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Scripture: Deuteronomy 6:4-5, 20-23 and Romans 4:13-17
It is about to happen again.
In the next few weeks the national and local media will turn their focus on the mainstream, Protestant denominations as each gathers for its national convention.
Our denomination meets in two weeks in San Jose, Ca. The Presbyterian Church USA calls its convention the General Assembly, and it meets every two years to consider a wide range of business in the name of God.  
So, based on past experience, here’s what we can expect.
We will begin to see stories about how the denomination is bitterly divided over a number of issues –the ordination of homosexuals, who owns the property of a particular church when that church leaves the denomination, how the church should engage and global missions and on and on.
Those are at least what some consider to be among the juiciest issues on the docket. But literally thousands of items will be considered and decided at both the committee and full Assembly level.
Some of the less “newsworthy” items will include:
· Serious study about what the denomination needs to do to grow after decades of numerical decline.
· Consideration of how the church can strengthen its ecumenical relationships with other denominations.
· And, a range of social justice issues – from homelessness to serious mental illness, from energy to global warming to pay equity for women.
If you would like to do your own research into the full story of the General Assembly, rather than gleaning what you can from the media, there are some excellent resources at the denomination’s website – PCUSA.org
The first thing that happens at every General Assembly meeting is the election of the person who will moderate the week’s business and then serve as the leader of the denomination for two years until the Assembly re-gathers. And that’s where Caldwell Church has a close historical association with these goings on.  
Caldwell has produced two moderators of our denomination – W.E. Price in 1949 and, more recently, Doug Oldenburg  in 1998, two very different men for two very different eras, but both devoted servants of God.
I had the chance to attend a General Assembly meeting a few years ago in Richmond and found it to be part political convention part opportunity for a range of special interests to try to make their voices heard. 
But for all its resemblance at times to a three-ring circus, it is also the gathering of thousands of people who care deeply about the church and who seek sincerely to discern God’s will for the church in this complex age.  Every day begins with worship and, even amid the arguments and disputes, God is surely in the proceedings until the final gavel is struck.
There are those who say that what we see at these conventions are really signs that the end of the era of denominations is near, that God is doing a new thing and we are all working our way – however effectively or not – toward a new way of being the church.
These folks say that the so-called mainline denominations of today – the several strains of Presbyterians, Methodists, Lutherans, Episcopalians, Baptists and so on – are each a product of a different time in history that traces back to the Protestant Reformation more than 500 years ago, when church leaders challenged the Catholic church.
These scholars and authors point to a general pattern that religious organizations reorganize about every 500 years or so.
They say God is bringing us out of one era … and into another … out of an era when millions of believers organize behind a common heritage and into an era that we have yet to fully comprehend. 
*		*	*
I leave those opinions to the experts.  But I agree the church must change. That is also the opinion of the man who has been the staff executive of our denomination for the last 12 years, a man named Clifton Kirkpatrick.
He recently offered his thoughts on the state of the denomination in an essay that had a candid question as its title: Is there a future for the Presbyterian Church?”
Among the facts he reports are:
That since 1966 our national denomination has declined from 4.2 million to 2.3 million people. 
That the size of our congregations is shrinking, with the median size now at about 105. 
That more than 4,000 churches lack the ability to support a full-time pastor.
And that, the average age of the denomination’s members is rising steadily.
Kirkpatrick is equally candid about what he sees as the reasons:
Too many congregations have lost vitality and now live in a purely self-sustaining mode, rather than living out Christ’s call to mission in the neighborhood and the world
He also points to a partisan spirit and special interest mentality that has divided the church, just as it has our nation. And as a result, our denomination cannot find what he calls “a sense of a common mission and vision as to what God is calling us to be.”
As pessimistic as all that may sound, he also offers reasons to believe.
He points to Presbyterians’ long-standing commitment to make a difference for Christ in our country and in the world … our deep belief in working across faiths … and our track record in standing up to the “isms” – Nazism, Communism, racism, sexism and even capitalism when it is does more harm than good.
He concludes that, if indeed God is bringing us out of one era and into another, those are the things that we must carry with us.
*	*	*
For the last two weeks, we have been considering together one of the most important passages of the Bible for our Jewish brothers and sisters – and for all of us who claim to be a part of the Judeo-Christian tradition.
My case for preaching from one text for three straight weeks has been this:  If, as a progressive congregation, we seek to understand people of multiple faiths in this complex, flat world of ours, the place to start is by looking more deeply into our Judeo-Christian roots.
The passage we have considered is known as the Shema, Moses’ last instructions to the nation of Israel before it enters the promised land.  For Jews this scripture speaks to the essence of what it is for them to follow God – to love God with all our hearts and all our souls and all our might … and to never forget God’s liberation of the Hebrews when they were Pharaoh’s slaves in Egypt.
As we conclude this series today, I want to focus on one last line of Moses’ speech:
“God brought us out from there in order to bring us in …”
God brought us out … to bring us in.
For our Jewish sisters and brothers, this phrase fits in the larger story of the nation of Israel … its journey  to be God’s people … to live as God instructed in the Ten Commandments and the rest of the Law. 
It was a journey that spanned centuries and generations … that saw God’s chosen people unite and divide … that took the people out of their promised land into exile and back … a journey in which God spoke through judges and kings and prophets.
It is a story of God’s abiding love and loyalty to God’s promised people of history.
For Christians, that story continues in the New Covenant, God’s new promise in Jesus Christ, who lived and died for the salvation for all who believe in him.
But we all claim the same heritage … because we are all claimed by the same God … a God who is always bringing us out of one thing in order to bring us in to another.  
I think it’s a safe bet that, when each of us was growing up, we heard a set of phrases around the house, sayings and colloquialisms that our parents said almost out of habit.
They get baked into our subconscious so deeply that we don’t know they are there until they start coming out of our own mouths.
At that point, we might say with a mix of horror and humor ”Oh no, I am starting to sound just like my mother (or father).”
One of my mother’s favorites was to respond to whatever challenge we faced by saying “This too shall pass.”
It was an expression of perseverance and endurance, a reminder to take the long view. Another way to say it, it more straightforward Georgia vernacular, is “hunker down.”
We are often adults before we find out the origin of these family sayings.  So it was with me, before I associated the phrase “This, too, shall pass” with Solomon, King of Israel. 
And I admit that I find that saying coming out of my own mouth a good bit as an adult. Perhaps I’ve even said it around you.
But I think the idea of God bringing us out to bring us in is altogether different. 
God brings us out to bring us in because God often has a larger plan, a plan that may exceed our understanding at any given point in our journey.  
The message is not simply to hunker down, to grin and bear it. Rather, the message is to  live into whatever transition God is guiding you through at the moment … and to do so with the confidence that comes with knowing that God abides with us.
It may be that God is bringing us out of a situation we are glad to exit, perhaps from a not-so-great job into your dream job.
But often it is the bringing-out part that is most difficult to understand … because we do not yet know what God is bringing us into.  Perhaps it is a relationship we did not want to end. Perhaps it is an unwanted move from one city to another.  Perhaps it  out of a church we once loved. Or perhaps it is watching your church or denomination decline with no end in sight.
So into the gap we go, knowing only what we have lost and not what we have gained.  We are stuck in the middle, between what we knew and loved and what we have yet to experience or even foresee.
We are disoriented, adrift in uncertainty, lost. So many of the Psalms in the Bible are expressions of this kind of disorientation. 
Hear the words of Psalm 13: “How long, O Lord?  Will you forget me forever? How long will you hide your face from me?”
That is what it feels like to be brought out before we are brought in.
But God walks with us even in our disorientation, sovereign over our journey, a source of strength in our suffering. And that promise that God walks with us is reason enough for faith, even if we don’t know God’s intended destination for us.
As the Christian writer Frederick Buechner said: “Faith is not being sure where you’re going, but going anyway.”
Then, eventually, God brings us in. It may be an immediate answer to prayer. Or it may be on a schedule that takes far too long, from our perspective, a schedule we do not understand. But God does bring us in. We are reoriented to God’s sovereign love and purpose.  Our plea turns into praise. Our trust us restored… and we sing with the psalmist who expresses a re-orientation to God: 
	Sing praises to the Lord, O you faithful ones, 
and give thanks to God’s holy name.
Weeping may linger for the night, but joy comes with the morning.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Psalm 30] 

*	*	*
Each of us here at Caldwell has been brought out of another place … whether it was another church, no church or a church that was facing almost certain death.
Now we have been brought in and, together, we know that joy that comes with the morning.  
We have so many blessings to count – both as the Body of Christ and as individual believers.
Just today, we at Caldwell count our blessings in the form of new members.  We also count the blessings of a successful yard sale, a major undertaking that created something out of nothing … raising thousands of dollars to help the less fortunate and bringing us even closer together in joy and in faith. 
I’m certain you can count many other blessings you are receiving from this community of faith.
We have much to be thankful for and much to do with what God has provided.
Let us never forget how fortunate our path is compared to so many of the churches of our denomination. I ask you to pray for our denomination – and for all those who will gather in San Jose later this month.  They face daunting challenges and the uncertainty of being brought out along with divinely ordained opportunities, the promise that we will all be brought in. And they do so on our behalf.
We also walk the road of faith as individuals. And as individuals we are all at different mileposts on that road. God may be bringing you out of one thing. 
You may already see or sense the place God is about to bring you into. 
Or you may be in the gap between out and in … calling on the name of God to respond to your appeals and questions, just as the Hebrews cried out to God for liberation from slavery and at so many other places along their journey.
But we know that God never brings us out of a place just to leave us there. God always brings us out to bring us in.  
God keeps promises. As Paul wrote in Romans, God’s promise rests on grace and is guaranteed to all who share the faith of Abraham.
  




  


 

