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PENTECOST 2014 John 7:38

Last week I attended our annual clergy conference, which was held in Jindabyne. On my way home, I stopped at our little farm which is situated on a ridge overlooking the northern end of Lake Jindabyne. The view, from 1100 metres is absolutely spectacular.  Though I needed to stop in to check on our tenants, I was mostly looking forward to feasting my eyes on the view again. It is truly food for the soul! (screen)
There are three rivers that flow into Lake Jindabyne  and you can see them all from our place. On different occasions we’ve followed each of the rivers upstream as far as we could go, in our little tinny. The further upstream you go, the narrower the rivers become.  Yet those rivers, as they flow together, become an enormous lake!
The first verse from this morning’s Gospel reads, "If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink. Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within him."

As I reflected on that verse, I thought about those three rivers and I couldn’t help wondering about the church today and where the streams of living water have all flowed to…
When Pentecost came, the disciples were filled with the Holy Spirit, and just as Jesus had promised, streams of living water flowed from the hearts of these first believers.  Where did it flow to back then? It flowed into the first Christian community – the first church.
And the result?  We read about it in the first few chapters of the book of Acts:

· The first result was UNITY.  ….. did a great job with all those names in the reading from Acts 2! People from all over the known world were gathered in Jerusalem at that time, and it was from all these nations that the first 3000 believers came. How about that? A multilingual, multicultural church that worshipped together in unity – and it changed the world!
· Reading a bit further in Acts 2, we find that the second result of the flow of living water from the believers was a strong COMMUNITY. The CEV translation of Acts 2:42 says They spent their time learning from the apostles, and they were like family to each other. They also broke bread and prayed together. v 44 & 45 continue, All the Lord's followers often met together, and they shared everything they had. They would sell their property and possessions and give the money to whoever needed it. It was evident that those first believers were passionate about their faith, and they shared their lives in a close and loving community.
· The third result was POWER. Acts 2:43 says, Everyone was amazed by the many miracles and wonders that the apostles worked. The second reading from 1 Corinthians speaks about gifts that God gives his people through the Holy Spirit. There is supernatural wisdom, and knowledge; mountain moving faith, gifts of healing and miraculous powers; There is prophecy, the ability to distinguish between spirits; speaking in different kinds of tongues, and the interpretation of those tongues. Jesus had promised his followers that they would do the same things he did – and greater things.  This promise was fulfilled in the early church – people were healed, delivered, set free, and born into the Kingdom of God! 
· And the fourth result of course, was GROWTH. Acts 2:47 tells us, each day the Lord added to their group others who were being saved. The early church grew exponentially.  No matter how much the governments of the day tried to suppress the church, there was no stopping it.
 Jesus said, “Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within him” The Message translation says not just ‘flow’ but “brim & spill out”.  That’s exactly what was happening in the early church.
The coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost brought to birth a community that was EMPOWERED to live the way they were called to live.  As the streams of living water flowed from them, it pooled – and increased in intensity as the believers shared their lives. And look at how the Holy Spirit transformed them and worked through them.  Signs, wonders, and a growing church!

If we are supposed to be an empowered church – what’s happened? Where are the streams of living water today?
I think we have allowed our thinking, and our values to be molded by the society of which we are a part. Paul was very insistent that the early believers should  guard against this.  He wrote to the believers in Rome, “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed, by the renewing of your minds.” (Rom 12:2)
Paul knew how easy it was for believers to be slowly but surely drawn into the standards and values of the society around it.  The church today faces the same danger. We’re very much like the frog in the saucepan….
When it comes to a Christian community, there’s a tendency to want the best of both worlds, isn’t there? We want the intimacy that such a community promises - to be known, and to be cared for when we need it. But we also have a desire to be free to do as we please. Culturally, we don't like the idea of any individual or group having a claim on our time, or money or possessions.  WE want to call the shots.

But being part of a Christian community involves a set of mutual expectations - expectations that the community is there for me, and I am there for the community. 

Sadly, resistance to these mutual expectations of genuine community seems to be endemic not only in our secular culture, but in the church as well.  We live in a world of people insisting on their independence rather than a world of people fulfilling their obligation to others. Insistence on independence weakens and waters down the bonds within any community. 

One of the complaints of so many of service organizations these days is that people are becoming less and less committed. It’s hard to find people to sit on committees.  Often those who hold office in one organisation, hold similar offices concurrently in others. It’s becoming increasingly difficult to find people willing to give of themselves in the secular community.

I believe that this desire for autonomy and independence is a major reason we have lost the “empowering” of the Spirit that the early church experienced.

The electrical power we use to run our homes is generated great distances from where we live, and is fed into what is called “the grid”.  The grid collects the power and distributes it to the users.  The grid is huge, and its collective force powers tens of thousands of homes. 

Churches that are not experiencing the Spirit’s power are churches that have lost their collective force.  They are churches that are merely weekly gatherings of individuals rather than an interdependent Christian community, where not only are we cared for, but where we are expected to care for others; where we have expectations of others, and allow others to have expectations of us; where commitment to the body is actually more important than our personal comfort as individuals.

In evangelical Christian circles, there is much talk about total commitment to Jesus Christ.  Meetings and sermons concentrate on our personal commitment.  There are exhortations to make Jesus Christ Lord of every part of our lives.  This emphasis is very Biblical, and of paramount importance – but it is also a reflection of the individualism in our society – as is a lot of the contemporary music coming out of the church today!  I don’t think we preach nearly enough about the need for commitment to the BODY – the church.  You know, I can’t ever recall hearing an altar call exhorting people to come forward to commit themselves totally to EACH OTHER.   

And of course, as far as the Scriptures are concerned, unless we are totally committed to the body of Christ – the Church – then we cannot be totally committed to Christ.

Reading a little further in the chapter from 1 Corinthians that is set for this morning, we find Paul dramatically using the metaphor of a body to illustrate the need for interdependence on one another, rather than independence. It’s ludicrous to think that a head or an eye or a hand can function or even exist, apart from the body as a whole.

Why has the church lost the Spirit’s power?  A major reason is because we’ve lost sight of the importance of Community.  I would also go so far as to say that there is a converse as well - if our lives as individuals have lost the Spirit’s power, then it could well be because we have lost our connection to that collective force that the grid or the lake illustrates.
Being part of a Christian community involves being open to having some restrictions on our choices and our behavior. 
\That shouldn’t surprise us. Christianity calls us to say "no" to many false saviours. We are called to say "no" to the materialism that suggests that money and possessions give us life. We are called to say "no" to the narcissism that says fitness and beauty give us life. We are called to say "no" to the careerism that says that vocational success gives us life. 
And as far as the Christian community is concerned, we are called to say "no" to the excess of individualism, which says that independence gives us life. 
Most of us have seen one of these.  Think of it as representing a 21st century church made up of individuals who put their independence first.  The connections to community are loose and open.  Watch.  (Water through the sieve)!

Now this is a better representation of what the church should be. Solid. Watch.

The cry of the church at Pentecost has always been “Come Holy Spirit”.  As God answers our cry, and pours his Spirit upon us, let us be united and committed enough to each other to allow the streams of living water to come together like three rivers into a great lake, and use his power for his glory, and for the building up of his church. 

Let’s pray…

