After returning from Tasmania in January with the Chain Reaction mission trip I preached a sermon about inside- out.....Inside – outside – breathing in – breathing out – gathering to worship – scattering in mission and service....this should be normal rhythm of our Christian faith. 
Last week I talked about our spheres of influence. Remember we identified the family, the economy and business, education, politics, arts and entertainment, religion and mission, the media...places where we as Christian need to operate...as leaven in the lump....as salt and light...so that our Christianity is not limited to the sphere of the church but encouraged to blossom where all of us are called to minister.
How many church councillors do we have in our church? How about other key leaders...how many ministers? The bible clearly says that we are all ministers of the gospel...but in addition some are gifted to fulfil different ministries within the church. Some people have administration gifts, some are communicators, some are service orientated, some lead through caring for others, some lead through generosity...without all of the gifts operating in the church then something is missing...
But when it comes to the work of the church I want to make it clear...the designation of minister in the bible is for everyone...the role of pastor or minister...is an appointment or recognition of gifts to help facilitate the health of the church and get the church operating the way it should.
The trouble is, most ministers are not trained to facilitate the church and deal with the changes to society that has caused us to become more and more marginalised in our local community. At the same time our church folk – most of whom grew up in a different era have expectations of the minister that reinforce a model that no longer fits...so what is the way forward?
The church on the Mezzanine floor by Gill Cann, is a short compilation of a series of twelve essays produced for the Evangelical Alliance dealing with the problems and issues facing the traditional streams of the Australian church in a time of transition from the Christendom era that started with Emperor Constantine in 314 CE and ended, according to Cann (2005) in 1975. This period of fifty years (until 2025) according the Cann (2005) is a period of transition where society is made up of the products of two different worlds. The church faces a sense of bewilderment as we struggle through “no man’s land” – which is problem for the traditional church which is over represented by older people who are products of Christendom thought pattern. 
As the NCLS show, there has been developing generation gap between the demographics of the church, especially in traditional church streams, and that of society. This gap will change with the passing of the older generation of church membership, but that is little cancellation to a church struggling to find direction and hope in this time of transition. In addition to the generation gap – there is also a culture gap...which is reflected in the NCLS material that has been gathered over the last fifteen years – many people do not attend church because they think it is boring, irrelevant, while a third choose not to attend because of disagreement with the church’s teaching or moral stance or just because they have other things to do.
Gil Cann says this cultural gap can be transformed but rather than focus on changing styles the issue is substance...what is it that we have that the world just can live without?
We need to understand the times...in the times of Christendom the church was connected to the centre of culture – it was one of the key institutions that guided the direction of culture, in this way the church was held in high regard and the minister or clergy were like chaplains to the community. People attended church, got married in church, had their children baptised to be part of the institution of the church; funerals were held in church...and along the way people met their spouse in church related groups. Hands up if you met your spouse at a church related group? 
Churches were places central to community life and the community of the church had influence on the wider church. But something happened to the church in the last 100 years...some people will say that the reality was the church had always struggled to hold the attention and allegiances of men...more than two thirds of those who held church membership were women (100 years ago) and three quarters who attended church each week were women...so that part of the problem is not new.
The horrors of both wars did something to change the way people related to God...people whose lives were devastated by war often had trouble reconciling their experiences with the a God of love, who intimately cared for all...but the real changes began in the 1960’s and 70’s with the children who grew up post World War 2...who began to see a growing wealth gap between rich and poor – leading to a rejection in materialism and the establishment of a hippy or counter culture.
What happened in this fifteen year period? Vietnam war; civil right movements; assassinations of high profile people like President Kennedy and Martin Luther King; Space race – and moon landing; China’s cultural revolution; Jerusalem; feminism, multiculturalism; pluralism; nationalism...organ transplants...rise in divorce; the introduction of the pill and abortion on demand – and the beginnings of world terrorism...not to mention rock and rock music; a growing interest in the occult and eastern religions....not to mention situational ethics.
In the church it was the era of the Jesus people, house church movement, liberation theology and social justice; revivals and the charismatic movement, Vatican II and the ecumenical movement...it was the era humanism which no need for God and secularism that divided our thinking into good versus evil – God versus the world – and allowed for many to have no need to hear God’s perspective on anything....
From Gil Cann’s perspective the 60’s and 70’s were the turning points – they were the greatest times of moral, ethical, social and spiritual change for centuries. By the mid-70’s our society had changed, but the church was a product of a bygone era and we have done our best to attempt to push on with the tried and true ways in the way we ran our church, trained our ministers and presented our message – with the expectation that as the centre of the community, people will still come to us to hear the gospel – still come to us to receive morality and values...but we are no longer chaplains of Christendom – we are missionaries to a new era of paganism.
We come to church each Sunday for worship and to participate in a church service – some of us would say also for fellowship...but what is fellowship – the biblical concept of fellowship is not a friendly conversation around a cup of tea or coffee...neither is it attending a church service or even a bible study...fellowship happens because we have Christ as the centre of our lives and the Jesus in me wants to affirm and encourage the Jesus in you.
When we gather why do we gather? For worship? Worship is more than a Sunday morning slot...worship is not meant to be a music style or a liturgy – worship is a life style – your spiritual act of worship – Romans 12:1 says to offer your bodies – offer everything to have to God...not just on Sunday’s but every other day of the week – as a living sacrifice – wholeheartedly...
Rather than think that church is what we do on a Sunday...we come to church...church is who we are...church then isn’t just what we do or don’t do on a Sunday – it is the sum total of who we are and what we do every day of every week.
You see, the way I see it and I agree with Gil Can – we’ve got things around the wrong way – we come to church for worship and then go away to operate in a pagan world...we have Jesus commission around the wrong way – where Jesus instructs us to be in the world but not of the world – we are of the world but not in the world! Our thinking patterns are secular and humanistic and we practice church on Sundays rather than allowing the spirit to guide and change our thinking in the way we practice church in our homes, in our neighbourhoods, in our workplaces, at the club, pub, in our sports...wherever we live and connect with others we are meant to be like yeast – influencing our relationships for the gospel.
Now, Gil Cann makes a statement about many people in the established church who complain that in their opinion the church does nothing....and is going nowhere. I have to admit there are times that I have thought that more than once...
Let’s do a little survey – where do you live, where do you shop, where do you work, where do you go to school, where do you socialise...  
What our church does is the sum total of our interaction with others and God every day of every week....every situation we find ourselves in gives us an opportunity to make choices to either be a vessel of the holy spirit or to do things under the influence of the spirit of the world...it sounds simplistic – but it is true! Our church is already going somewhere...as soon as we leave this building we scatter – and as we scatter our responsibility is to make our lives our worship – so see every relationship that we have as a mission opportunity – not to ram the 10 commandments down someone’s throat or the four spiritual laws...
Last week I talked about spheres of influence and today I want to add to this. Each and every one of us have spheres of influence – places where God is already at work...we don’t take God into our workplace – the God who creatively brought everything into being – is already there – it is up to us to be sensitive to what God is doing in each place and do our best to further God’s work...
Our world has changed...and keeps changing....there’s no going back to way things were...but unless we change our approach – to be more mission minded – to gather to encourage each other – to have deep fellowship – but then scatter to live our lives as an act of service...as an act of worship to the living God who is never outdated...then we will miss the point that we need to adapt to the changes but not compromise the core substance of our faith....that relationship with God is life changing and life fulfilling...it’s what we have to offer that the world can’t live without...but unless we are willing to take that message of hope, forgiveness, transformation and love into our communities...to really live it – then we will continue to appear to be irrelevant to a society that is searching for value in all the wrong places.
