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During WWII a Swiss man who later became known as Brother Roger opened a house of hospitality near the village of Taizé in the hills of Burgundy in France. He welcomed into his home Jews and other displaced persons wandering the ravaged countryside. People joined him in his ministry of hospitality at Taizé. They soon formed an ecumenical Christian community.

Eventually, with fewer refugees, Brother Roger and his companions began to work with young people who were particularly attracted to the distinctive style of sung prayer and contemplative worship the brothers had developed. 

On a visit to Taizé I remember a brother telling the story of the first major youth event they held. They had invited young people from all across Europe to come to Taizé for a week of prayer. As the date neared, they began to hear that a huge number of youth planned to be there. The community and its small chapel would be overwhelmed. So the brothers went down to the village and asked for help. Together, workers from Taizé and the brothers carefully dismantled the back wall of the chapel in order to open up the worship space. Can you imagine Westminster’s Property Committee approving that! They took down the wall and let in the light. They opened up the sanctuary and created new room for worship to accommodate all those young people coming to sing the prayers of Taizé.

And they did come – speaking French and German, Italian and Spanish, English and Croatian, Hungarian and Russian, Swedish and Portuguese. In the simple sung prayers of the community, mostly in the old unspoken language of Latin, those young people understood one another. It was a modern-day Pentecost – a gathering of the followers of Jesus symbolically “from every nation under heaven,” together in one place, as in the second chapter of Acts, with the mighty wind of the Holy Spirit blowing among them. They were eager to sing and pray and sit in silence together. A movement was underway.

Today, the prayers of Taizé are sung from Minneapolis to Manila, from Moscow to Mumbai, from Naples to Nairobi, in scores of languages. Every week of the summer thousands of young people from all over the world gather in that small French village to camp together, to eat and pray and sing together, to talk about the peace and justice of God breaking out among the human family. They become a community of pilgrims, no longer strangers to one another. And they return home, determined to carry with them into the world the light and hope of Jesus Christ.

If the question is, what is the future of the church, the answer is that it might look something like Taizé – a community not afraid to dismantle structures, a community not fearful of changes that accommodate new ways and new people. 

For the church to have a future it will need to learn to be agile in its practices and light on its feet. It will need to learn to be…

· A community that sees itself primarily as a movement, not an institution. 

· A community that focuses on inviting people in, not keeping people out. 

· A community that centers its life not on doctrine but on the no-holds barred hospitality of Jesus. 

· A community that proclaims the gospel in many languages and cultures. 

Does this sound like the Christianity of today? Has this church been formed yet? The church of the future will need to learn to be…

· A community that gathers to hear the Word and to worship in joy and in praise and in silence. 

· A community that does most of its “work” beyond its buildings.

· A community that shares God’s hope for the world.

That community was born on a fiery day in Jerusalem long ago. In the midst of all that chaos on Pentecost the church was inventing itself – or, perhaps better said, was being invented by the power of the Holy Spirit. The flames that day dancing on the heads of those gathered let loose the imagination of the followers of Jesus. That imagination fueled the church, and every generation since has had to reinvent the church in order to keep up with the movement unleashed by those winds and to stay ahead of forces that would undo the community itself. 

Walter Brueggemann says, 

 “In the tradition of parables and prophets, the church has a vocation to out-imagine dominant culture, informed by the Bible and church tradition, moved by the way of the cross, led by God’s own Spirit.” 
(Vantage, Columbia Theological Seminary, Winter/Spring, 2011; p. 17)

The church’s vocation is to out-imagine dominant culture. 

Yet even at Pentecost, the church is born with an uncertain future. With all those varied cultures and languages and perspectives and biases gathered in Jerusalem at one time anything was possible. It could have gone the way of Babel, with confusion reigning, with divisions welling up, and with imagination closing down.  Sometimes that appears to be the direction the church has taken as we struggle with our polarized ecclesiologies and combative theologies. But the church we witness on Pentecost – at least for a moment – is something else: a new, sacred, Spirit-filled, united community. One living Body of Christ.

But it’s only a moment. The flames have barely burned out and the wind has just died down, when some skeptic in the crowd shouts out, “Now, wait a minute. That wasn’t what it looked like. They’re all filled with new wine. They’ve been drinking themselves into a state of delusion.” 

So the church is born in controversy and with an uncertain future, and today is no different. Everything about this community is tenuous and fragile. The church is always one generation away from extinction. 

What is the future of the church?
That’s the question on the mind and heart of every pastor I know serving the church today – whether in a large, thriving community like Westminster or a small, struggling congregation, whether in a theologically progressive church or a conservative evangelical community, whether on a seminary faculty or in a national office: where will the church be in twenty or thirty years? 

Enormous changes are coursing through the Christian community. The center of gravity has shifted to the global south, where the majority of the followers of Jesus may be found. Denominations that once exercised powerful influence have been sidelined. Membership numbers are dropping faster than ever in the historic churches. Financial resources are drying up. Our cities are littered with empty church buildings. 

The Presbyterian Church (USA) has 10,700 congregations. Half of them have fewer than100 members. One-quarter have fewer than 50 members. Unless we find a way to do church that does not require buildings and paid ministers, or that can bring renewal and life again to these communities, thousands of our congregations will close in the not-too-distant-future.

A minister friend cautions us not to sound like Chicken Little. The sky’s not falling today any more than it has in other eras. The church has always faced daunting circumstances. But today’s challenges do have some unique features. One of them is the rapid pace of change in how people communicate. 

A group of us have started a conversation among Presbyterians called NEXT Church. In remarks to that group, Tom Are quoted some startling facts:

“It took radio 38 years to reach 50 million listeners. It took television 13 years to reach 50 million viewers. Facebook, which began in a college dorm room, reached 100 million participants in only nine months.  Meanwhile, IPOD Apps exceeded a billion downloads in nine months.” (Socialnomics.com)
The church that cannot figure out how to use social media and web-based communication effectively will not have much of a future. It will not reach vast numbers of people, especially those who are younger. We’re already in trouble with that demographic segment: a recent survey reports that 38% of 16-29 year olds in this country are hostile to Christianity. (David Kinnaman, UnChristian [Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2007]) That does not bode well for the church.

Our own denomination took a positive step into the future this week with the approval of a new form of government, which means a new constitution, dramatic change, a new way of doing things. We may not be dismantling the back wall of the sanctuary to let in more people – yet – but we have agreed to streamline our organization, to deregulate our life together, to become more flexible, to give congregations more maneuverability as they pursue mission, to unbind the Spirit among us. 

Strangely enough, I find myself hopeful in these ecclesiastically troubled times. I take issue with those who see the church as in the throes of death. To me it feels more like birth pangs. 

This week Westminster is hosting a small gathering of ministers from across the denomination with differing perspectives on the Presbyterian Church – a group who sees it as “deathly ill” and another group who sees it as finding its way into a new reality. Denominational executives will join us in an open discussion on the future of the church. 

While not denying the decline in traditional measures of the health of the church, why can’t we take the Pentecost position: that the Spirit is doing something new and exciting among us, something as yet undetermined, something bold and far-reaching? 

The church has come to the point that it simply must let go of structures and systems that no longer serve it well. We’re learning to communicate in new ways and using new technology. Our worship is broadening. We’re learning again the power of ancient spiritual practices – like the communal, chanted prayers of Taizé – practices that have long sustained God’s people. We’re becoming more creative in how we engage the world. We’re more attentive to the movement of the Spirit among us. 

The church with a future is adaptive in response to shifting realities in the world around it. People may think a venerable old congregation like Westminster never changes, but we’re here today only because the leaders of this church found ways to change and grow with the times. 

Ask those whose long and faithful membership in Westminster we celebrate on this Heritage Sunday how things were 40 or 50 or 60 years ago. They will tell you the many ways in which we are now a different church: women in leadership; different languages used in worship, dance and art and kites and global music, as well; communion once a month; children in the sanctuary; active ministry with youth; services with contemplative prayer and silence; overseas mission partnerships; interfaith relationships – in other words, this church, while rejoicing in tradition, has always been willing to live into the new. 

What is the future of the church? 

Jim Wallis reminds us that “In the Celtic Church the symbol for the Holy Spirit is a wild goose – wild, free, and untamed.” (Sojourners.com)
The future of the church begins with rediscovering that wild goose emancipated at Pentecost. Our job is not to tame or domesticate the goose, but rather, to let it lead us and free us and stir up our imagination, so that we might become the church God wants us to be.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.
Charge: Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good; Render to no person evil for evil. Strengthen the faint-hearted;

Support the weak; Heal the afflicted. Honor all people, Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.

Pastoral Prayer, David Liddle
Holy and undivided God, we make a joyful noise to you this day with glad songs and prayers of praise, for you have sent forth your creative Spirit to renew the face of the earth and all that is in it.  By the Spirit you have brought your Church into being, calling us to be your people and empowering us for ministry in your name.  Through the Spirit you breathe life into the deadness of our all-too-human efforts to live according to our own agendas, and blow fresh winds of newness over the dark waters of the chaos that swirls around us, bringing order, light and purpose to our days.  In the Spirit we are not many but one, and despite outward differences we try, though always imperfectly, to be known by the love of Christ that we show to one another and to the world. 

We are grateful today for this church, the community of faith that is Westminster.  We celebrate the blessings of the past, our goodly heritage, represented today by stories of the first disciples who laid the foundations for the Church on the first Pentecost, and by the presence of long-time members whose gifts, service and sacrifice have strengthened this part of Christ’s body, making it a telling presence in the city and beyond.  We thank you for the blessedness of the present moment and the opportunities it provides for the fulfillment of our discipleship, for continued faithfulness, and for renewed efforts to bring about the unity in Jesus Christ that was his prayer for the church.  We thank you for the promise of the future, uncertain though it may be, that the passion of Pentecost may inspire old and young alike to see visions and dream dreams that accord with your purposes, building upon the foundation of Jesus Christ and the power of your Word that stands forever.

Spirit of God, we pray today that you will enter into the chaos and complexity of our days, bringing that which we need for hope and healing, comfort and strength, justice and peace, smooth transitions, gracious endings and courageous new beginnings.  Hear our prayers of thanksgiving for the life and witness of those whose names we dedicate on the Memorial Wall this morning:  David Richard Fesler, B. J. Kennedy, Margaret Kennedy, and Doris Jean Northenscold.  Hear our prayers of intercession for the sick and the sick at heart, especially Cheri Register and Charlene Levy in hospital …for those who are recovering from illness or injury or going through rehab, especially Marge Ball…for all who grieve the losses that are part of being human:  the death of loved ones, of relationships, of hope itself…for those who struggle with the limitations of aging, whether of memory, motivation or mobility…for all who suffer in the aftermath of tornados, earthquakes, tsunamis and other natural disasters in this city and around the world…for innocent victims of ethnic, domestic or political violence, especially in places where people rise up against despotic regimes…for soldiers and civilians injured or killed, for families displaced and lives changed forever in the turmoil of senseless, unwinnable wars. 

Gracious God, as summer unfolds before us, we thank you for occasions for rest, renewal, recreation and re-creation.  Bless those who participate in mission trips, family vacations, learning experiences like Synod school or vacation church school, and opportunities offered by summer camp and conference programs.  Especially we pray for the staff, programs, and campers at Presbyterian Clearwater Forest and Camp Ajawah, grateful for ministries that contribute to the personal and spiritual growth of our youth and young adults.

God of our life, as we celebrate this day of Pentecost, may the fire of your Spirit reignite our passion for joyful and compassionate service.  May the wind of your Spirit breathe new life into the dry bones of past failures and broken dreams.  And may the power of your Spirit reclaim our hearts and refocus our vision, so that, blessed by our goodly heritage and built upon the sure foundation of Jesus Christ, the Church may press on in the faith that, no matter what the future holds, it is you, O God, and no other, that holds the future of the Church, and of this church we love, in your strong and gentle hands.

Hear us now as we pray with one voice the prayer that Jesus taught his disciples saying, Our Father…

“What is the Future of the Church?”   


Acts 2:1-13
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