A meditation delivered at The First Congregational Church of Riga on March 21, 2010
Just What is Our Purpose?


Thought for Silent Reflection

The business of a church is to change people, the business of a corporation is to satisfy them.

Peter Drucker
“JUST WHAT IS OUR PURPOSE?”
Isaiah 43: 16-21
This is what the Lord says- he who has made a way through the sea, a path through the mighty waters, 17 who drew out the chariots and the horses, the army and reinforcements together, and they lay there never to ride again, extinguished and snuffed out like a wick; 18 “Forget the former things; do not dwell in the past. 19 See I do a new thing! Now it springs up do you not perceive it? I am making a way in the desert, and streams in the wasteland. 20 The wild animals honor me, the jackals and the owls, because I provide water in the desert and streams in the wasteland, to give drink to my people, my chosen, 21 the people I formed for myself that they may proclaim my praise.
Today’s text comes from a portion of Isaiah referred to as Second Isaiah, a portion which was written during the exile. However, many feel it was originally written to break new ground in biblical tradition, for while it does effectively instill hope, it does so in a radically new way. Instead of celebrating and reliving the Passover, which has been repeated during the spring each year since the exodus, the prophet confronts tradition head on when he says, Forget the former things and not to dwell in the past as he tells them that he has been called to do a new thing (18)! He tells them to forget the Red Sea miracle and the defeat of Pharaoh. While this new way he is speaking of involved the end of the Babylonian captivity, it also meant something more. In telling them this Isaiah again is revealing the vision he has been called to deliver. It is a vision rooted in the exodus, a vision which has been God’s vision for all of time. A vision that humans have had an equally difficult time accepting. A vision, calling for siding, not with the mighty but with the powerless and not with the masters but the slaves (16-17). In re-reading this text, it also becomes clearer just how long it takes to get God’s work done. The work had begun during the exodus some 800 years earlier, was being repeated again in approximately 539 BCE by Isaiah some 600 years before it would come alive in Jesus. Still it would then be another millennia of new things to begin to be heard and then after yet another millennia of new things and we still haven’t gotten it. No it is now 2010 and we still haven’t gotten it.
So is God still doing new things? If so, what new things does God desire for our time, for this place, for us? What is our purpose? How might Isaiah be speaking to us today? I found reading today’s text from Isaiah timely as we are currently in the midst of planning an all-church workshop for the 24th of April. A workshop that might help us as a group, define who we are, who we want to be and what do we need to do to become what we are called to be?
So, what is our purpose, our purpose as a church? The primary purpose of the church is to be the church, not to try to be something that it is not. The baseline here is simply this, a church should be a worshipping community where people are transformed into citizen’s of God’s Realm, of God’s Kingdom, into people who see differently, and therefore live differently in the world. That is what churches are called to be and to do. How they worship, form community and transform people will differ but doing those things need always to be connected to the base purpose of changing lives in some way. 
However that is not easily accomplished in our society.If a corporation is a machine that produces a product then one might say that a church is like a person who is called to live here on earth and we have tasks, goals, and getting things done and some then end up better than another. The problem is that when this occurs, when we transform tasks into goals, acquisitions, or accomplishments; life can then become a never-ending struggle to accumulate things or to live up to ours or someone else’s unrealistic expectations. The product of a church is changed lives, not quality worship, great meals or a great place to see your friends. Kirk Hadaway tells us that “enhancing worship is only relevant in terms of the transformational effect it has on the people who attend… and that what the church can offer is a supportive community of faith where people can grow spiritually and learn to live authentically. Everything the church does should support this central purpose especially the worship. If people are growing, being transformed, then you might say that the church has a “quality product.” But like most things God creates or touches, the process is not a static one but rather an ongoing one, one of continual fluidity and growth.
No, the purpose of the church is not growing the church, is not more members, is not a bigger budget. All those things might happen if the church is a place which is resulting in changed lives but they do not serve as a purpose or rationale for focusing on those things. Now that does not mean that we ignore being intentional about hospitality, greeting, welcoming and out reach activities, but it does mean that we need to keep in mind that our primary purpose is changing and transforming lives. Once a church begins to concentrate on its primary business, its primary purpose, rather than on attracting an audience working a program or satisfying its members, the decisions required for ongoing continuous improvement become self-evident. But the key to this change, to this transformation is in our faith, not in our simply believing that God can but rather moving out hearts to a place where we simply know that God will! 
One of the devotional books I found for Lent this year was one which was called Where in this World is God? A question which often comes up when one lives in and only sees a world which continues to be the antithesis of the Kingdom as described by the Prophets, Jesus, and many of those who followed and then is confronted about reconciling his or her faith to the real world. So where in this world is God? How do we know that there really is a God? What tangible examples are there?
Interestingly we see tangible examples of God everywhere, and we see where we are in God’s world when we observe lives that have been changed. This is where we find the sick, lame and ill healed, and this is where we find people reaching out into places where they would never before a have ventured. This is where we find people who have dared to say “yes”. 
· The shy teenager who can now stand up before groups of strangers and describe how God has touched her life, 
· A suburban family who take on the challenge of helping a community of refugees get acclimated to a new culture and home, 
· A homeless man who bravely approaches a group of strangers seeking help and who hear his plight and help him out, 
· A widow who opens her home up to children who had been subject to violence and abuse 
In each of these cases someone heard God’s call on them and said “yes” and in each of these cases, both individuals had their lives changed. It is interesting how often the changed or transformed lives happen to the giver as well as the receiver. And when this happens, we all experience the transformations God is capable of accomplishing. 
The Book of Acts tells us about changed lives in an amazing story about “uneducated and ordinary” Peter and John. After Christ’s return to heaven, they healed a lame man at the temple gate in Jerusalem. They preached a powerful sermon on the streets about Jesus crucified and risen. They even spoke courageously about Jesus before the Jewish ruling council. Surprisingly it was their opponents who made the connection that the change in these men came from Christ (Acts 4: 13). 
Who knows what changes Christ can bring about in our seemingly ordinary lives? If we are willing we too can be changed into disciples who are open to the spirit of God, and who live their lives of faith, vocation and reconciliation in God’s realm. When this happens the transformation is intentional and directed and not haphazard. Our purpose is to be available to do God’s work in this process and the church’s purpose then being one of a transformational catalyst, a place that can prepare us to be willing to accept these challenges and to do God’s bidding whenever the opportunity arises.
So as we begin to move toward the end of Lent this year and look into that time beyond. We too, should again begin reflecting on our purpose and asking ourselves:

What are we personally doing to change peoples live both our own and others?
How has Riga church helped to impact and shape the decisions we make?

What changes might we all consider to help us increase our willingness to say “yes” to those things that God’s requests of us?
And how might that affect our relationships with others?
And perhaps what changes Christ can bring about in our seemingly ordinary lives?
And then be willing to close everyday with this prayer, “Lord use my life as you see fit to change the world.”
In this way too, we will find ourselves, Forgetting the former things and not dwelling on the past. For it will be us who are doing new things and making our way in the desert and streams in the wasteland
.
*********************************
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