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Becoming a Real Church for a Real World
May 15th, 2005

In 1997, after being away from home for several years, Joyce and I made our first visit back to the States.  We landed in JFK via Moscow and Germany.  While in the airport in Germany, I bought some bananas… which we could never get in Tajikistan.

· Both Joyce and I ate one… leaving the other one for later.  Well… while we’re waiting for our baggage to arrive JFK, a Drug Enforcement Agency dog comes running toward our carry ons’.

· Suddenly, there are two DEA agents telling us to follow them.  Without even thinking of it, I never mentioned the banana on my customs declaration… you know, where it asks you if you have any fruits, nuts, or vegetables.

So, here I was, a notorious smuggler caught red-handed with and illegal German banana!

· But far worse than the fine they were threatening us with… was the fact that my mom and dad were literally forty feet away from us… with welcome balloons in hand... wondering why we were getting frisked!

· It took us about an hour to make it over to them
I bring this up b/c the Church that God has uniquely placed as a light and refuge for the world has developed a reputation in the world for being just like those DEA dogs at the airport… 

· Sniffing around with tail-wagging enthusiasm for anything that is foreign to our own church culture… pointing fingers and displaying picket signs against the very people Jesus came to love.
· And so, instead of being the light of the world, the city on a hill, as Jesus called us in Matthew 5, we’ve become a place renowned for our holier-than-thou attitudes, considered to be the meeting place of the vast right-wing conspiracy… 
· Instead of being known for our love.

Folks… If we want to be people and a church that really make a difference in this world, if we want to be that Community of Hope in a despairing world… than we need to recognize that the Church has been…
· Uniquely Given For the sake of the World
· Uniquely Placed in the World

· Uniquely Sent to the World

· Uniquely Different from the World
· Uniquely Committed to the World

What I’d like to do this morning is to look briefly at each of these areas… and as I do that, my hope is that we’d become reignited with vision for what God can and wants to do through us as a church.

1. Uniquely Given For the World
As I think about how the Church is uniquely given for the sake of the world, what comes to mind isn’t of people holding out colds cups of water on hot day.  Instead… the image that comes to mind is Custer’s famous “last stand”… where we’ve put all our wagons in a circle in order to protect ourselves from the world… ready to shoot anyone who comes near.
· But understand that the church isn’t a refuge to keep the world out… it’s a place the world can freely enter… to know and be known… by God and one another.
· We are called to be a refuge FOR the world, not FROM the world.  Uniquely given to the world to bear Jesus’ Message and continue Jesus’ ministry.
And yet, when the world looks at us, what do they see?  Rather than being known for our love, we are known solely for our moral/ethical stands, our holier-than-thou attitudes, our “fishies” and “Jesus Saves” bumper stickers… and now for our political might.
· But as much as this characterization may frustrate you, are we honestly any better? When Christians look out into the world, what reaction do we have?  
· You know… WE COMPLAIN… about media bias, liberalism, Hollywood.  Listen… we know there are lots of problems out there… we know we live in a world riddled with “issues” led by people with “issues”…
· And yet, knowing that, why do we stand in our circle of wagons, complaining about the very people Jesus called us to love?  
If we are going to make a difference in this region as His church. we need to stop complaining about our culture… and begin to influence it through our love and compassion.

· We need to accept the fact that we are not a monastery, created to insulate and protect ourselves. 
· Let me give you a little visual of what it looks like when we buy into that “Refuge Mentality”… when we try and insulate and protect ourselves.
· CLIP FROM BUBBLE BOY (a mother tries to protect her son from evil world).

Listen guys… we know the refuge mentality is all about protecting ourselves from the world.  But even if in our church that Refugee Mentality is only a little true… then who are the few that we are going to keep out?

· If a young man came in with so many piercings that his body looked like an ad for fishing tackle… or if we meet him on the street… 

· Do we love and connect with him… or do we automatically hide our children from him?

· If a woman walked in searching for God and yet was wearing promiscuous clothing… who obviously had some significant enhancement work done (if you know what I mean)… Will you women embrace her?  (I don’t have to ask the men!) 

If we won’t welcome them… who will we welcome?  Truth is, there are communities that would welcome them… but they don’t have LIFE to give!
· Seriously, if you won’t welcome them… then you need to go ahead and consider right now which kind of sinner you are going to welcome and which kind you’re not. 
· As for this church… we will welcome anyone who is seeking after God… no matter how far off they might be to receiving Him into their lives.

Folks… we can’t wash the feet of a dirty world if we wont touch it... we wont ever reach people till we love more than we hate... 

· Till we love homosexuals more than we hate homosexuality… Until our love for people outshines our judgment of people.
· Till we love that teenager riddled in tattoos more than we hate the rebellion we think that represents.
· Till we love the way Jesus loved.

And let me just say to parents.  I understand the desire to protect our children in age-appropriate ways, from some of the stuff this world puts in front of us.

· Part of our responsibility is to protect them.  And yet, understand that if you are wondering how you can help make our faith in Christ relevant to your teenagers, for example…

· Know that you going up to a person full of piercings and tattoos, will make our faith so much clearer to them.
· This generation… in spite of the insults that gets thrown against them… is far more concerned about social justice than my generation was.

· If our faith is to be relevant… and if their faith is to take on wings… then they need to see it lived out in the world through you and me…

· They need to see… from us… that we really are that unique refuge… not from the world… but for the world.
2. Uniquely Placed in the World
Even though we’ve been uniquely placed in the world as a refuge… we still tend to act like medieval fortresses with the draw bridge up and with wide moats circling around us… to protect ourselves from “them”. 

· But honestly, for us to try to “lock” the world out is like someone with malaria locking themselves in their hospital room so they won’t catch malaria from someone else.  
· In other words… we’ve already go what they’ve got… struggles with children, stress at work, marriage, finances, relationships, busyness…
· Needless to say, we aren’t living in Mayberry.  This is the real world… for real people… 
· And I don’t care what those “real people” lives seem to be… they can drive up in their new car and walk into their beautiful home… but know that there are cracks in the foundation.

“Craig, you’re making too much of that… my neighbors are fine.” Whose neighbors are fine?  They may seem fine but that’s only b/c the part of their lives they might have together is the part you’re hoping to get together.  

· But know that as real neighbors living in a real world… their facing the same kind of fears and struggles that we and everyone else is.

· But know, they need Jesus.  
And yet, rather than becoming a bridge, we create such barriers between us and them.  You know… back in the book of Acts we read that some Jewish converts were saying that in order for a gentile to become a Christian, he/she would actually have to become a Jew first.

· We also read that the Jerusalem Counsel put the bosh on that once and for all.  And yet, within a hundred years the church in Rome was in essence asking Gentiles to embrace the culture of Roman Christianity in order to become a Christian.

· We can scoff at that… and yet we do the same thing… except that we ask the world to become Republican first… we ask them to embrace our church culture, which to them seems utterly holier-than-thou, boring, and irrelevant. 
· Do we want “them” to come here?  Good.  Then what do they need to do before they come here?  Do they need to stop smoking, start watching Fox instead of CNN, change party affiliations… 
· But can they BELONG before they BELIEVE?
· What do they need to do in order to be welcomed in God’s house?  How would Jesus answer that?
So much of the church has tried to hold the world to account… to hold their sin in front of them while ignoring their own sin within our walls.

· I shared a few months ago how this was done on a political level when Bill Clinton’s sexual brokenness was put on display by republican pundits who found it easy to ignore their own sin.  

· Newt Gingrich was in an affair and left his wife, Bill Bennett had gambled away 8 million in Las Vegas, Rush Limbaugh struggled with drug addiction, Bill O’Reilly allegedly was involved in an inappropriate relationship with an intern… the list goes on.
· We ask the world to turn from their sin… we ask gay men and women to die to their homosexuality… but are we willing to die to our sins?  

· Are we ready to acknowledge that we are all of the same pool of humanity… sharing the same desperate longing to find what only God can bring?
· Instead of throwing stones at people and culture… let’s build bridges to a hurting world in need of a healing, loving relationship with God.
3. Uniquely sent to the World
Jesus said, in Mark 10:45 that He didn’t come to be served but to serve.  And who did He come to serve?  He came to serve people like you and me… like our neighbors, friends at school, co-workers… 

· There are very few places outside of major metropolitan areas that are more densely populated than north Jersey!  
· As much of a challenge as it can be to live in this area… This is just the kind of area Jesus would be all over.

· We are right where God wants us to be… these are the people God wants us to reach out in love to.  These are the very people that God loves and Jesus died for.

· When God wanted to save the world, what did He do? He went to it!

· Believe me… I know it can be tempting simply to focus inwardly.  Rich Nathan, pastor of the Columbus Vineyard, describes the beginning of their church as a group of families who lived like a bunch of newborn puppies in a box… just having fun with one another.

But you can only remain inward for a season before you realize that the vine is beginning to whither.

· But if we start getting tenacious about making a difference… then 1. We’ll go where they are; 2. We’ll love them as they are;  3. We’ll Serve, Suffer, and Sacrifice for them; and 4. We’ll Get to know them/ step into their lives...

· Telling them about Jesus first through the way you live your life… and then through words they can understand.
4. Uniquely Different From the World 
If we can really live out what I’m sharing here… if we continue to become that welcoming church in our region… then understand that we might get some criticism.  And do you know from whom?

· It may come from other Christians. They may interpret our love for people as an acceptance of their lifestyle.

· If our goal in reaching out to people and welcoming people is simply about making them feel better about where they’re at and what they’re doing… then I suppose we could go down that dead end.

· But our calling is crystal clear… and I have no doubt that we will be able to navigate between being connected… and being uniquely different.

What makes a clear night so amazing is the contrast b/t the stars against the dark backdrop of the night sky.

· We will never bring healing and life if we just “blend” into the world.  We sometimes say, “I have to make sure my coworkers know that Christians aren’t weird.  So I will go with the flow… have the same attitudes, say the same things, complain the same way.”
· Being the same will never make you a person of influence.

· Again, it is the contrast that will make them ask, “how come you have a different attitude?  Why do you have hope with the world is falling apart? Some Christians seem to put their hope in political figures… but you really seem to put your hope in God.”

We are to live as lights in this dark world, shining the love of Jesus to the world. That’s why Paul called the Philippian church to “hold out the word of life”.  

· The word to “hold out” was used in secular culture for offering wine to a guest.

· Paul was calling them to go beyond the four walls of their meeting places and offer the good news of Jesus to their dying world.
· But we need to go out… recognizing that church isn’t simply about what we do here but what we do out there.

5. Uniquely Committed to the World 
STORY OF HEAVY RAINS in the reservoirs of LA.

· After a torrential rain, the waterways would flow quickly like raging rivers.

· One time on a rescue show you could see a man being taken down the river, banging up against rocks and branches.  Others had already died… and it looked as though he might as well.

· A helicopter lowered a man down on a rope but he couldn’t hang on.

· Cords were stretched across the water, but he couldn’t hang on.

· Finally, a man with a rope tied around his waist, jumped into the water, caught him, hung on, and managed to bring him to shore… saving his life.

That man who risked his life to jump in the water made a difference.

· This is what we are a church are called to be.  The world may throw them a line, but we’ll be the people who jump in after them.  
· Motivated by nothing more or less than our love for our neighbors… we need to jump in after them.
· If we see someone struggling to stay afloat in a lake… do you decide to walk away… “If I only had my swimming suit on… if I only had a few extra swimming lessons… then I’d jump in and help that guy.”
· And yet we get like that at times… because we don’t really have it all together… we figure the best thing to do is just walk away.

· I’ll tell you… My dad jumped into the water to save me when I was ten… he didn’t stop to think how he would get himself out of the riptide… motivated by nothing but love he just went in.

· MAN FROM SNOWY RIVER clip (“Ride Out and Meet Them”)

For some of you… as much as you believe this… you wonder if we really can make a difference.  You’ve labored before and the fruit never came.  Peter experienced this in Lk 5.
· After a long day of fishing… without catching a single fish… Jesus sees Peter cleaning his boat and nets.  Jesus steps into the boat and asks Peter to take the boat out one more time.

· Peter’s got to be frustrated… he’s been fishing in those waters his whole life… he knew they wouldn’t catch anything else... but Jesus still wanted to go out.

· Peter had zero faith for this... but Jesus basically gave him a “do it for me... do it one more time.” 
And so they hopped back in their boats... tired, a bit frustrated, and without any expectation other than feeling even more tired than they already were.

· When they threw out their nets... they ended up catching so many fish that their nets began to tear!  
· The writer, Luke used the strongest language he could to describe their reaction.  

· He said, in verse 9, that they were awestruck by the size of their catch.

Folks... I know that as a community that we can grow tired of throwing out the nets.  Over time we can find ourselves so discouraged wondering if we’ll ever make an impact in our region.

· But Jesus is telling to get back into the boat... He knows we’re discouraged... he knows we doubt... He gets it. 

· And yet, He asks us to get back into the boat... and He asks us to throw out the net again.

· He asks us again to be the light to the world… the city on a hill.
· And to lift our expectations that nets will become full.
I’ve shared that the first vision God gave us as a church was of us fishing.  The Vineyard is made to catch fish!

· We are just that unique people… that unique tribe… that can pull this off!
· CLIP from ICE AGE

