Unity Sunday 22nd January 2017

(this talk is edited from a much longer set of four sermons from 2010)

In the last two weeks I have been talking a bit about the subject of Church Growth. This topic of how churches can grow in number and depth of their faith has been an important study topic for many years now.  You can read about it on-line. There have been many books written, all intending to help us understand how and why churches grow or decline.  A few years ago I listed for ‘marks’ of growing churches.that I have noticed over   the last  forty years.  There is a fairly long list of things we can say about growing or declining churches but I have chosen four: morale, vision, family and love. This morning, for Unity Sunday (during the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity)  I simply want to mention the last two, family and love.
A sense of family

‘This church seems like a family’  was once said  about one of our former churches in Belgium. But yes…of course!  The church isn’t simply like a family. It truly is a family in the strictest sense. 

Our normal human families into which we are born, and over which we had no choice, are defined by blood, genetics and marriage. We have two defining parents, we may have brothers and sisters. We may have re-marriages. ..we may, dare I say, many variations on the basic pattern.  There is an increasing interest in researching our family trees. We all like to know where we came from. Do we have any famous people in our pedigrees? 

We are generally aware of what makes our human families and where the boundaries lie. In fact it is difficult to say where the boundaries of the human family stop. We all have ‘distant relations’ whom we don’t see very often or perhaps we don’t wish to!

But in the heart of our core family certain things are expected. Families give each other space to ‘be themselves’. The family is crucial to the development of the child; and we all know what happens if there is too much deviancy from family norms. A family is the place to share and learn, to laugh and learn together, to cry and mourn together. Our families leave their mark upon us. A family is a network where the other members know each other.

So the Christian church  is indeed a family. Its boundaries are defined by baptism, faith and the Holy Spirit. All believers by being rooted in Christ are automatically related to each other in a real spiritual sense. We have a common Father, and a common Faith. Whether we like it or not Christian believers are in this great family we name ‘the church’ or the body of Christ.

Now this leads to two important consequences for life in the local church. I will call them the pastoral internal and the ecumenical external. (good phrases for Unity Sunday!)
PASTORAL INTERNAL:  The local church congregation is the group where people learn from the Christian community and encounter new friends. They experience a new sense of belonging and feel their significance as individuals. They learn to see themselves and others as God sees them.

One of the first important lessons of the church as family is that its boundaries are not limited by age, sex, nationality, pedigree, tribe, intelligence, money and wealth, talent. The church, as the family of God, is open to all…and all are related to each other in this world wide family. It is a wonderful thought, but not everybody likes it that way!  There is always a tendency to turn the church congregation into a club for the like-minded. We naturally gravitate to certain people and away from others. But we have to learn to relate to all who are learning to follow Christ together. 

There are some interesting consequences depending on the size of the congregation.  If it is small, say around 10 or so , then everybody knows everybody else (note: Jesus had many disciples but spent 3 years training 12 men for apostolic leadership) Note also  the closing chapter 16 in St. Paul’s epistle to the Romans. As he signs off he sends personal greetings to twenty seven named individuals + greetings to ‘households’.

Many congregations are in the 30-50 members category. One can probably know up to 30 people reasonably well, school class size. Above this number we may be on nodding terms! Only.

 In a church congregation it is likely that each person will make one or two quite close friends. This is good and healthy but should not become exclusive to friendship with everybody else.  In close groups confidences can be shared and respected, and this is important if such a small group happen to be a prayer or study group together. 

In addition to the regular worshippers, most congregations will have the occasional regular visitors, who even if they only come at holiday and festivals will still call it ‘my church’.  There will also be quite a few people always just ‘looking in’ or ‘trying the church out’ to see what it is like. The regular members of the church congregation need to be aware that at every service there may be new people looking in who need a word of welcome. We need to welcome them without overwhelming them! Coffee and socialising after church and at other gatherings throughout the week are important in a congregation’s life.  Make sure that meetings are open to others and given out in the notices!  At the Peace I usually wait for a few seconds just to check that no-one is being left out!  All members have pastoral responsibility for welcome and relating, but the pastoral ministry of the minister(s) both ordained and lay, should be available to all.

So the local congregation is a part manifestation of the Grace of God beginning to shape human lives from every corner of the globe (most congregations in our Diocese in Europe are multi-lingual and multi-national). A new community is being formed.

ECUMENICAL EXTERNAL:  churches which appear to be ‘successful’ in their work and mission can easily take on an air of superiority. But they need to remember that each local congregation is only a small piece of the great jig-saw puzzle that is the body of Christ. Jesus founded one church and has One Body. All those who ‘name the Name’ are in a real sense part of the body, whether they are Roman Catholics, Baptists, Reformed , Calvinists, Lutheran, Orthodox, Brethren..and yes Anglicans! Increasingly some Christians are consciously affirming that they are Christians first and have a denominational allegiance second. We live in ecumenical days when we sense that the Holy Spirit is challenging once again about visible unity of Christ’s church. A visibly divided family is not likely to commend a Gospel which proclaims reconciliation between God and man, and men and men. 

So the local church has a vitally important part to play in being the family in the smallest sense, but by also from time to time  being conscious of the much larger family. 

(Some research from the Fuller Church Growth seminary in the USA came up with the idea about 30 years ago that each Christian needs to experience three dimensions: the cell,  the congregation, the celebration.

The cell is that first vital group of from five to twelve people maximum, where we know and are known.

The congregation is the adding of a number of cells into a larger managed number. A congregation can number from 20 up to 200 or so. Some ‘mega–churches’ are  numbered in 1000s The largest church in the world with Pator Yongi-cho in Seoul Korea is numbered as a significant fraction of a million!..but we needn’t bother too much at our end of the scale!

The celebration is the coming together of a large number of churches for a big event. It might be a diocesan gathering. It can be a gathering such as I attended in Birmingham in 1986 (ACTS 86) where 7,000 from most nations from Europe were gathered for an evangelism conference.)
So even though our regular congregation may be small, we must remember that the Christian family is huge and global. We are part of that family! But there is one mark of a true and growing church that we cannot ignore. It is the mark of LOVE.
‘Jesus said: A new commandment I give you, that you love one another. as I have loved you, so you must love one another.  By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another’. John 13 v 34

‘Love makes the world go round’, runs a popular song..and it’s true. When we think of love we are touching on one of the basics of the universe. God the creator, creates in love. St. Paul had to remind the Corinthian church in that famous passage 1 Corinthians 13, that even if they were super-spiritual, spoke in tongues, prophesied, worked miracles, had great knowledge, but no love, they were nothing. They missed the purpose of their existence. They were ‘sounding gongs or tinkling cymbals’. I gather that a Corinthian cymbal was simply like two pieces of wood knocking together! 

I am always cautious of preaching on this four letter word, love:  It should be easy but I feel nervous. Why? Because I am so bad at loving!  It easy to preach about,  but difficult to do. On the subject of love I feel I am standing in front of a mountain.  I remember how stunned I was when I first stood at the bottom of the Langdale Pikes in the English Lake District, waiting to ascend; how magnificent, how awesome. This huge beautiful massif of nature towering above us. How could one begin to describe it from ground level? Then as we climbed steadily upwards we discovered the beautiful tarn (lake) that cannot be seen from ground level . It was a journey of gradual discovery of succeeding beauties.

So it is with love. We run out of words to begin to describe even a portion of its vastness. Look at the language of some of our hymns:   ‘Here is love vast as the ocean, loving kindness as the flood.’ (Mission Praise 987) and  ‘a great High Priest whose name is Love.’ (Mission Praise 975) 

Now in English we have only one word for ‘love’ but in Greek there are three. First we have Eros, love between the sexes with all its expressions. The first thing we must say about eros is that without it we probably wouldn’t be here!  God created it and it is good. Eros is alive and well. You can see it on many railway stations as teenagers (and some a bit older!)  express their feelings towards one another as the train departs. There are many distortions of eros. You can hardly go nto a newsagent without noticing another Greek word porneia from which comes the word pornography. Eros is good and of God. But eros cannot be a god, and we must not try to turn it into one, which is always the temptation. Eros is a good servant , but a bad master.

Then there is Philios  which carries the meaning of ‘friendship love’  or ‘brotherly love’. If we put philios together with the Greek words for brother and sister (adelphos and adelpi) we get Philadelphia; the American city founded by the Quakers, meaning ‘brotherly love’.  Eros may touch all of us at some point in our lives. Some may not actually get married but we probably all need philios at some point.
So finally to Agape, which is used in the New Testament to mean the love which is God…the giving love. Agape reaches forward to give good to the other. It is an outgoing love. It is the attitude of the creator towards the creatures He the creator is Agape , the Love which is God, and it is at the heart of the gospel: ‘for God so loved the world that He gave His only Son , so that all who believed in Him should not perish but have eternal life.’(John 3 v 16) we have a line again from hymn 987:   ‘Heaven’s peace and perfect justice kissed a guilty world in love’. The picture here is of God the Father ‘kissing the world’. Lovers kiss. There is a mystery about such things. The motivation behind Calvary was not revenge – but an act of justice. More simply paying a price…..surely the most powerful love of the Father towards the world. So in God, we see His love towards all His creatures, and His reaching out to rescue in Calvary’s Cross. There is no human being on the planet ,whom God does not love /or intend to love. That does not mean, of course, that humans will necessarily return God’s love by desiring His fellowship. We have all been given the power to say ‘no’ to Him. Many do. 

There are many theological books written on this mountain of love. One I was given some years ago was by Canon Vanstone, Love’s Endeavour, Love’s expense. He lists three marks of authentic Agape:

1. It is unlimited It knows of no full stop. God doesn’t ‘switch it off’ when we have passed a point of no return. We humans can ‘only take so much’ and then we shut a relationship off…not so with God. In forgiveness it is not ‘seven times but seventy times seven’. This means that there is no human being on the planet whom God’s love does not reach  towards. It covers everyone. This is important in the healing ministry. We need to let people know that they have a purpose for which God created them and loves them. Whether they are rich or poor, disabled or super-fit. God loves them. In the congregation the doors must be open to all who would walk in. Some Christian congregations like to have clearer boundaries, but we cannot pick and choose. The ministry of the gospel is open to all. 

2.
Love is precarious  -   it takes risks.  Genuine love has to be free. Love returned must come from a free response of the one loved. You cannot compel your children to love you. But when they do it’s wonderful!

3.
So consequently Love is vulnerable  -   it can get hurt. It risks being not returned. Perhaps many of us have experienced unrequited love. You want someone who doesn’t want you and vice-versa. It was this love, agape, which took Jesus to the cross of Calvary…freely and willingly, the motive was love of us. John’s Gospel prologue: ‘He came to His own and His own received Him not, BUT (and here’ is the response)  to all who did receive Him to them he gave power to become children of god. (John 1 v  12)

So where do we get Agape from? How do we love like God? The answer is that our human loves fall far short. We cannot naturally love our enemies, even our best friends we let down. But  Agape Love is the fruit of the Holy Spirit….in the end it comes down to walking in the Spirit. (The secret of keeping close in marriage, is to keep close to God)  Love is the first of the fruits which St.Paul describes coming from the Spirit.  It is a bit like having a shower. In order to have a decent ‘clean’ shower we need to tap open at the top to let the water wash over us, but we also need the drain valve open at the bottom to let the sludge out! It’s not a perfect analogy, but before we can let the love of god OUT through us we need to let it IN. A lot of people try to love without first drawing in prayer and seeking to ‘fill up’ with the spirit. Other spend their time’ topping up’ but never letting out.

In our church congregations we need to let the love of god flow to each other and out to others. This may only be necessary in small ways, but even small things can be transforming. If people can feel the love of God in a church congregation, something  will happen. The church will grow.

Clifford Owen 
