July 1, 2007
Deuteronomy 6:1-7
I Peter 2:4-10
Who Are We?

This morning I am abandoning my current sermon series to go in another direction.  I do not know how long we will go in this other direction; perhaps one or two weeks, maybe more.  I am changing directions because I want to address something that has grown from miscommunication, to misunderstanding, to misrepresentation.  Several times over the past month or so I have mentioned that the Youth Search Committee was exploring the possibility of a full-time Associate Pastor, with the primary responsibility being youth work.  The decision was made to keep you informed of this discussion because we didn’t want anyone to be uninformed or feel they did not have an opportunity to ask questions.  At this point, no vote has been taken, no formal proposal has been made and the committee has been in only the earliest stages in this important discussion.  It was discussed some by the vision team and also by the deacons, and I assumed it was being discussed informally among others.  

But the discussion has gotten away from us and there are misconceptions about what is taking place.  I do not regret at all the decision to inform the church that the search committee was having this discussion, even though it has led to misunderstanding.  

This is the kind of discussion that needs to be open and public.  But as things happen, inaccuracies get passed along.  It would be much better if questions were addressed to members of the committee, who are   or to myself.  And this is not, I assure you, any plan on my part to scale back on my own work.  If there is any question about my work ethic please come and talk to me.

I want to tell you a story this morning that is important because it will tell you why I am here and because it has a great deal of bearing on what I am saying this morning.  Some of you have heard this story, but others have not, and you need to know this.


In May of 1991 I received a call from my good friend Lance Hogan, who was then serving as Pastor of the First Baptist Church of Tuscumbia, Alabama.  His church had created a staff position for Family Ministry almost a year earlier and had not filled the position.  He had called me several times previously about the possibility of my taking that position and each time I had declined.  I finally decided that maybe I should talk to the church and so Tanya and I made arrangements to travel to Tuscumbia to spend some time at the church.


As soon as I hung up the phone, and before I had even taken my hand off the receiver, it rang again.  This time it was Mary Smith, calling on behalf of the Pastor Search Committee of this church, asking if I would be interested in talking with this church about the position of pastor, which was transitioning from a student pastorate to a full-time pastorate.  I thanked Mary for the call, but told her I was already committed to talking to another church and I believed it was very likely I would take the position at the church in Tuscumbia.  I did tell her though, that she could call back in about a month in the event things had not worked out with the church in Tuscumbia.


Tanya and I traveled to Tuscumbia, spent some time at the church, met with the committee, and I was offered the position.  Lance and I have been friends for a long time; he is one of my closest friends and the opportunity to work on a church staff with him was very appealing to me, but as Tanya and I talked about it, we just didn’t feel a call to the church, so we declined.

Mary did call back, and I agreed to talk with the Search Committee from this church.  We agreed on an evening in July.  About a week and a half before that date, I took our youth group from the church in Lawrenceburg to Ridgecrest for a week of Centrifuge.  During that week I spoke with Troy Shelton, one of the adult counselors with our group and now the Pastor at the River of Life church down in Springfield, about the meeting here in New Castle.  I told him that I was not going to leave Lawrenceburg.  My feeling was that I was where I was supposed to be, but I would keep the appointment to talk to the committee, call the next day, and politely decline to be considered for the position.  I even told Tanya it was unnecessary for her to come with me to the meeting in New Castle, but she said that would be rude and insisted on coming with me.  

We traveled to New Castle and met the committee, which consisted of Mary Smith, Carol Ann Tingle, Karen Taylor, Cecil McCarty, and Rex Prather.  We arrived in New Castle a few minutes early and took one of those minutes to tour the town before meeting Rex here at the church.  After taking us through the church we went to Cecil and Peggy’s home to meet with the committee.

I will never forget that meeting.  As we talked in the living room I could hear Scott in the den singing, and it was my first opportunity to meet that very special guy.  I also remember that I wasn’t at all nervous; I guess it was because I had already decided we were not coming to New Castle.


We talked for a good while, asking and answering questions back and forth, and finally, it was Carol Ann I believe, who asked if I would be interested in pursuing further the idea of coming to New Castle.  When I said yes Tanya almost passed out, as I had been so adamant that I was not going anywhere.  The first question Tanya asked me when we got in the car to leave was what had happened to me in the meeting.  I was pretty certain we would end up in Tuscumbia, Alabama but we did not.  I was absolutely certain we would not move to New Castle, but we did.

I would be the first to say that I do not understand the manner and methods God uses in calling people.  To me, it always seemed similar to love, when you know you have met the right person – you just know.  I don’t know how to answer questions about timing and when to leave and why to leave and all the other questions; I just know there are times when you just know.  

I also know this beyond a shadow of a doubt – what I found very attractive about this church from the first moments of that first meeting was a sense of vision.  I was serving in a church I loved.  I loved the people at Sand Spring Baptist Church and I loved the youth I served there.  I was very happy at that church and I would have been happy to stay.  But the sense of vision I sensed when talking to the committee was very compelling to me; it was a sense of visioning what the church would be and I found it very exciting, and in those moments it became obvious to me this is where I need to be.  That sense of vision has been the anchor for me in this church for almost sixteen years now.  A sense of vision is what compelled us to come here and more than anything else – even more than our love for this church and the people here – it is a sense of vision that has kept us here.  We were in a church we loved, where the people had become like family to us – as we feel here – but a compelling sense of vision drew us away.

Why am I telling you this story today?  And why am I telling it after some comments about the discussion taking place with the Search Committee.  Because I need to.  Because in the past two years I have tried to talk about vision but have failed to adequately communicate a compelling sense of vision to and for this church.  Before we go any further, though, I want to make sure I am not being misunderstood.  I am not threatening to leave, so please hear me on that point.  That is absolutely not the purpose of this message.  For a number of months it has been my belief that we need to renew our sense of vision, but I have come to the understanding that what we face is deeper than just a question of vision.

We have an 800 pound gorilla sitting in the middle of our sanctuary and we need to talk about it.  What is it?  We don’t know who we are as a church.  We don’t have a firm identity and because we don’t know who we are we have struggled to capture a renewed sense of vision.  I think this uncertainty has been seen in our attempts at the process of putting together a vision.  Several years ago we put together a Long Range Planning Committee that worked and they, I believe, struggled to understand their role and what they should recommend.  This is not a criticism, but an observation.  I believe there was an uncertainty among that group about our identity as a church and it made it difficult to know what direction to take.  I sense a similar ambivalence among the vision team we put together earlier this year.  There is an uncertainty because we’re unsure of who we are and so we don’t really know where we need to go.  I sense the same dynamic arising in the discussion about the possibility of a full-time Associate Pastor.

On the surface, it seems the struggle for identity springs from the diversity of viewpoints we have in this church.  We cover the spectrum from liberal to conservative – and everything in between – in both politics and theology.  We have affiliations with the Southern Baptist Convention, which is conservative, and the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship, which is more moderate.  Who are we?  

Trying to understand how to bridge the different viewpoints has been in my thoughts for a long time, but recently I came to the realization that our struggle for identity goes even deeper than this and it rests on a far deeper and more significant question.  The disciples were an extremely diverse group, much more diverse than we are, so diversity is not an impediment to moving forward.  Our struggle for identity rests squarely on one word – ecclesiology.  I believe I have finally come to understand why we are struggling with identity and vision – it’s because we have to reshape our ecclesiology.  


What is ecclesiology?  It comes from the Greek word ecclesia, which means church, and ecclesiology is the philosophy of the church.  Ecclesiology is a definition of who and what the church is called to be and how it is to function.  For the past year or two I thought we were struggling to renew a sense of vision, but what’s really happening is we are struggling with our identity at the most fundamental level – who are we as a church?  What is our calling?  Who has he called us to be?  Until we settle these questions we will never be able to move forward in any meaningful way.

The way we do this is by the images we use for ourselves.  The primary image we have of ourselves is that of family.  This only makes sense, as most churches think of themselves in this way and we are a collection of families, with many extended families as a part of our congregation.  This is an image we can find in Scripture, but it is not the main image of the church, and it is squarely on this point that we must take a close look at who we are.


Using the image of a family will determine the primary role assigned to me by this church, and that role will reflect the primary interest of the church.  What is the primary role assigned to me by the church?  Pastoral care.  What does that reflect?  It reflects a desire that I love you and minister to you.  But does this also reflect something else?  It does.  And I can’t tell you how hard it was for me just to write out these words, and they are words that are hard for me to verbalize as well.  If my primary role is taking care of the congregation, the danger becomes in believing that our primary role is to take care of ourselves.


Please do not misunderstand me on this point.  Providing pastoral care is one of the most enjoyable and meaningful parts of ministry.  It is during those times of care that I have learned who you are and when I have bonded with you and have learned to love you.  And I am not in any way trying to lessen my responsibility in this area, so please don’t leave here and say I think Dave doesn’t want to spend time with us any more.  Pastoral care is a Biblical model and one of the roles a pastor should fulfill, but pastoral care is not the primary function of the church.



The images we will look at in the next few weeks are – the pastor as teacher and equipper, helping each person properly understand Scripture and to be equipped for their role in the church and in God’s kingdom; the church as a body that needs each part of the body to function properly, and the necessity of each person using their gift to provide a sense of unity and congregational health; the church as the bride of Christ which is an image of faithfulness and commitment versus a consumer mentality of getting what we want; and possibly several others.
6

