Called to be “Pallbearers” and “Midwives”
Lenten Series Session 4, 3/18/10

This has been a difficult journey; thanks for hanging in there.  I want to start with a quick  review of the journey we have taken so far:

Session 1, The Dying of the Church Culture: 
We began with me beating you over the head with the painful reality that the Church culture most of us grew up in is dying.  That is a hard reality to accept.  For all of us.  Personally, I’ve bet my life – my vocation, the well-being of my family – on the Church.
OK, OK, we can see and accept that it is happening in other congregations, like the article about Zion Lutheran, which closed its doors the week we kicked off this series.  And we can accept that the Episcopal Church has been on a steady decline for 4 decades.  But it is much more difficult to see and accept that it is happening in our own diocese.  I showed you the numbers.  Granted the decline is slower in the Bible Belt than in the NE or West coast; maybe we are a decade or two behind.   This death process started in Europe, spread to our coasts and is now creeping into the Bible Belt.
And it is especially hard to see and acknowledge it in our own congregation.  And that is completely understandable.  Church is working for us!  We love this place.  We can’t understand why everyone with a brain and a heart doesn’t love it too.  But again, we looked at the declining numbers of our own congregation.  We feel the increasing pressure on our budget.

This message is hardest to hear and accept by those of you who are committed enough to show up week after week for a Lenten Study series.  It would go down a lot easier for those who only show up occasionally on Sundays, or for those who have drifted away from Rec. and from church in general the past few years, including most of our children and grandchildren.  This would make a lot more sense to those who have discovered the church, or Rec. in particular, was not working for them and stopped coming.  They would not have as hard a time accepting that even our own congregation is at risk of dying.  But for those of us who love it like it is and are being nurtured and comforted, it still feels very alive and vital.  We can’t imagine or accept that it is dying.  So when we ask the question: Is the Church dying?  Is the Episcopal Church or Diocese of West Texas or Church of Reconciliation dying?  We have to look beyond ourselves to see the truth.


“Robert are you sure?  How can we be sure that we are really witnessing an epoch cultural change and corresponding change in the Church culture of “Biblical proportions” as oppose to a bump in the road?  And are you sure that “becoming a Missional Church” is the answer?”

No, I am not absolutely sure!  

This is like deciding to marry Julie, after having crashed and burned once before.  There were lots of question marks.  She was Irish Catholic.  She was liberal.  She danced like a . . . , well not like a Baptist.  But I looked at it hard from every angle – I’m talking about the question of marriage, not her body.  I could not be absolutely sure it was going to work.  But I came to the point of believing that this was the right thing to do, to follow my heart.  And I came to believe that God agreed, or at least was willing to join us on the adventure.  So I took a crazy leap.
I have been trying to figure out what is going on here and in the wider Church for a long time.  More recently Matt has joined in this conversation. We’ve read a lot of books and gone to lots of seminars.  We’ve tried to fix things that were broken and improve things that needed improvement and build on our strengths.  I know I’m not the best priest in the world or even in the diocese, but I am competent, and I am committed and devoted to my work.  Many good things have and are happening.  But, the trends just aren’t changing much.
And this scenario, the reality that the Church culture that we are a part of is dying, is the best explanation for what I’m seeing and experiencing and feeling in this community, and in the diocese and the wider church.  And so I’ve said my prayers and decided to jump in with both feet.

If we are lucky, I am wrong.  What we are calling a tsunami will turn out to be only a blip on the screen and we are going to figure out the formula and every thing is going to turn around.  Or maybe the world is going to start turning backwards and decide it loves the old Church Culture.  But I doubt it.

So we began in Session 1 with facing and accepting the reality that the Church Culture we know and love is dying.

Session 2: Generations & Icebergs:  
In the Second Session, Matt led us in a stretching exercise called “Generations and Icebergs.”  The purpose of that session was to help us begin to understand the extraordinary cultural changes that are happening all around us, including in our own families.  Mat suggested that we are quickly moving into a new cultural era that will be: 
· Multi-Ethnic/Multi-Cultural

· Post-Modern

· Post-Christian

The real question that Matt raised is this:  Are the changes we are seeing and experiencing now, just today’s version of the same kinds of changes that always happen?  And are the generational differences we are experiencing now the same kinds and degree of differences that we all have experienced in the past between us and our parents or grandparents?  Or is it something of a whole new order?  Something so different that institutions such as the Church will not be able to adapt and survive, unless they are willing to make radical changes?


I heard one of you 60-somethings say that you and many in your generation stopped going to church and stayed away until you had kids, but then you returned.  And you think the same thing is happening now, and we are over-reacting.  Yes it is similar, some do return at some point.  But there is one big difference, the percentage of those who ever return to church is getting lower and lower with each generation.  The current trends are unsustainable.  In a decade or two, there will not be enough people in the pews to keep the church afloat.


Matt provided a helpful comparison of the Church Culture of the “Christian World” vs. the Church Culture of the “Post-Christian World” 
Church Culture of:  “the Christian World”
    “the Post-Christian World

Ministry and Practices of are defined by:



Needs of the church members
  
Needs of those outside 



Doctrines of the Church

Message of Christ



Structure of the Institution
 
Passions of Christians

Pastoral Role:



Attend to members, and

help church live into 



keep ship sailing smoothly

Christ’s mission externally








and therefore, internally

I think this simple comparison is a good reference point and will be extremely helpful in imagining new directions and understanding why we might want to try certain changes.  Let me give you an example.  I received an email from one of you commenting on our last session  [Thank you.  I always welcome your honest feedback.  We need it now more than ever.]
“One thing I keep hearing every time we talk in groups about how things might change and how people feel about that is that the Sunday morning services are really important and that we need to find a way to preserve much of that.  People find comfort, rejuvenation, and spiritual nourishment on Sunday mornings that enable them to go out and lead their lives the rest of the week.  They also find the community to be much more than a club.”  
Now here’s the question, looking back at the simple chart comparing “Christian” to “Post-Christian” church cultures, is this comment focused on the needs of the members or the needs of those outside”?  It’s sort of in-between.  But let me read you an excerpt from an article Matt sent me this morning. (http://www.episcopalcafe.com/lead/) 
A Consulting firm said to congregation: “The most important thing (Name of Church) will ever do is end whatever amount of ongoing conflict exists as well as quit thinking like a family.” 

What did the consulting firm mean by its blunt directive? Didn’t Jesus speak of “all those who do the will of God” as his kin? (Matthew 12:50). The consulting firm elaborated: “The purpose of the church is to transform both society and individuals to be more Christ-like. This concept goes way beyond family.” 

This may be stiff but necessary medicine for many stuck or declining congregations. The purpose of the church is to change lives. That’s the “business” we are in. While some families certainly do that, forming and sustaining faithful and courageous people, the use of the “family” concept in congregations often seems to mean something else.

Many of the congregations that claim “We’re a family,” lose sight of larger transformative purposes and settle, instead, for the comfort and satisfaction of their members. The core purpose of a congregation -- growing people of faith and helping people and communities move from despair to hope -- gives way to lesser and even contrary purposes like keeping people happy. While it may not be a necessary outcome of the use of the family image, many congregations that gravitate towards it seem to make member comfort and satisfaction their de facto purpose.


So we need to be able to come to worship to be strengthened and nourished and encouraged.  We need sabbatical times and practices.  We need to find “comfort, rejuvenation, and spiritual nourishment on Sunday mornings.”  But we have to remember we are nourished, we engage in our sabbatical practices, so we can get back into the game of “changing lives,” of “moving people around us from despair to hope.”  Is that helpful?

Session 3: The Missional Church

In the 3rd Session, Matt gave us a fuller glimpse of what the Body of Christ that emerges in this new world might look like – The Missional Church:  The People of God – Partnering with God – In God’s Redemptive Mission – In the World.
· The People of God:  
Changing the “church” from a “what” to a “who”

· Partnering with God:  
The Church does not have a mission; (God’s) mission has a church.

· In God’s Redemptive Mission:  What does the Kingdom of God look like in our community?

· In the World: as opposed to inside the church building where the scorecard is ASA and budgets

Session 4: Called to be Pallbearers & Midwives:

Now as I said at the beginning of the first session, the question is not whether the Body of Christ will survive.  I have no doubt that it will.  The question is what will it look like, and will it bear any meaningful resemblance to the institutional church we now know with bishops and priests and denominations, church buildings and parish halls or family life centers, and capital campaigns and annual stewardship drives.  I don’t know what form the Body of Christ will re-emerge in.  It is easier to speculate on what it will not look like.
Based on all I’ve read and my intuition, I think the question is whether existing church structures, denominations, congregations, etc., will morph and adjust to these epoch changes, or whether some new form of the body of Christ will begin to emerge as the existing structures simply die off.  Or perhaps something in between.

Most of what people point to as examples of the emerging missional Church are new church plants in which the leadership has consciously tried to create a faith community that is missionally minded and not burdened by the normal trappings of the modern church culture.  So for example they are not connected or only loosely connected to existing denominational structures and hierarchies.  They often avoid budget traps like building buildings or big staffs.  They try to stay flexible or mobile.  They rent public spaces or meet in homes.  They organize around specific outreach ministry projects.  

There are some examples of existing congregations who have been intentional about becoming more missional, such as St. Stephens, Wimberley – every six weeks Jubilee.  Check it out.  (http://www.ststeve.org/jubilee.htm)

 There is a growing body of literature and networks of missional churches that will provide us with resources and examples and lessons learned.  We have some homework to do.  I recommend two related articles by one of our former members, Lynn Gosnell, in and internet newsletter for Duke Divinity School about a local mainline congregation that has planted a missional church in Spring Branch, on Highway 281 north of San Antonio.  (http://faithandleadership.com/features/articles/the-coffeehouse-church?page=0,0) (http://faithandleadership.com/features/articles/mission-without-mortgage)

Given this level of change, will the Episcopal Church as we know it survive?  Our hierarchical structure and strong traditions will make it difficult.  Our kingdom theology (focusing on the Kingdom of God as both a present reality to live into as well as something that continues beyond this life), our sacramental sensibility (symbols and signs and mystery), our spiritual practices, our openness to cultural change, etc.,  – these could serve us well.
Here’s the hard one: Will the Church of Reconciliation survive?  Will we still be gathering here on this campus as a faith community in 30 or 40 years?  We, as the Church of Reconciliation are, as are all mainline congregations, in many ways deeply invested in the Modern Church Culture.  Here are some examples:
· We are centered on a beautiful campus with wonderful buildings that take a lot of time, energy and money to keep them up and running.  And we are somewhat isolated off the main drag

· As part of a hierarchical denomination with bishops who we as priests have sworn to obey, and with property held in the name of the diocese, we have some significant limitations on our flexibility and adaptability.  (However, I am encouraged by some of the things that are happening in our diocese that suggest the bishops are getting it, like hosting Reggie McNeal to speak to the priests and leaders of the diocese TWICE in one year.)

· We sometimes tend to be clerically centered - “Father knows best.”  We think of our history to a large extent in terms of who was our rector.
· All of us love many different things about this faith community that are part of the Modern Church Culture, and many of which will probably not last.  Here is a legitimate concern: if our response to losing some of those things we cherish is to leave or pull away, we may actually hasten the dying process at Rec. by trying to make changes intended to enhance our chances of survival.  That is why we are being very deliberate about introducing this whole issue and process to you.  We have some members who are never going to change much.

On the other hand, there are many hopeful things about this faith community that bode well for Reconciliation being able to negotiate these challenging waters of change. 
· We have the best DNA of any parish in our diocese, or that I have ever been familiar with, for adapting and responding to change.  Joe Brown and our founders intentionally “mid-wived” an “alternative” faith community in response to the changes of the late “’60’s.”  That DNA is still with us.
· Our architecture speaks of a balance between openness to and focus on the world around us and the legitimate need for respite, for sabbatical practices.  Our campus has potential for a variety of missional uses, such as our new arrangement with RMI, the disabled adult ministry that is using several of our classrooms from 9 to 4, Monday through Friday.
· Some of our other core values and traditions will serve us well: 
· Our desire to be relevant in changing culture – dance, theatre, art

· Priest is not only one who can “preach”

· Inclusivity (anti-“clubiness”)

· Story tellers, not literalist

All of these bode well for Reconciliation.  Like I said, I can’t think of anyplace I’d rather ride out this tsunami.  
I think we and our diocese and the Episcopal Church are reaching the point where we have to make a decision (and the sooner the better, because there will be a point of no return).  We can continue like Zion Lutheran did for decades, looking for better pastors, better programs, better facilities, etc., etc.  And as Gordon pointed out the first week, a lot of us can carry on and pass on before things start really falling apart.  [By the way Gordon, who is going to tend the garden where your ashes are scattered?]  Or we can do our best to stretch our minds and hearts to understand what is going on to try to imagine and discern what our role should be in this transition and to trust God to lead us through it.  
That’s what this Lenten series is about.  We are trying to stretch our minds and hearts to understand what is going on and to begin to discern and imagine how we are called to respond.
In reality this is not simply a one-time, up/down decision.  It more like a choice to take one of two roads, realizing that if we choose the “missional” road, as we walk down it, we are, again and again, going to face choices of what to make our priority, what to let go of, what to embrace.  As we get used to the “missional” journey some of those decisions might get easier, or at least clearer.  We will begin to see more clearly and smell what is missional and what is old Church Culture.  

This is what I believe will happen.  As we begin to find ourselves as “the people of God, partnering with God, in God’s redemptive mission, in the world,” we will begin to feel the energy and the power of the spirit as we see lives transformed, as we see the Kingdom of God happening around us – when kids learn to read, when families have enough healthy food to eat, when people from diverse cultures break bread together, when divisions are reconciled.  And that will make it all worthwhile

How do we get started on this?  What do we do first?  I don’t know the exact answers to those questions, but I have a sense of what it might look and feel like.
It’s going to feel like being “pallbearers and midwives” at the same time.  “Pallbearers” in the sense that we will have to respectfully let go of some things and ways of doing church that we love and will miss.  And we will have to name those things and honor all they have meant to us, and let them go, and intentionally move on.  Like honoring and grieving and letting go of a loved one.

I know you want to know what’s on the list.  “What’s on Matt and Robert’s secret list of things they want us to let go of and change?”  I have the list right here, but I can’t show it to you yet, because it’s a secret! [hold up a blank sheet of paper]  Actually, I can’t tell you.  The list is blank because I sincerely don’t yet know what we will be called to put on that dreaded list.  What I know is that we can’t embrace the idea of becoming a missional church which will be able to thrive in this changing world and at the same time, hold onto everything on our current list of things we love and cherish about Reconciliation and the Episcopal Church.  We will have to make hard choices.  We will have to act as Pallbearers to significant parts of who we have been, if we are going to walk the missional journey.


And we are also called to be “Midwives.”  Midwives in the sense that we will be partnering with God in birthing new ways of being the Body of Christ.  And as midwives we must be willing to get our hands dirty in the messy work of birthing and carrying for a new creature.  How many of you have ever been a midwife for a birth of a baby or even a litter of puppies?  What does it take to be a good midwife?  Patience, Quick thinking, Willingness to get hands messy, Put up with high emotions, may get nipped by mother.  But what a miracle what a joy to witness and be part of a new birth

How many of you have every birthed or midwived a new business?  What does it take to be an entrepreneur?  Patience, Fortitude, Willingness to adapt, Willingness to fail and try again.  But what a sense of satisfaction and accomplishment when you labor pays off and the business begins to turn a profit and mature.

I have intentionally used the term “midwife” as opposed to “mother” because I want to emphasize again that this is God’s mission.  God is already at work in the world around us.  We are privileged to be invited as partners with God, to help midwife new outbreaks of the Kingdom of God.

So, we are being called not just to be Pallbearers, but also Midwives or Co-Entrepreneurs.  And that is an incredible privilege.  That is what gives us meaning and purpose and abundance in Life’s journey.    That is what makes the risking, and giving up, and the letting go worthwhile.
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