Healthy Churches –Mark 7
Does a few things and does them well
I have occasionally mentioned that it is my custom when sharing something like home communion to use a bible reading I am getting ready to preach on. This week in an impromptu sermon preparation group we read Judges 7 about Gideon - defender of a nation, man of God, resistance fighter with a small army doing great things.
When I said “what does this passage trigger in your thoughts” one of the group said “well you know there is a well known Gideon in the Cabinet”…..
George Gideon Oliver Osborne, MP - born 23 May 1971 in Paddington, London. Originally named Gideon Oliver, he changed his name to George when he was 13. In an interview in July 2005, Osborne said: "It was my small act of rebellion. I never liked it. I decided to be George after my grandfather, who was a war hero. Life was easier as a George; it was a straightforward name."
In what ways might we see/think about “George” Osborne differently if he were called Gideon? In what ways might he be helped if he faced the world as Gideon?
Does sign seven of a healthy church invite us as individuals and as a congregation to think of ourselves as Gideon - small in number doing things well? Or are we uncertain about that?
What is the minimum? What are the few things?

Dangers of the maximum      In the not too distant past it was considered a badge of 


          honour to be a suburban cradle to grave church. Lots of 

                      activity, lots of people attracted people but then they 



          often moved churches when a new or more interesting 


          activity started in a different church – was that healthy?
Essential services                  A very small church would receive this sign with relief – 


          perhaps in a situation where they are working hard just to 


          survive – reaching for a critical mass to develop health     


          For us more like being told to re-calibrate diet, activity 


          concentrate on basics
Basic Disciplines                 Individual    - worship, giving, faith development, 

                                                 Help support church structure, life beyond the church



                     Congregation – the 7 signs of a healthy church

Wells not fences.
A story is told of a group of English farmers who went on a study tour to look at agriculture in Australia. They started to realise there was some fundamental difference but could not at first put it in words. It was only when one of the visitors asked how the cattle farmer kept track if his stock given there were so few fences that everything came clear. The rancher replied, "Oh, that's no problem. Out here we dig wells instead of building fences." There is no need to fence cattle in when they are highly motivated to stay within range of water, their most important source of life.

In the past, perhaps still in the present, suburban and other churches have thought that the fence of hyperactivity was a means of holding all. A weakness of that approach is that it can unhook from nurturing spiritual growth and buy into running the machine.
What is an attractive church? A community that draws water from deep, refreshing and nourishing wells and then shares it with all who wish to drink.
How do we know if we are doing well? 

                       How do we know if we are drinking good water?
Self confidence not guilt     - no hardening of the “oughteries”, relaxed
Gift discovery     - reflect on the folk who read today – Advent Ring and Judges
                 Church administrator, Youth worker, help look after premises,

                 distribution of magazine, edit weekly notices, invitations to one of the faith 

                 discovery courses we run, 

Abolition of ego -   community, no bullying be it ever so Christian
Creativity/Imagination/Incarnation
        Gideon goes to battle with burning torches, clay pots and trumpets - I wonder if 

        any turned round and said “I don’t do all age worship”
        Little Methodist chapel in Cornwall became a surfer’s church – tubestation. 

        Seeks to be a local church not abandoned tradition but not scared of the new
        We can’t be a surfer’s church! Where are our wells?

Giving God the Credit

Gideon’s army reduced in size to prevent humanity being tempted to take the credit
               The Lord said to Gideon, "The men you have are too many for me to give 
   them victory over the Midianites. They might think that they had won by     
   themselves, and so give me no credit.
                                                                                            Judges 7:2 
We are taking a different route through Advent this year exploring blessing. God’s generosity towards us. Today we focused on his blessing the church – his people. Gideon and his army by their obedience renewed all God’s people. A healthy church us not about private blessing – fenced off wells – but renewing the world
What mean by God?  Not mechanical, academic, cold. The text of “the Grace” we used today is about God Father, Son and Spirit

                        The amazing grace of the Master, Jesus Christ,
                         the extravagant love of God,
                         the intimate friendship of the Holy Spirit, be with all of us.

  







2 Corinthians 13:13-14

How we experience and talk of God will seriously affect our health

On some church buildings you will see the letters AMDG – it’s an abbreviation
The long version is     Ad maiorem Dei gloriam
That may not help!

                              For the greater glory of God
A healthy church is not for us – it’s for God – Father son and Spirit

Conclusion

For a fraction over two months – roughly fortnightly – we have explored the seven signs of a healthy church. How know if the ideas beginning to percolate into our blood stream? Idea that   any three members of the congregation could between them remember all seven. Try it after the service?

Meeting on January 15th – counting down the days – the clock counting the time but we are also involved. We are invited to bring the whole of ourselves. The conclusion now needs to bring together both the idea of doing a few things and doing them well but also our engagement with the whole process.
There is a traditional pattern of hymn used on Good Friday that takes the wounds of Jesus and by thinking about them invites us to offer our whole life in service to Christ. We are going to use HP 172 to sing and pray our response to the possibility of being part of / helping to create a healthy church here at Trinity. You might like to turn to the hymn or hear the music and respond by singing the verses as they are projected.
So now listen to the tune and as you do so place yourself in the presence of God – Father, Son and Holy Spirit

                                              Tune played through


We have been thinking about the seven signs. We know them with our mind.
            Let us pray that beyond lists and plans we may be open to the mind of Christ


And to his creative presence




O dearest Lord, thy sacred head

 


With thorns was pierced for me;




O pour thy blessing on my head,




That I may think for thee.


What should we do? How much should we do? How will we decide?


Let is pray for our work together as we build on the strengths of the past


And through joy and hardship shape the future




O dearest Lord, thy sacred hands




With nails were pierced for me;




O shed thy blessing on my hands,




That they may work for thee.


We have a path to find, a distance to travel as your followers


 Lord Jesus. Grant us wisdom and discernment for the journey




O dearest Lord, thy sacred feet




With nails were pierced for me;




O pour thy blessing on my feet,




That they may follow thee.

Grant us compassion loving Lord. An openness and trust with each other


and a rich sense of your presence. In pain, difficulty and struggle , may my 
body be strong and my soul truly alive.



O dearest Lord, thy sacred heart




With spear was pierced for me;




O pour thy spirit in my heart




That I may live for thee.
