50 years, we have experienced radical changes in our culture.  Like the frog in the kettle, many of us have not been aware of just how profound the change has been, but the changes have occurred nonetheless.  Let me demonstrate what I mean.


On the screen you will see a picture of my brothers and me taken in 1955.  There we are in our cowboy outfits – the 3 amigos.  I hold in my hand a copy of Life magazine that was published in December 1955.  It has a photograph of a sculpture of the crucifixion on the cover, which you will also see on the screen.  It was a special issue on Christianity, and in the pages of this December issue of Life magazine you can read the testimony of a devout president – Dwight Eisenhower.  There is also an article about Billy Graham, resting up to save souls.  There are articles about a spiritual revival at Harvard University, and how churches everywhere were full with programs for the millions.  There is even an article about the father of Presbyterianism, John Calvin!  There is also a piece on the Apostles’ Creed.  In the pages of Life are printed some of the beautiful artwork over the centuries depicting the life of Christ – His birth, His life of teaching and miracles, His death, and His resurrection. Even the ads in the magazine reveal a distinctly Christian orientation.  Hilton Hotels has an ad with the 3 wise men, and the caption reads, “Wise men still seek Him.”  A chemical company ad has a poem which extols the virtue of remembering the special things we treasure as Christians.  50 years ago, Christianity was the dominant influence in our culture, and the church was the center of influence in society.

Now, I want to show you a flyer I received in the mail some time ago.  On the cover you read, “Sunday is…” with a photograph of some actors.  When you open the flyer up, it says, “where it all starts,” and there is a picture of Sarah Jessica Parker and the stars of the TV show The Sopranos.  The final fold of the flyer is the lineup for HBO and Cinemax.  It was a mailer from my cable company.  That’s what Sunday has become in our culture.  It no longer has anything to do with the church or Christianity; it is simply a great day to watch television.  Christianity no longer holds a major market share in the world of ideas in our society, and in many ways the church has been jettisoned to the sidelines of influence.  The world has changed.  

Let me show you some other ways we’ve experienced change in recent years.  Look at the graphic on the screen.  There we see a contrast of life in 1975 and 2005.

· 1975: Long hair 

· 2005: Longing for hair 

· 1975: KEG 

· 2005: EKG 

· 1975: Acid rock 

· 2005: Acid reflux 

· 1975: Trying to look like Marlon Brando or Liz Taylor 

· 2005: Trying NOT to look like Marlon Brando or Liz Taylor 
· 1975: The Grateful Dead 

· 2005: Dr. Kevorkian 

· 1975: Going to a new, hip joint 

· 2005: Receiving a new hip joint 

· 1975: Rolling Stones 

· 2005: Kidney Stones 

· 1975: Being called into the principal's office 

· 2005: Calling the principal's office 

· 1975: Screw the system 

· 2005: Upgrade the system 

· 1975: Disco 

· 2005: Costco 

· 1975: Parents begging you to get your hair cut 

· 2005: Children begging you to get their heads shaved 

· 1975: Whatever 

· 2005: Depends
 


Sociologists have detailed over the last century the migration to the cities, the disappearance of the family farm, and the radical shift in economics in the world.  We have moved from the agricultural age, through the industrial age, to the information age.  I recently read, “You know the world has changed when: the Germans don’t want to go to war; the French think we’re arrogant; the best golfer in the world is black; the best rapper is white; and the tallest player in the NBA is Chinese!”
  Yes, the world has changed.

We have also experienced profound change in religion.  Today we live in what some are calling a post-Christian, post-modern, relativistic world.  Truth has come under the Big Top; it is a circus of sideshows.  All opinions and feelings are up for grabs, and many don’t consider any truth to be absolute.  Indeed, as I read on a bumper sticker, “Truth is stranger than it used to be!” 

Dr. Clark Cowden, a friend who is an executive presbyter in our denomination in Southern California, says it well when he writes: 

"At the start of the twenty-first century, the church in North America finds itself in a very different place than it used to be. Fifty years ago, the church enjoyed a privileged place in our culture. Many people went to church. The social pressure encouraged 'good' people to belong to a church. People respected the church. The culture listened to the church. Politicians and government officials wanted the church on their side. The church was very much at the center of public life. Church life was booming. That world no longer exists.


"It has been said that the 'church that is married to the culture of one age, becomes the widow of the culture in the next age.' We have seen that maxim come true. The church that was so effective in ministering to the 'Christendom culture' in North America fifty years ago, today finds itself struggling to relate to the culture, now that the sands have shifted. The church has been moved to the sidelines of public life, and many are openly wondering about the future viability of the church we love so much. The church is like Rip Van Winkle waking up from a twenty year nap. We are living in the same country, but it is a completely different world. We don't recognize it, and we're not sure what to do about it."


How are we as a church to respond?  In what ways might God be calling us to adapt our methods and our ministry so that our unchanging message of God’s saving love might be heard and embraced?
III.  The Church Must Adapt and Become Missional.

In 1950, Leslie Newbigin left England to become a missionary in India, and for 30 years he labored as a witness for Christ in a very non-Christian culture.  When he returned to England in 1980, he was surprised to discover that now the Western church also existed in a very non-Christian society.  Great changes had taken place in the 30 years he had been gone.  However, he also discovered that the church did not have an awareness of the new situation.  Public institutions and popular culture of Europe and North America no longer held to the convictions of Christian truth, and yet the church carried on its ministry as though its values and beliefs were still shared by the great majority of people.  There were still remnants of the old Christian society, but increasingly the culture had jettisoned Christian belief and practice, and the church found itself marginalized to the edges of the marketplace of ideas.  Newbigin suggested that the church in Europe and North America needed to reformulate how it saw itself and how it carried on its ministry.  He said the church needed to see the West as a mission field itself.

Last year, our congregation commissioned a young man named R. to go overseas as one of our missionaries.  Afterward he traveled to central Asia as what is called a “tent-making” missionary and is seeking to make known the love of Jesus Christ in a land that is almost exclusively Muslim.  When he arrived, he spent several months in language school learning to speak the language.  He studied the culture of the people, on occasion he wears their style of clothing, and he even grew a beard – all in an effort to win them to Christ.  As another of our other missionaries, W., has said to our congregation, “I become like them in 100 ways so that they might become like me in one – to know and love Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior.”

I would suggest to you that in order for our church to remain effective in this changing world of ours, we will need to adapt our methods of ministry and become more “missional,” while never compromising the integrity of our message of the gospel.  Like R., we, too, need to become missionaries – to our own communities.  We need to study our culture more closely, we need to learn the language and speak in the vernacular of the people, and we need to accommodate the changes we are experiencing in some measure in order to be more effective in sharing the love of Jesus Christ in our own communities in the 21st century.  


Many churches today have programs of evangelism and missions.  We do at First Pres.  Usually, they are one program among many in the life of a local church.  However, in this new challenge of being the church in a secularized society, missions and evangelism need to permeate every aspect of a congregation’s life.  Missions isn’t a program we do; missional is who we are to become.  We need to be missional in our worship, in our discipleship, in our service, and in the way we build community.  We need to cultivate a life-style of evangelism, so that talking to someone about Jesus Christ and our love for Him becomes as natural to us as talking about our favorite football team.  A missional church is comprised of people who are being transformed by the Holy Spirit into an outpost for the kingdom of God, a vanguard to set the captives free, an embassy for heaven itself on foreign soil.  
Conclusion.


Jim Singleton is a friend of mine who is a Presbyterian pastor in Texas.  Jim’s father was also a pastor in the old Southern Presbyterian Church.  Last year, Jim had the occasion to travel to a little town called Anson, Texas where his father had been a pastor at the First Presbyterian Church years before Jim was even born.  Jim’s father had preached there while he was in seminary during World War II and shortly thereafter.  When Jim’s dad was the pastor there, it was a thriving, growing church. 

Jim thought on his way home to Austin he would drive by Anson and see what the church looked like.  He didn’t know where it was, and he didn’t know what the church looked like.  He drove through the town, and there he found the Baptist Church, and he found the Methodist Church, but he couldn’t find the Presbyterian Church.  It was a little town – a little bitty place, so he drove up and down a couple of streets until he saw the Jones County Museum.  It was a Sunday afternoon, and the museum was open, so he decided to go inside to ask them where the church was, because museums know all that kind of stuff.  

As he walked up the steps to the museum, he slowed his pace and there he saw the cornerstone of the building.  He was shocked to read the words “First Presbyterian Church.”  It was then he discovered that the church had closed some years before.  It was no longer a church; it was now a museum. There was an old room in the back that was actually the pastor’s study, and in that room they had a little shrine to what was once the First Presbyterian Church, and he even saw pictures in the exhibit of his father and mother.  The church had literally become a museum.

My friends, if the church of Jesus Christ does not discern the times in which it lives, it will cease to be relevant, and it might even cease to exist.  We might become like Martha, the last of the passenger pigeons, and become extinct.  May the Lord grant us insight into these things as we explore what it means to be a missional church in our day and our time.  Amen.
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