“Now over Later”

Spirit of the Lakes and Minnehaha United Church of Christ,
On the Occasion of their First United Worship

December 6, 2009

The Rev. Elena Larssen

Luke 3:1-6 — New Revised Standard Version

3:1 In the fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of
Judea, and Herod was ruler of Galilee, and his brother Philip ruler of the region of Ituraea and
Trachonitis, and Lysanias ruler of Abilene,

3:2 during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John son of
Zechariah in the wilderness.

3:3 He went into all the region around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the
forgiveness of sins,

3:4 as it is written in the book of the words of the prophet Isaiah, "The voice of one crying out in
the wilderness: 'Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.

3:5 Every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low, and the crooked
shall be made straight, and the rough ways made smooth;

3:6 and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.™

Luke 3:1-6 — from The Message

% In the fifteenth year of the rule of Caesar Tiberius—it was while Pontius Pilate was governor
of Judea; Herod, ruler of Galilee; his brother Philip, ruler of Iturea and Trachonitis; Lysanias,
ruler of Abilene; during the Chief-Priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas—John, Zachariah's son,
out in the desert at the time, received a message from God. He went all through the country
around the Jordan River preaching a baptism of life-change leading to forgiveness of sins, as
described in the words of Isaiah the prophet:

Thunder in the desert!

"Prepare God's arrival!

Make the road smooth and straight!
Every ditch will be filled in,

Every bump smoothed out,

The detours straightened out,

All the ruts paved over.

Everyone will be there to see

The parade of God's salvation."

Welcome and Greetings~
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[ heard some amazing news from The Rev. Wade Schemmel, Conference Minister of the
Northern Plains Conference, which is mostly comprised of North Dakota. He shared with
my colleagues and I that the population has declined in such a way that the following is
true: if you took a spatula and spread out the people of Ohio over the land mass, there would
be 222 people per square mile; if you did the same in North Dakota, you would have 6. Six
people is not enough for the state to maintain the amenities of a county (it takes 11) and so
there are areas where the counties are being reclassified as frontier.

Frontier! What a wonderful image! Cowboys and pioneer women in bonnets, covered
wagons...these are inspiring images! Of course, we know that the frontier was not empty-
rather it had been emptied so that Euro settlers could farm and ranch, and we know that
being a cowboy was a difficult and dangerous life, and that being a pioneer woman meant
building log cabins and pulling plows in full length skirts and corsets. But we, the church,
are quite a lot like a town whose population has receded, and around whom the frontier
has arrived again, and the question remains: how do we live on the frontiers of
Christianity?

We think about these things quite a lot in the Conference office....from the regional view
point, it’s easy to see that church has fallen out of the center of society. For many people,
church has nothing to do with them. 1 in 5 Americans attend church regularly. 90% of our
churches in the UCCMN have lost membership in the last ten years- an aggregate of nearly
seven thousand people. All around us are signs that the world has moved on without the
church, and we on the Conference staff are here to support you and bring resources as you
do the painful work of being a church in a post-church world. It ain’t easy, friends, and
there aren’t magic answers. Often times I hear folks bargaining—well, young people like
screens and guitars! Well, folks these days want to hear easy answers from conservative
preachers...well, folks want coffee carts and valet parking—ok, yes, I do actually want valet
parking, especially in winter. But seriously—in a society where church going is a unique
trait, not a given- what can we do to be Christ’s church, dignified, faithful, with all our
priorities straightened out?

One thing we did this year was have Paul Nixon come and keynote at our Annual Meeting.
He is a Methodist minister who has become a church growth guy- and wrote a book about it
called “I Refuse to Lead a Dying Church.” I believe you are familiar...? His basic concept is
that God has called all leaders--lay and clergy--to lead healthy, GROWING congregations. He
believes the future of mainline Protestant traditions in America is in the hands of pastors
and leaders who must immediately make some critical choices, radically reframing the way
they approach their ministry tasks. So - Based on his experience of healthy, growing
churches and the characteristics they share, Rev. Paul Nixon outlines six critical choices
every congregation must make:
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Life over Death,
Community over Isolation,
Fun over Drudgery,

Bold over Mild,

Frontier over Fortress, and
Now rather than Later.

And so I challenged myself, over this year, to preach a sermon on each of those items, when
the scriptures seemed to call out the topic...and of all of these, the one I thought of as I read
this week’s scriptures was this and I thought about all you are doing here: NOW OVER
LATER.

It's hard to know, sometimes, when we should take the calculated risk and try something
new. Which is I, and we on the Conference staff, are so impressed and proud of your work
together. I like to think of you as Shpinnehaha, and | am so pleased to see UCC churches
working together in a way that demonstrates unity...it is truly wonderful. And [ am so
pleased with how you have moved on this- you didn’t dilly dally or wait to be pushed or
concede to naysayers, backstabbers, or simple fear. It is sign of tremendous strength and
potential, to be a church that acts now, rather than later.

And this is the message in today’s Scripture: Luke is providing the historical background,
talking about John the Baptist - now John was a cousin of Jesus, only a few months older -
their mothers were relatives, close enough that Mary went to stay with Elizabeth when the
whole “pregnant by the holy Spirit out of wedlock thing” became an issue...this passage
shows the adult John proclaiming the coming of a Messiah - the coming of a new thing, and
saying that this is going to happen soon! The phrase - “the salvation of all flesh” - stuck
with me, as the type of scriptural language that has always grossed me out - the Message
translates that as “Everyone will be there to see the parade of God's salvation.” Nicer, kinda
UCC even - but honestly, if flesh means me and salvation means spiritual wholeness.
Well, yeah, actually, [ really could use some of that. I think my flesh need some saving -
and now, not later.

And a church with potential is a church [ am not willing just to congratulate, but also would
like to push a little. Now, what I'm about to say isn’t an edict from THE CONFERENCE - as
you have noticed, we don’t really do edicts in the UCC. But, as a minister to your church,
coming from the regional viewpoint, I can see some specific challenges that I'd like to
encourage you to meet:
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Martha Grace Reese, who wrote the Unbinding the Gospel series which inspired your VIP
curriculum said something on a conference call with our VIP pastors this week, answered
some reaaally hard questions this week—folks in our churches are having a hard time with
language about evangelism, and she said, yeah, “talking about evangelism sounds about as
good as a tea party on the grass at Chernobyl. That resistance exists for excellent reasons.”
But, she said, classic Christian language fosters real discussion and - and here’s the real
kicker for a lot of us in the UCC (some people call us the ‘Unitarians Considering Christ, to
which [ always respond, “We’re thinkin” about it!”) - growing Churches ACROSS the
theological spectrum - and she’s pretty lefty herself- have a deep sense of JesusShe
didn’t believe what she saw in her research of thriving churches just like ours - new
Christians, new church members, were compelled by Christ. Now some of you are saying,
“Duh,” but for some of us this is news. She said, Ol@ person of Jesuss crucial to
connecting with the faith because Jesus is the core symbol of fixing the core sin in our
culture: individualism, self-centeredi AOOh EOT 1 AOET T h AT A OEA

And so - as you constantly do already - Reckon with the tradition...grappling with the
classic language is so hard, but until I can- then the old interpretations still hold their
power. And the Holy One is calling us to freedom, power, and possibility. As long as we
allow the old, oppressive definitions to own our words- words like salvation, sin, flesh,
Jesus - instead of clearly, firmly, and unapologetically claiming the language of Christianity
as our own, we allow oppressive, sold-out-to-society definitions to win. They win- and they
get to keep our words, and our history, and our message, when really it belongs to all of us.
Because isn’t the key teaching of our faith the idea that the past cannot defeat the present?
That hope and new life are always possible? Isn’t the point of John the Bapist’s ancient
ministry, still our ministry today: that idea that faith offer liberation from the oppression of
the past? ? Aren’t we supposed to be about doing a new thing?

And then...Dare to be successful. Dare to claim your power, to claim your Christian
heritage, and dare to grow this church, NOW...because this really matters. We've all seen
the statistics about how many people don’t go to church, don’t have a church, don’t know
what church is for. And you know what they are missing out on? The live music....A
beautiful place to reflect on Sunday morning. They don’t have someone from the Hotdish
Brigade bringing them meals when they’re sick; they don’t have someone praying for their
family during times of trouble; they don’t have someone teaching their child about the Ten
Commandments and about caring for your neighbor; they don’t have a personal spiritual
leader who will not only give counsel, lead a funeral, but also come over for pie and coffee
on a random Thursday. They don’t have safe places to be queer--- and religious. That’s so
much of what church is...and so many people do not have a family of faith. The vitality of a
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church is no less than an opportunity for God to touch the lives of spiritually homeless
people. Gulp!

Tall order- yeah? Turning the tide of the fall of Western Christianity? Yeah- that’s pretty
much what we do here in the Minnesota Conference of the United Church of Christ. Well,
we try. And we have a thousand reasons to turn our thoughts to happier days, when people
just came to church because the doors were open. But we know that the frontier has
reclaimed us, and that nostalgia is a dangerous game of loving those things which have
passed away more than the things of the present...and God is calling us to have a now over
later mindset, because now is the time! John the Baptist didn’t say, “Let’s form a committee
and talk about preparing the way for God, it's gonna take some time, you know those paths
won’t make themselves straight!” But this matters - the world is so unsafe for so many
people, and when we have found a place of safety and strength like this one, whooo! It’s
going to be tempting to focus on ourselves and just spend time on ourselves,

The challenge of Advent is not just to reclaim the ancient story for ourselves, but for all of
those who haven't heard it yet; those haven’t heard that a better life, with a great
community, and a Christ who isn’t just the center of an hyped-up Hallmark holiday or a
curse word...is possible. And so on this second Sunday of Advent,

as you prepare not only to welcome Jesus at Christmas,

[ urge you to prepare yourselves to do this new thing,

to serve and celebrate all of those people out there,

alone on a lonely frontier,

and to do it now.

Amen.
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