October 2005

Rev. Jennifer Fey

From Philippians 2:
If, then, there is any encouragement in Christ, any consolation from love, any sharing in the Spirit, any compassion and sympathy, make my joy complete: be of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind. Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves. Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others. Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus…
Make my joy complete! Paul’s words echo to us in whispers and shouts some 1,950 years after he wrote them. What an optimist Paul was. Here was a man who traveled on foot from Rome to Turkey, setting up churches throughout the Mediterranean: a man whipped, beaten, thrown in jail, dismayed at the splintering of the churches he founded, regarded suspiciously by many of his Christian missionary colleagues, hated by the Jewish Pharisees, and persecuted by Rome. Paul never knew where his next meal was coming from. He had no health care plan. No savings account. No place to call home. He relied entirely on the generosity and faith of the Christian communities into which he poured his heart and soul. That coupled with his overwhelming love for God and Christ made his letters resound with joy and optimism, hope and faith. Here was a man who faced more uncertainty and instability than I will ever care to know in my life; and yet his faith in God not only carried him through it, it made him joyful for it. 

We continue to read Paul’s words and study his life millennia after his death because the church in every age has need of his wisdom and his example. Paul wasn’t perfect, and he is often greatly misunderstood today, but he knew one thing if nothing else—the church, God’s people, Christ’s body, was called by God to a special mission and though plagued by the vicissitudes of human weakness and pride, when it honestly and faithfully held through a crisis, asking itself as a body what Christ would want rather than what it wants, the church can see its challenges through and grow in faith because of them.

The challenges we face today as a church are no greater and no less than the challenges he discusses in Corinthians, Philippians, and Galatians. The wider, national church in general: in a crisis for membership, struggling to survive financially on low-level giving, and wracked by philosophical controversy. And our fine church in Wrentham: facing an uncertain future after losing a long standing pastor, grieving over the many families we have said goodbye to over the last three years, struggling to understand exactly what it is God is calling us to do and to be in this community—struggling to clarify our mission and unite under the banner of a shared understanding of our call. These are questions and uncertainties every church faces—and more than anything, they are opportunities! 

Our future at church is uncertain, but the future of every family, organization, community, and nation is uncertain. We may disagree with each other over how decisions have been made, or how we should move forward, but human beings disagree with each other! Thank God we have the passion and the intelligence to have opinions and to be willing to push for them. At this point in our life together, we need to develop and/or bid the following, the next stage in our growth as individuals and as a community: patience (because the way will become clear in God’s time, not in our time), prayer (pray for the church, pray for you and your family, pray for the departed minister, pray for the incoming minister, pray for your associate minister!, pray for the youth groups, pray for our careful discernment as Christ’s body), grace (a willingness to allow ourselves and the people around us to be imperfect, to ‘see through a glass darkly’, to muddle our way through as best we can, to be loving as God is loving to all people – whether or not we agree with them), and the Holy Spirit (who comes when bidden, who is the inspiration for the church, who turns things upside down, who works things out often in miraculous and hidden ways, who fills us with love beyond any capacity we knew we had). 

Friends in Christ, feel Paul’s optimism! There is so much to be joyful about in this uncertain time. Our worship life is strong. We have a second service on some Saturdays that we are adding for variety and further faith development. We are beginning an adult education class to better engage our minds in our spiritual growth. There is excitement surrounding our progressive dinner. The church fair looks like it will be spectacular! Confirmation will run again this year – a service you have to look forward to celebrating in May. The CE program has strong leadership and good attendance. Through re-org our doors are open to any kind of ministry a person or group of people feel called to accomplish (and I am here to provide you with support should you need it). The Mission Hub is engaged in active and thrilling ministry activities from Wrentham to South Africa to New Orleans. A mission trip is in the works to North Carolina for next summer. We are moving in the right direction, but this is the time to see what we are made of. Can we hold uncertainty with the faith of Christ? Can we hold disagreement with the grace of God? Can we understand that anger is healthy so long as it is processed in open, healthy ways—and bring those feelings here to be heard, explored, acknowledged, and hopefully resolved? Can we be one as Christ called us to be, even while we are infinitely many, as Christ called us to be?

I pray that you may make Paul’s joy complete—hold tight in faith to the body of Christ. Focus on mission, education, and fellowship, and let your desire to worship come from those sources. And furthermore, feel the joy Paul sings about as we move into a bright future full of purpose(s) growth, and God’s promised salvation. 

