Moderator’s Sermon

Moderator’s Sermon given at the opening Celebration of the 27th Synod of the Uniting

Church in Australia Queensland Synod on 31 October 2010 by the newly inducted

Moderator Rev Bruce Johnson.

In Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us. (2 Corinthians 5:19)
Recently when Heather and I were in the U.K. we visited Coventry Cathedral. 

I had heard the story of the WWII bombing of Coventry Cathedral years ago. When I was in Sunday School we were told about the way shortly after the destruction, the cathedral stonemason, Jock Forbes, noticed that two of the charred medieval roof timbers had fallen in the shape of a cross.  He set them up in the ruins where they were later placed on an altar of rubble with the moving words 'Father Forgive' inscribed on the Sanctuary wall. 

 It was the vision of the Provost at the time, Dick Howard, which led the people of Coventry away from feelings of bitterness and hatred.  This has led to the cathedral's Ministry of Peace and Reconciliation, which has provided spiritual and practical support, in areas of conflict throughout the world. 
 
Now I knew all that. I have even used the story in R.E. classes for many years. However when we walked up the steps and stood in front of that altar with its charred cross and the words “Father Forgive”, I just burst into tears. It’s years since I have cried like that. Heather had never seen it before. In the midst of those tears streaming down my face and trying to hold back the sobs welling up deep from within, I said, “If only we had that sort of leadership after the events of September 11 the world would be a very different place now.”

This Cathedral is not just a piece of history about the events of 1940 it is a centre of reconciliation. All the time we were at the cathedral there were bus loads of school groups coming through with guides who not only told them the history but explained to them the meaning of reconciliation; reconciliation between their friends, reconciliation within their family; reconciliation within communities and between nations. They were teaching these young people that reconciliation begins with the reconciliation that God established in Jesus Christ.

In the bombed ruins another cross was fashioned from three medieval nails by local priest, the Revd Arthur Wales.  The Cross of Nails has become the symbol of Coventry's international ministry of reconciliation.

Heather bought this replica one for me to help me remember that In Christ God was reconciling the world to himself,﻿d﻿ not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us.

It is not only in distant places that we see God’s reconciling hand at work; nor indeed is it only within the church. God’s reconciling work can be seen within our own history and within the community around us.

A couple of years ago Heather and I were travelling through western NSW and we happened upon the Cowra Japanese Garden. There we discovered a story of reconciliation barely known outside the local area. Cowra had been the site of a major Prisoner of War camp during the second world war. It was here that the largest prison break in history took place. As a result 1104 Japanese Prisoners escaped; 231 were killed and 334 escaped into the Australian countryside.

Many years later, overcoming the shame he felt, a former Japanese Prisoner of war made a trip back to Cowra where he intended to try to visit the graves of his fallen companions. There were plans being made to repatriate these remains to Japan. This former POW  was stunned to find that the local RSL had carefully maintained the enemy graves such was his surprise and gratitude that he resolved to establish a lasting relationship between Japan and Cowra. Rather than repatriate the fallen soldiers remains, other Japanese POWs remains were brought to the cemetery at Cowra. A beautiful Japanese Garden of Peace, which expresses the forgiveness, the gratitude, the reconciliation that has occurred between those who were imprisoned there, those who were drawn into what was essentially a planned suicidal escape. Here we have embedded in our nation’s history this story that shows that God’s reconciling love is real and possible amidst the brokenness of our sinful world. It is not just some pious hope for the afterlife or the naïve hope of religious people.

A more recent parable of God’s reconciling work was played out in a TV series shown on ABC TV in 2007. There was a short moving series called the Choir of Hard Knocks. This series showed the attempt by the Australian Opera Singer Jonathon Welsh to form a choir of homeless people in Melbourne. His idea was to invite street people to come together and form a choir that would produce a commercial CD. He welcomed all comers, no matter whether they thought they could sing or not. They came with their dysfunctional personalities, their drug and alcohol addictions, their mental illness and lack of social graces. From this collection of people who came from the highways and the byways, the poor, the crippled the blind and the lame beautiful music came forth.

Reminiscent of Luke 14, this man who would never be allowed to exercise ministry in The Uniting Church in Queensland because he lives in a same gender relationship, with this motley group of people who would never been seen in our congregations, I saw a parable of the Kingdom of God. In this Choir of Hard Knocks this crazy group of broken people, not only came together to produce inspiring music, but they began to find healing and transformation. In this story I was reminded that if we fail to join Christ in his reconciling work, God will continue to do it in spite of us

The Uniting Church was called into being to be a community of reconciliation. I know that many of us thought then; and still think that it was simply a marriage of convenience to create a bigger and stronger church. In fact the process was quite destructive for many people. Many found the challenge of reconciliation too difficult, because they felt that it was more important to hold onto the truth that they had been taught since childhood. But the documents that preceded the Basis of Union and the Basis of Union itself make it clear that what we committed ourselves to was to become a movement for unity among Christians so that the world might know that God had sent his Son.

I’ve shared this story before, and no doubt I will share it again. However as a 19 or 20 year old trying to make sense of this proposal to form the Uniting Church, praying earnestly that I make the right decision, I found myself reading John chapter 17 and finding these words hitting me like a message from God. 

“I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their word, ﻿21﻿ that they may all be one. As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us,﻿f﻿ so that the world may believe that you have sent me.
 

I realized that here, in his prayer the night before his death Jesus was praying for me; indeed for all those who would believe in Jesus through the witness of the disciples gathered there with him. His prayer, repeated many times in John 17 was that we might be one; that we might be perfectly or completely one.

I knew that this Uniting Church wouldn’t have all the answers, nor did I believe that it would be the ideal or perfect church, but I saw in the Basis of Union a deep desire to fulfil Christ’s prayer that all Christians might actually be perfectly one. I knew I had to be a part of that vision, no matter how difficult or how much it hurt. We said that we believed that we were called to be agents of reconciliation among all Christians, not just a new denomination. We said we would be a pilgrim people, always on the way.

Sadly I think that we have become seduced into the very denominationalism that we thought we wanted to leave behind. We have worried about our growth and our survival and become distracted from the calling to be agents of reconciliation between Christians and agents of reconciliation in the world. The mission of the Church is not the building of the Church, but to participate with Christ in the transformation of the world so that the world might be reconciled to God

Like all church communities we have fought with each other, hurt each other, become pre-occupied with ourselves and how well we are going. That doesn’t surprise me, or even anger me. That’s what sinners do, and we are faithful sinners. 

Paul said it well, But we have this treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary power belongs to God and does not come from us. ﻿8﻿ We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; ﻿9﻿ persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; ﻿10﻿ always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be made visible in our bodies.
 

What concerns me is that we have started milling around like the Israelites wandering in the desert and have lost sight of God’s vision for us. We are having fun, we are doing good work, and we are trying to love. But is that enough? Every other church community represented here is doing that as well; sometimes much better than we are. Why does God need a Uniting Church in Australia? Our calling was the calling to seek reconciliation and unity among all Christians in this country. If we don’t do that, we might as well let go and join whichever of the many wonderful denominations seems to most closely fit our personal needs and vision. 

We agreed that we were a “pilgrim People always on the way to a final goal”. Now a pilgrim is a person who sets out on a vague journey of discovery. The pilgrim has a final destination, but it is the journey that is important not the goal. The pilgrim is never quite sure how the journey will go or what might happen along the way. The pilgrim believes that God is in the journey and that the wisdom of God is found in the experiences of the journey itself, not just in the final goal. Yet the pilgrim never loses sight of the final destination, it is the magnet that draws.

In a radio interview, Tony Kevin [is] a Canberra-based retired diplomat. spoke about a pilgrimage he undertook in Spain. He said 

"It's so discontinuous and different from normal life that you become absorbed in it. Your sense of time and space changes completely, because when you're moving across a landscape at three or four or five kilometers an hour, it's a totally different feeling to moving across it at a hundred kilometers an hour which is what you usually do. Time changes - it stretches out enormously."

Being a pilgrim people is about being insecure, uncertain, not being sure what lies ahead. While the pilgrim keeps their eyes fixed on the end point, they often can’t, nor want to control the journey. Despite the fact that the journey from Egypt to the Promised Land was very painful, and only two of them made it through the entire journey, the People of Israel returned to that journey again and again to make sense of their calling. They erected altars as reminders that God was present with them in that journey. They were not intended to be eternal worshipping places nor a new goal. They were tangible reminders that at this point, they had experienced something fresh from God. 

Institutions control everything. They develop strategic plans and procedures. They have clear and measurable markers along the way. They have their eyes fixed upon goals and outcomes, and very rarely value the mistakes, stumbles or fools along the way. The unexpected or the mistakes are resented and to be avoided, rather than welcomed and embraced as gifts of God. When mistakes are made there is an enquiry, a review and a re-structure to make sure that it doesn’t happen again. There is a drive for efficiency and preservation. Institutions strive to reach the goal without too much thought about how we get there or who falls aside on the way.

A Pilgrim People has to come to terms with the truth that we can’t nor should we want to control the journey. We need to value failures that come from adventurous risks, rather than circle the wagons and weed out the mistake makers before we move on. A pilgrim values all those who make the journey and feel the pain of those who fall or who are damaged along the way. Pilgrims have to be clear thinkers, who survive by holding onto the source of our faith, and trusting that God can make sense of our sins and blunders. Pilgrims don’t lose sight of the destination, but celebrate the journey with all its ups and downs.

We in the Uniting Church said we wanted to be a pilgrim people, always on the way, rather than a denomination and institutional church where things are clearly defined and programmed and organized. Some of the struggles we have been through, discussions about baptism, discussions about bishops, discussions about leadership and sexuality have been a struggle between being a pilgrim people with the messiness, and uncertainty that goes along with that and being an institution in which everyone thinks and speaks the same and cordially agree.

Now of course this is a weird sermon by someone who has just been inducted as the institutional head of a denomination, arguing that we should be something different. But the only way I can reconcile this tension is to recognize that the Basis of Union also says that it is the congregation that is the embodiment of the one holy and apostolic church. It is not the Synod. As we look at the way the institution has grown and the centralizing of our community services within Unitingcare, we can forget that what we actually believe the scriptures show us as the nature of the church. Our theology teaches us that it is in the congregation, the gathering of Jesus’ disciples for worship, witness and service that is the visible expression of the church. It doesn’t matter if it is a UCA congregation or a Catholic congregation or a Pentecostal, or Baptist congregation. When a group of Jesus followers come together they bear witness to Christ present in the world. It is the ecclesia, the gathering together that embodies the one holy catholic and apostolic church.

I know that we have found it most helpful within the context of our mission to give responsibility for services like Bluecare, Lifeline, and our hospitals to a centralized management, but we should not forget that they all began as expressions of the gospel within congregations. When gatherings of Christians see a need and feel constrained by the Spirit to respond, then Christ’s mission is expressed. 

I find myself wondering what are the new expressions of the gospel that need to find life in our congregations? 

In our structures the Synod is the least important of the councils of the Uniting Church. All the Synod can do is help express our desire to make this journey together.

I found myself reflecting on that strange word Synod. I discovered, even though I should have known that the word “Synod” comes from 2 Greek words sun and odus. 

sun means with or together and odus a road. So synod literally means together on the road. Our vision as a church was that we would not have a structure that expressed power and control, but community. It is odd. No one else tries to organise a  church like this, but our series of inter-related councils seeks to express the belief that we are intimately connected with one another as Christ’s people and that we do the best we can to journey together as a reconciled community. 

While the congregation is the embodiment of the church, it is not “THE CHURCH” A congregation on its own is no more the church than an individual Christian on their own. Our inter-related councils express our belief that we need one another. We are interdependent. This interdependence extends to our connectedness with all other communities that seek to live out their commitment to God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

Wherever I have served in ministry I have made it a priority to connect with the other churches in the area, looking for opportunities to bear a common witness to the Gospel. Often I have been asked why bother. Such enterprises are usually fraught with difficulty and don’t seem to produce any tangible outcomes. And they’re right.

 But I don’t have a choice. For me building unity, seeking reconciliation is simply being obedient to Jesus. He prayed that we might all be perfectly one, “so that the world might believe that God sent his son.” The goal of unity is not a stronger church, but an evangelical witness. 

I have to decide, do I believe the evidence that trying to work with other churches is fruitless and frustrating, or do I believe Jesus, who claimed that by doing so, the world would believe. I have chosen and will always choose to believe Jesus, rather my own judgment of reality. Jesus surrendered his life in obedience to the Father and he called all who would follow him to be willing to lose their life, rather than save it.

I don’t know what the future holds for the Uniting Church in Australia, or indeed the Uniting Church even in Qld. But I am committed to living out the vision that I believed God called me to until it dies to itself and is raised in a greater unity. We may get bigger or we may get smaller. 

If God is not counting our trespasses against us, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us, let us not hold our sins against one another, but continually journey towards that unity that is both Christ’s gift and his will.

At Coventry Cathedral there is a sculpture of a young man and woman kneeling to embrace across a divide. The sculpture is called “Reconciliation”. Copies of the statue stand in Hiroshima, on the site of the Berlin Wall, and in Northern Ireland. Each one bears witness to God’s reconciling work in Christ. 

Whenever the followers of Christ forget about their own ambitions and unite in humility and love, we too become a powerful living witness to God’s reconciling work in this world. This is the ministry that has been entrusted to us. We must not lose sight of that calling, no matter how t
﻿d﻿ Or God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself


﻿f﻿ Other ancient authorities read be one in us
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