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Rock and Roll!

I Peter 2:2-10

We have a big building project going on here.

“I know,” you might be thinking if you’ve been in this church for several years.  I know we hired an architect several years ago to help us craft a master plan for our church.  I know that we made a huge decision in 2004 to build Phase I of that plan.  I know that many of us made a sacrificial four-year pledge toward this building project and we are over half way to our goal of $2.65 million

I’ve seen the drawings of the new front entrance.  I know that we are finally going to install an elevator and make this place accessible.  I know that we are finally going to build a safe walkway across our parking lot for our children.

I’ve seen the spray-paint on the patio.  I attended the groundbreaking ceremony back in June when we thought construction would begin before the end of the summer.  Yes, I know we have a big building project in the works here!

I’m not talking about that building project, as important as it is.  As you hold a small stone in your hand, I’m talking about a far bigger building project than meets the eye, the building project Peter is talking about in his pastoral letter.  I’m talking about you and me, the living stones that God is using to be God’s sanctuary in the world.  

In other words, we don’t just come into a sanctuary building to experience God’s glory.  God’s sanctuary building comes into all of us to declare God’s glory.  We no longer call this the temple of God; we are God’s temple.

Come to him, a living stone… and like living stones, let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.

We are the building God uses to proclaim God’s goodness to the world.

I love driving up Brittan and seeing our cross come into view from far away, and I think of how people can see that cross from all over.  According to Peter, it is not our tall spire with the Celtic cross on top that proclaims God’s love to our neighbors.  No, it is the lifting up of this cross inside of us that tells the story of God’s goodness to the world.

When Peter first met Jesus he was not called Peter.  His name was Simon, Simon son of Jonah.  But one day, Jesus asked his disciples, “Who do people say that I am?” and Peter came up with the right answer.  “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”  Right then and there, Jesus said to Simon, “I’m giving you a new name.  Your new name is Peter, petra, rock – and on this rock I will build my church.”  (Mt. 16:13-18)

I don’t know what Peter thought when Jesus said this to him, but we do know that there probably wasn’t anybody (besides Judas) who felt more like a failure than Peter.  He was the one who rebuked 

Jesus to his face for being the kind of Messiah who would let himself get killed in the line of duty.  Peter stumbled over this and fell; he denied even knowing Jesus three times.

But as soon as Jesus was raised from the dead, he sought Peter out, and he gave him the chance to start over again brand new.  “You are Petra, rock, with you I will build my church.”  No wonder Peter begins and ends this passage talking about God’s goodness and mercy.  

Which is exactly where God’s building project starts.  It starts with tasting that the Lord is good.  It begins with your own experience of Jesus meeting you in your brokenness and calling you out of darkness into his marvelous light.

There was a pastor who had an epiphany in a Krispy Kreme donut store.  A mother came in with her young son who was about five years old.  As soon as they entered the store he let go of her hand and ran to the observation area where he watched fresh, hot donuts coming down a conveyor belt from the oven.  With sheer delight, he screamed, “God lives here!  It is so full of goodness!”  The pastor thought to himself, “I heard the best description of the Church of Jesus Christ ever presented.”
  Overwhelmed with the sheer goodness of God.

Peter came face-to-face with pure goodness in Jesus Christ, his mercy and forgiveness and resurrection power and salvation.  He tasted in the deepest kind of way that the Lord is good, and he could not stop pointing to Jesus and saying, “God lives here!  He is so full of goodness!”  Come to him, a living stone, rejected by the world’s wisdom but chosen by God.  And discover that you too are chosen by God and precious.  You too are petra, living stones being built into God’s spiritual house.  

Peter is writing to Gentile Christians scattered all over the place who had tasted that the Lord is good.  They had been called out of darkness into God’s marvelous light.  But they didn’t have churches to attend, and their new life in Christ was making them very unpopular with their neighbors.  They were having a tough time.

What does Peter want them to know in this letter?  The same thing that Jesus wanted him to know.  You are a living stone in the great building project that God is up to in this world.  You are not alone.  You are:

… a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.

These are phrases from the Old Testament that described Israel, which tells us that it has always been God’s way to use a covenant people, not buildings, to communicate with us.  Solomon built an unbelievable temple to declare God’s glory.  Christians built an unbelievable cathedral in Rome called St. Peter’s, which houses his holy relics.  But God’s real house has always been in you and me, God’s covenant people.

A man was being admitted to the hospital and was asked to fill out one hospital admittance form that had a box that asked for church preference.  He wrote, “red brick.”  Wrong answer.  The church is not the building; it is God’s people.

If I were to ask you to show me your family, you would not show me your house.  You would show me the people who live in your house.  Your house is important but it is only there to help your family members live and grow and love one another and engage in meaningful work.  

The same is true with the church.  Our building and our capital improvements are very important, but they are here to help us get what we need to grow in Christ our cornerstone and to love one another and to be equipped for ministry and service in Christ’s name.  This building is not the church.  We are the church.  

In fact, we are most authentically Christ’s church not when we are in here but out there, like Jesus, like Peter’s readers, being a holy priesthood – pontifex is the Latin word for “priesthood” – and it means “bridge builder.”  We are the bridge builder between God and people.  That’s what God is building in and through us.

We get that turned around a lot don’t we?  When we hear church, we automatically think place, sanctuary, the building with the cross on top.  But church is what we have when there is no building at all, only a family of believers who have tasted that the Lord is good and can’t stop proclaiming that message wherever we go.

Getting this right is what missional transformation is all about.  You have heard the word missional a lot in our church these days (our church survey in the spring and our small groups this fall).  Behind it is Peter’s invitation: like living stones let yourselves be built into a spiritual house so that you (where you live your life) might proclaim the goodness and power of the One who has called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.  That’s the building project God is up to here.

Every year our National Covenant Group of Presbyterian Pastors meets for three days, and last year “Missional Church” was our topic.  One of our pastors from Ohio who has been studying this for the past 5-6 years in his own church gave a presentation.  After reading lots of books and articles he and his staff decided that it all boiled down to Jesus’ words in John 20:21 – “As the Father has sent me, so I send you.”  The nature of the church, they concluded, is to be a sent people.

Out of that conviction, their church started adjusting what he called the Big Picture to reflect their calling to be a sent people.  They changed their church logo (had a Nike swoosh look to it).  Their tagline no longer said, “A Christ-centered church” but “Centered on Christ, Sent into the world.”

Now their stated goal is for every member of that church to be a part of at least one Faith Community in Mission, which is two or more people who do four things:

1. They LOVE JESUS

2. They SHARE LIFE together

3. They step out from their circle of safety, WALK ACROSS the room, the street, the city, the world, extend a hand, and discover Christ’s presence and work in that place

4. They INVITE OTHERS to join them

He said they are still learning what being missional looks like, but he mentioned the following people in his church who seem to be getting it, i.e. living stones.

Tom is an elder who works for a large privately held company with several locations.  He and a friend in the company began a company-wide email prayer chain.  About twenty people are a part of the chain.  He recently received an email from a co-worker who said, “I never had much to do with church or religion, but my wife has been diagnosed with cancer.  Would you please do what you do?”  

Barb is a parent of two teenage boys, one of whom played varsity football as a junior.  She contacted parents and invited them to meet behind the stands twenty minutes before the games to pray together – for safety, for the boys to conduct themselves well, etc.

Heather – she and a friend have begun a neighborhood bible study for stay at home moms.  Most of those attending are not a part of the church.

Eric and Libby are parents of twin girls who have graduated from high school.  They have a deep concern for public education and have formed a faith community of parents who are praying for and seeking to support and encourage those who are a part of the schools in their city.

Cindy is a teacher at the high school.  She began a bible study for teachers that meets weekly at the close of the school day.  She is the only one who attends the church.

Betsy is a trained interior designer.  She stayed at home with her children for years, but returned to work at a new Ethan Allen furniture store.  He read this email from her describing what she is doing in her workplace during a very discouraging time:

I want to tell you about my leap of faith today, emboldened by your faith in me, but more so, because of my Savior’s relentless tugging.

Today we were once again without a management leader in the store, and sales are really in the dumper for the month.  The strain is upon the sales staff, and the excellent manager who “turns around” Ethan Allen stores is home in West Virginia for a few days off, frustrated with nearly everyone.

With a cheerful smile, I went to each person in the store today to say that the housekeeper and I were praying at 1PM in the break room, and that they are welcome to join us.  Everyone came.  I pray that I’m doing the right thing, asking God to join us in doing our best, so that the store would do its best, and that He would help us provide for our families.  And that when we see results, we would give him the praise and credit and that we would meet at 1PM each day and pray again.  We are a close knit group, like the “survivors” on the island.  There is thoughtfulness, patience and gentleness throughout the relationships, something that most say has NEVER been the case at other furniture stores they’ve worked in.

These folks don’t get to church because they must work every Saturday and Sunday… They are spiritual beings with no food.  I feel that I am overflowing with Jesus Christ’s nourishment ever since I started there nine months ago…

Am I wrong to be asking Jesus to increase our sales?  I want to lift up the name of Jesus, but if it’s not His will that the store survive, I don’t want them to lose faith.  I think that I should just rest in Him, right?

Yes.  Rest in Him.  Long for Him.  Be fed by him.  Come to him, a living stone, chosen and precious in God’s sight, and out of his pure goodness, like living stones, let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, let yourselves be a holy priesthood, a bridge right where you live, God’s own people, in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.

We do have a big building project going on here, far bigger than what meets the eye.  Not this building, but you and me, Christ’s church.
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