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The mission of God; participating in the kingdom

Matthew 4:23-25
Mark 1:14-18

Luke 4:17-19

We have experienced a major crisis in the life of the church. Eighteen months ago, we made far-reaching decisions on the understanding that there was finance available. Within a few short months we were told of a financial crisis, which meant that there was far less money than we thought.

This raised big questions for us, questions which have been explored in face-to-face meetings and by telephone and by email, including the Synod e-list. The presenting issues have been many and complex:

· How has it happened that we were led to believe that funds were available and then much less was available even than we had previously?

· Have been people we have appointed to various ministries been treated with dignity and fairness?

· Should there have been wider consultation before far-reaching decisions have been made?

· Were regulations breached? etc.

Underlying these have been deep and complex theological issues:

· Issues of ecclesiology. How widely should those elected to Synod decision-making roles consult before making key decisions? What is the role of the Synod and what is the role of the Congregation?

· Issues of discernment. Did we discern God’s will right in the decisions we made last Synod? And if so, did the Council of Synod and the Synod Leadership Team discern right in making their decisions? Would our discernment have been different if there has been wider consultation with Congregations and Presbyteries, and indeed more consultation with the staff concerned?
· Issues about the goodness and providence of God. In making the decisions to dismiss staff, was there a lack of trust to allow God to provide what was needed for God’s work? 

· Issues of call. Were Synod consultants called to those ministry positions by God, and if so, where is God for them now?

All these issues and more have been explored. Whatever else we may say about the crisis we are in, I suspect we are at least asking the right questions. That is an important sign of a healthy church.

The task of the Councils of the Church is, to quote our Basis of Union, “to wait upon God’s Word, and tho obey his will”. Or, in the words of the Manual for Meetings, “When a council of the church makes decisions, it is aiming to discern the guidance of the Spirit in response to the Word of God”. Note that we understand this as corporate discernment, in which our personal insights and convictions can have full sway, whilst always recognising that, individually, we are fallible and have our limitations. This is not to say that the church corporately is infallible; it clearly is not. But we do believe that we are much more likely to discern the will of God corporately than individually.
How then, do we discern the guidance of the Spirit? The church in the past has done this through a creative dialogue between Scripture and tradition on the one hand, and the prevailing social contexts, culture and experience on the other. For this reason our understanding of that guidance may be quite different in one context and at one time from another.

And so, in this context, at this time, in this Synod, we wait upon God’s Word, we listen to the Spirit – not just in 45 minutes of Bible Study, but in every word that is spoken and all that happens in this gathering.

A time of crisis is a good time to go back to fundamentals. The first thing we need to be reminded of is that, no matter what we do or what we decide, God is at work in the world. God is not dependent on the church. In one sense, God does not need us. Yet God does graciously invite us to be caught up in God’s mission in the world. And it is God’s mission. It is never the church’s mission or our mission. If we are not on about God’s mission of bringing life and renewal to the world, then we are on the wrong team, on the wrong playing field, and playing by the wrong rules. The church daily prays, “Your will be done.”
How then, do we understand God’s mission in the world? What are God’s passions, special concerns, priorities and heartfelt longings? As I have indicated, in our reflection on that, we engage in a dynamic interplay, under the guidance of the Spirit, between Scripture and tradition on the one hand and our culture, context and experience on the other. But what do we privilege in that conversation? Where do we put the weight? Is our experience the most important consideration? Or, say, the Reformed tradition? Or our social context? Or whatever culture we are part of? Again, the Basis of Union points us in a certain direction: “The Uniting Church acknowledges that the Church has received the books of the Old and New Testaments as unique, prophetic and apostolic testimony, in which it hears the Word of God and by which its faith and obedience are nourished and regulated.” The Scripture as testimony to the discernment of the people of God in the past, is the key formative factor in our theology.
But when we turn to Scripture, to which parts do we turn? It is often said that we all develop our own canon within the canon. 
· If we have a particular fondness for the Torah, the first five books of the Old Testament, we will probably seek to understand God’s mission through the events of the Israelites’ liberation from slavery in Egypt and obedience to God as following carefully certain rules and commands. 
· If we are excited by the prophets, we may well sense God’s anger at oppression and injustice and have a particular concern for the poor and marginalised. 
· Others may love the Writings of the Old Testament for the practical wisdom they provide. 

· Still others, in the New Testament, turn to the writings of John, or Hebrews, using those writers’ particular insights and emphases. 
· Some sections of the church turn most frequently to Paul, especially Romans and Galatians, and determine that the priority is to proclaim Christ crucified as the key to God renewing God’s creation.
Now, of course, none of these is wrong in themselves. They all have legitimacy. Each perspective contributes to a healthy holistic understanding of God’s ways, which we can ever only understand very partially, hesitantly and inadequately.

So, let me put my cards on the table. In this study, I would like to focus on the way God’s mission is understood in the synoptic Gospels – Mark, Matthew and Luke. I comfort myself with finding some support for that in the words of section 3 of the Basis of Union, which reminds us that “The Uniting Church acknowledges that the faith and unity of the Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church are built upon the one Lord Jesus Christ.” And it is the synoptics that we get closest to the person of Jesus. (I recognise of course, that Paul had almost no interest in the life and teaching of the historical Jesus, but emphasised his death and resurrection.) But the question which intrigues some of us is not just, “What is our faith about Jesus?”, but also “What was the faith of Jesus?” This is also the question which intrigues the synoptic writers.
We then come back to the Reign of God. Jesus proclaimed the Reign of God coming into the midst of the ordinary, mundane events of the world and the lives of very ordinary people. If we want to understand afresh the church’s task, we need to ask what God is doing in the world and discern where God is at work. One way to approach the question of where God is at mission in the world today is to learn to discern the signs of the Reign of God.

In my reading of Mark, Matthew and Luke, I see the characteristics of the Reign of God as follows:
1. It is a kingdom of nobodies: beggars, lepers, outcasts, the religiously impure, the persecuted, the hungry. Jesus sets children in the midst of his disciples and says that the kingdom belongs to them, rather than to those who seek power and wealth for themselves. The poor, the hungry, the weeping, the abused and rejected people are blessed (Luke 6:20ff). They are blessed because God cares for them.

2. This is, of course, an offence and a threat to those who are rich and well-off. Those with power and influence will have great difficulty getting into the kingdom. It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle. The idea of a rich person entering God’s kingdom is laughable!
3. God’s kingdom, or God’s family, is a community of total equality. Jesus rejected the lifestyle of wealth, power and fame. (Think of the temptation story in Matthew 4:1-11.) Therefore distinctions of race, culture, caste, class, gender have no place in the Christian community (see Gal. 3:27-28).

4. Jesus had no time for people who engaged in pious, religious practices whilst not lifting a finger to help the needy. He stood in the tradition of the prophets like Isaiah and Amos, who thundered that God despised their religious ceremonies while they went on practising injustice and oppression (Luke 11:37-54).

5. God’s reign is subversive. It is a threat to the social order. The citizens of God’s kingdom may not be particularly attractive. Jesus compares them to yeast (smelly mould), a symbol of corruption in Jewish culture. How offensive! God chooses a bunch of undesirable people for his own, and the respectable people, the upper class, are left outside. The social order is turned upside down.
6. One of Jesus’ favourite images for the kingdom of God is a party, or feast, to which everyone is invited. There’s plenty of food and drink, rest from hard labour, good company, fun and laughter. What a joy! For the rich to sit at the same table, touch the same dishes, eat the same food as the outcasts, was enough to make them sick. So they missed out. For us, Holy Communion is a joyful sign of the feasting in God’s kingdom.

7. The good news for the poor is almost too good to be true. Yet the reign of God is already breaking through (Luke 17:20-21). The blind see, the lame walk, the lepers are healed, the deaf hear, the hungry are fed, the dead are raised. This is evidence enough that God’s kingdom is already bursting in. And yet it is still to come in all its fullness. Meanwhile, the church is to be the sign of the reign of God. 

It seems to me that, for the church to participate in God’s mission in the world, it needs to discern the breaking in of God’s Reign in our communities and get alongside, participating gratefully and joyfully in all God is doing. 

This is not to say that we ignore the witness of the rest of Scripture, or the call to deepen our own spirituality, or respond to the call to our own constant repentance and ongoing conversion, or fail to make disciples of Jesus Christ. These are also questions we continue to wrestle with in our exegesis for sermon preparation, in our church Bible studies and in our devotional times. 
In a time of crisis, we turn back to our basic understandings and our fundamental commitments, in order to participate more fully in God’s mission to the world of the twenty-first century. One important way to do that is to wrestle with Jesus’ bringing in of the Reign of God.
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Questions for discussion in table groups:

1. In the Council called the Synod, how can we ensure that we do all we can to discern the will and guidance of God for our time and place? What convictions do we need to hold on to? What do we need to take into account? What behaviours will help us? 
2. The synoptic gospels see Jesus as bringing in the Reign of God. Is this still a useful metaphor for our time, or can we express it better in a different way? And what role should this play in relation to the central emphases in other parts of Scripture?
