One with God

John 17: 6-19

Easter 7 - 24/5/09

God of the Divine Indwelling, as we look to the life of your beloved Son may we grasp the truth of Jesus’ dependence upon you. Without you we can do nothing. Echoing Jesus’ prayer, we pray this day that as Jesus was one with you so may it be with us. AMEN. 

  Back in the eighties, before I candidated for the ministry, I used to be chairperson of our parish elders council in Albury. On reflection, I must have thought that I was a very, very spiritual person. Because, when asked if I would go on our Parish Council, the body in the church that back then looked after the nuts and bolt issues of the parish, I claimed that I was more interested in people and such mundane things as property maintenance, stewardship programmes, rosters, and money were all beneath me. I would look after the spiritual needs of people, others could look after the nuts and bolts. I behaved as if property maintenance, stewardship and money had nothing to do with things spiritual. I reflected a point of view that I believe many others shared back then and now. 

And last Sunday you would have heard me read a letter from the Moderator about the $3M  black hole that the church has fallen into, courtesy of the GFC - the Global Financial Crisis, and you will remember at the time I said how uncomfortable I am talking about money. So for me  it’s always a tricky business talking about money.

 People in our society are very emotionally attached to money. So often you hear the cry, the church has no business talking about money. Let them stick to spiritual things. God will take care of the property. God will take care of the giving.

But this idea that the church can separate the spiritual from the material is an old old one. The spiritual, and the dreaming that goes on with a heart, mind and soul attuned to God, does not exist in a vacuum. 

It is sustained by the physical resources we have been given in order to perform God’s mission where we find ourselves, and for us it is here at Pilgrim, with its ageing property and its need for paid ministry to achieve it’s ministry aims. But if I’m to be totally honest, I have to say that for me there is still that  secret  yearning for spiritual union with God without having to bother about roofs and gardens and architect’s plans.

And not for the first time, our lectionary readings are able to throw some light on our current concerns. As if to emphasise that the spiritual and the mundane physical should never be separated, the Book of Acts start off rather dramatically with the Ascension of the Risen Christ into heaven. But then the very next episode is our reading this morning, a rather humdrum description of the election of Matthias as a replacement apostle. 

Christ ascends into heaven, into the clouds and the church responds with a mundane business meeting!


It’s anticlimactic, this ecclesiastic business session so soon after Christ’s Resurrection and Ascension. But you know, no matter how dramatic and “spiritual” the event - even resurrection and ascension - at some time we must plant our feet again firmly on the ground. Jesus is in heaven, but we the servants of Jesus live here - we’ve  got jobs to do and someone has to keep the day to day life of our church going, at least until Christ comes again. 

And I think the story is placed here in Acts, towards the end of our Easter season and just before Pentecost, another spiritual high point, to remind us that Jesus cares about where we live, how we run the church, and how we get together to resource his work. Here is clear evidence that there is no church that can afford to ignore the nuts and bolts, no church that can afford to ignore its resourcing needs whether they be personnel, property or monetary.

 I’ve seen a few that have, but the early church was not one of them. From the start, human beings and resources were needed in order that the church remained faithful to its divine vocation.
    Now I know there are people who will say that the church ought not to bother itself with mundane, material matters, I used to be one of them, people who feel that the church is mostly about about spiritual religious matters. Such people get exasperated with church budgets and church business meetings, politics, election of leaders in the church. I can hear them whisper, “When can we be done with all this and get on with the real business of the church?” 

But there is no way to get on with spiritual business of the church without taking care of this other business too. In order to serve Christ, we must become the body of Christ, must be organised, must address the issues that are important for the continuity of the church. The early church needed additional leadership, after Judas’ sorry departure, so they call an election, we needed a new church council so in March we had an election to choose leaders, hopefully using criteria that are mentioned in our reading, after prayer and and assuring ourselves that those nominated are witnesses to Christ’s resurrection. The early church in Jerusalem, also had need for financial assistance as Paul in several of his letters is not backward in coming forwards. We too continue to depend on people’s giving so that our vision of Pilgrim reaching out to our community might become a reality. If our church is going to reflect the community it finds itself in then we need to have programmes that are relevant to that community. 

But it is here that I have to offer a balancing word. Unless our physical world, our organization and resources are integrated fully into our spiritual life , then we will end up as any other business. The whole point of our existence is Jesus Christ and our need to be fully grounded in God in Jesus Christ is essential. Congregations that forget this simple fact usually end up in strife. We need to start with our relationship with God before we try to any of our programmes - building, outreach, youth and children.

So a story to finish:  

There’s a West Indian folk tale about a contest for young people. 
The young men of the village were sent off to search for the most beautiful thing in the world and to return and show it to the elders. One young enthusiast named Amarli raced for the distant hills which had always fascinated him. he climbed higher and higher, up through the forest and across the scrubland until he came to the snowfields for the first time in his life. “Surely,” he thought as he reached the dazzling whiteness, “this must be the most beautiful thing in the world!” He plunged his hand into the the stinging coldness and clutched a handful of snow in its marvellous purity.
With his hand held tightly closed, he raced back to the village, eager to be on time for the judging of the contest. The villagers were assembled and the elders were inspecting the priceless treasures which the others had discovered: jewels, silks, marvels of art and craft and wonders of nature. 
Suddenly Amarli broke into their midst. “What have you brought us?” they asked excitedly. “See!” he cried triumphantly, and he opened his hand. There was nothing there. They saw nothing. Only Amarli knew the meaning of what had happened

In a flash of insight, Amarli said, “ The most beautiful thing in the world is what the hand cannot hold.” P 95  Stories for Sharing  

The most beautiful thing in the world is what the hand cannot hold.”
    Whilst we operate in a material world, whilst our church must be organised and maintained, may we never forget that without a spiritual connection all our organization, all our buildings are but melting snow.

The most beautiful thing in the world - an experience of God in Jesus Christ, is what the hand cannot hold.” 

