30.12.07 St Michael’s Church – Team Churches Service

Introduction

Three offerings for a New Year

1. You are not in control

2. Trust in the slow work of God

3. Don’t get distracted by working for God

And, How do we know we are succeeding? 

1.  You are not in control

We have grown up with the idea that if we pull ourselves together we can make something of ourselves/new year 

· “You just need to try harder!”

But it is clearly not the way life is, and does not work if you are poor

1. MARY – you cannot say that she was in control of her life

2. FLIGHT into EGYPT – or that Joseph was on top of his brief of looking after the family

Etty Hillesum – An Interrupted Life – Diaries 1941-43

“How rash to assert that you can shape your own destiny, 
all you can do is to determine your own inner response.” – which is NOT fatalism

she grew up as Jew in Amsterdam under the Nazi regime

contemporary of Ann Frank

she knew she would eventually go to the concentration camp to die

she decided to see the humanity in everyone- incl the young Nazi soldiers

Or we could say, “How rash to assert that you had much of a hand in your own success, or even your own downfall”

we have a high opinion of our own importance – in our success and in our failure

Credit melt down – will it come?  Some say ‘when’, not ‘if’

We have an illusion of being in control

It has only worked for us because we ere not born in Burma, Iraq, Chad, Mozambique, Pakistan . . . 

2.  Trust in the slow work of God

Because we have an idea that we are in control, we have to run ever faster to stay in control

· as, “if we don’t do it, no-one else will” - attitude

But in times that we find ourselves in today, when the temptation is to peddle faster

· we need to learn to sit and wait

How long did Israel wait for the Messiah? – 500 years

When he came, how long did they have to wait? – another 30 years

Quote from Pierre Teilhard de Chardin
“Above all, trust in the slow work of God.
We are quite naturally impatient in everything
to reach the end without delay.
We would like to skip the intermediate stages.
We are impatient of being on the way
to something unknown, something new…
. . . . . .
Give our Lord the benefit of believing
that his hand is leading you."

Especially important now in times of increasing upheaval.  Even secular business gurus are telling us this – see Margaret Whealey’s writings

Yes, we need to deal with the crucial issues now – not ignore them

· but not everything is a crucial issue

· and not everything does not have to be done soon

1st Danger is that we believe we are in control this coming year, or that our churches should be

2nd Danger is that we believe that we must keep moving to get everything done

3rd Danger is to believe that by doing things FOR God means that we are giving our attention TO God

· this is the same as parents who believe that by working hard and giving their children many things, many experiences and opportunities in life – that they are loving them by doing it

· to children: Look how much I have done for you!

· to God:  Look how much I did for you!

· And Jesus will say, “Yes, good, but do you love me?”

Quote from Eugene Peterson:
"We give careful attention to spirituality because we know, from long experience, how easy it is to get interested in ideas of God and projects for God and gradually lose interest in God, 

deadening our lives with the ideas and projects. 

This happens a lot. Because the ideas and projects have the name of God attached to them, it is easy to assume that we are involved with God. 

It is the devil's work to get us worked up thinking and acting for God and then subtly detach us from a relational obedience and adoration of God, substituting our selves, our godlike egos, in the place originally occupied by God."

Beware, because there is much work to be done

· but don’t think that by doing it all we are loving God

How do we measure how well we are doing?

We like to be able to measure things – measuring culture 

Large church vs small church issue – St M’s vs St B’s

· This is a poor way of looking at things

· BOTH churches are the size they are mainly because of their geographical position

We cannot rely on targets and outputs to determine how we are doing in God’s scheme of things

business turnover, exam results, targets exceeded, hours worked, reports written

How then do we know how well we are doing?

"Love is the guarantee that the life of the Spirit is growing in us.
 Love is the sign of the Holy Spirit at work in the Church and in the world."  

Thomas Merton in Seasons of Celebration,

4th Danger: is to believe in results as the world believes in results

Lord in this New Year
help us to be humble
to see that we do not have control
and any sense that we have such control is only an illusion.

Slow us down, to listen, to stop, to wait
to see that we are not so important 
and that things do not have to be done within our own time frame.

And help us to be with you
not only doing things for you.
May we risk giving you space and time
and not take the safe option of only being busy for you.

Then grow your Holy Spirit in us.
We will know this is you
when other see in us
a harvest of love:
sacrificial love
love that gives freedom to others
love that risks but does not fear
love that is confidant even amid turmoil.

Love that is you.  Amen.

