What do we do we do well as a congregation?
That’s something that each of us would have a different answer to. But for me, I have been impressed over the last year or so by your organisation and planning – and willingness to commit to large projects like the manse renovations – even when the costs are quite significant. 

Now, even the best made plans can have hurdles to overcome – which leads you back to the drawing board. And for those involved with the manse renovations you know all about the setbacks due to gum trees, weather, government planning processes, tradespeople, supplies...

So it was good news to regularly hear Simon confident that the extensions were coming in within the budget. Can you imagine what it would have been like for my family – our first winter in Canberra – the coldest winter for some time – the wettest winter for some time ....to have no back walls? Can you imagine the site for the street at the back to be living in a half finished house – and I don’t mean the builder’s house next door. The thought of starting a project of that significance without first making sure that you know how much it costs and having the resources to pay...seems quite absurd – and that was the exact point that Jesus was making about discipleship...the costs of faith...the cost of being a follower or disciple of Jesus – is expensive and shouldn’t be taken or entered into lightly.
Today we looking into the third practices of fruitful congregations – intentional faith development or as others would like to call it intentional discipleship.

Over the years I read a lot of books about persecuted Christians into other countries who are imprisoned for their faith and a great personal and family cost – have continued to be passionate about their faith even though they meet overwhelming opposition. Yet in these places, in these prisons, under these persecutions faith deepens and thrives and the illegal churches grow at an incredible rate, yet the religion we practice in Australia seems to shrink in its influence all the time.
Why is the faith that we are practising seem to be devoid of real and lasting fruit? Why are few churches growing in Australia apart from some of the Pentecostal churches? For all the criticism that we level at the growing move towards Pentecostalism and the inconstancies that are brought to our attention by the secular media, there must be something that they do that draws people and keeps people.

I know what some of you may be thinking. They are revolving door churches that have large numbers coming in the front door and large numbers going out the back and many don’t go anywhere afterwards. But before we get so judgmental we need to take a good look at ourselves too. How many people come to Uniting Churches, stay for a while and leave....a significant number too. So the problem is not that the front and back doors are open – it’s that somewhere in the middle those who come to us do not find the middle doors open – places and groups that they can attach themselves too, where they can find fulfilment and fellowship.

Now, before you get too argumentative – let’s think about this topic.
The first characteristic of vibrant, fruitful congregations we looked at two weeks ago was Radical hospitality. Christ’s radical hospitality welcomes us into the family...and encourages us do welcome others  - not just with words – but with actions; this hospitality brings us into fellowship with others, and in the fellowship with others when we focus on Jesus we encounter God’s transforming presence in passionate worship..which in turn opens our hearts to Christ’s pardon, love and grace, which should create a desire to follow, to grow our faith – to be a disciple. 

If we are truly a follower of Jesus – growing to be like Jesus is meant to be our goal. But this desire to be like Jesus doesn’t come cheap....it costs Jesus everything – his grace – the gift of God to all who believe -  is a costly grace; yet we often cheapen – devalue it and place it on the rack like our Sunday best; the clothes we only wear when we are going out on Sundays and wonder why we seem to have an ineffective faith.
The Apostle Paul encouraged believers to learn, to teach and to mature. He said that growing to be like Jesus was our goal. Yet this maturing process is full of setbacks, hardships and distractions – but we are encouraged to intentionally desire to move towards God’s purpose and in the process we grow more like God, grow more full of real love, grow more holy (morally pure) and in the end we strive to have the same mind as Jesus (Philippians 2:5).

From the very beginning of the church that was always the goal. From day one in Act 2, the believers dedicated themselves to meeting together daily, to reading God’s words out loud, to listen to the teaching of the Apostles and to having real fellowship. You see they realised that real discipleship didn’t happen in isolation....but in relationship and as part of a community. That’s how Jesus taught his disciples – if was good enough for Jesus, then why would we think that we know better?
But let’s stop for a moment and think about faith communities. Communities provide important elements to help us grow. They give us encouragement, support, direction and accountability – and they provide us with role models who have walked the road before us. We can’t expect to be fruitful just by ourselves. If we think about the fruit of the spirit   in Galatians 5:22-23 we see that love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, humility and self-control...these things develop in relationships with others – they are not some instantaneous gift – but something that god develops through the sandpaper of relationships.
Here I go again, growing in Christ is all about relationships.
But there is more to it than that. Fruitful churches are intentional about connecting their people into bible studies and small groups – into seasonal studies or fortnightly gatherings in people’s homes or at McDonalds or wherever..they are intentional – they plan – they deliberately focus on encouraging all of their people to part of some smaller group where trust and confidence develops – where people care for each other...where the members of the group mature to be like Jesus.
Now, how well do we do this? Let’s have a little check-up? Who is part of a smaller group – that is intentional about prayer; examine God’s word and growing like Christ? Some are, many aren’t. Some groups have started this year – but there are still many who are relying on this worship time – or what they do privately....and although there is always an argument to justify where we are at the moment – I believe God is wanting us to make some changes in this department. 

So as we move towards the end of our AI process – I want to ask a question. Are we planning for growth – are we planning to be fruitful or are we planning for survival?

Changes like this are costly. But then following Jesus is a costly business. What will it cost you to be more intentional about growing your faith? What’s the biggest barrier to you spending more time with God and committing to not only meet with others to be disciple, but to reach out to others to show them the way?

If something costs you a lot you value it more than if it costs you only a little. Let’s not devalue what Jesus did for us; he took up the cross and intentionally gave up everything that was his rite; we can do no less...I have been crucified with Christ, I no longer live, but it is Christ who lives in me...they were Paul’s words – they must be ours if we are to be fruitful.
