FROM THE MOUNTAINTOP TO THE VALLEY 

Matthew 8:38-9:18

38If anyone is ashamed of me and my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, the Son of Man will be ashamed of him when he comes in his Father's glory with the holy angels." (Chapter 9)1And he said to them, "I tell you the truth, some who are standing here will not taste death before they see the kingdom of God come with power."  2After six days Jesus took Peter, James and John with him and led them up a high mountain, where they were all alone. There he was transfigured before them. 3His clothes became dazzling white, whiter than anyone in the world could bleach them. 4And there appeared before them Elijah and Moses, who were talking with Jesus.  5Peter said to Jesus, "Rabbi, it is good for us to be here. Let us put up three shelters—one for you, one for Moses and one for Elijah." 6(He did not know what to say, they were so frightened.)  7Then a cloud appeared and enveloped them, and a voice came from the cloud: "This is my Son, whom I love. Listen to him!"  8Suddenly, when they looked around, they no longer saw anyone with them except Jesus.  9As they were coming down the mountain, Jesus gave them orders not to tell anyone what they had seen until the Son of Man had risen from the dead. 10They kept the matter to themselves, discussing what "rising from the dead" meant...... .... 14When they came to the other disciples, they saw a large crowd around them and the teachers of the law arguing with them. 15As soon as all the people saw Jesus, they were overwhelmed with wonder and ran to greet him.  16"What are you arguing with them about?" he asked.  17A man in the crowd answered, "Teacher, I brought you my son, who is possessed by a spirit that has robbed him of speech. 18Whenever it seizes him, it throws him to the ground. He foams at the mouth, gnashes his teeth and becomes rigid. I asked your disciples to drive out the spirit, but they could not." 


“Some people are standing here,” Jesus said, “who will not taste death before they see the kingdom of God coming in power.” Since the kingdom of God has not yet come in all its fullness, that logically leaves us wondering, Was Jesus mistaken, or are there some people around whom we don't know about, who must be at least two thousand years old by now, who are still waiting to see Christ return?  I'm not aware of any. But is that not how we typically understand the kingdom of God, as the unmistakable imposition of God's rule, with the coming of Christ and his holy angels to establish “a new world order,” a global “regime change?”


I do. But that's not all there is to the kingdom of God. Its not just a future event we await. I see it also as a now-and-future reality, something coming and yet already here, that began with Jesus' coming, which took root with his ministry, which triumphed decisively with his resurrection, and which is growing among us even now like leaven transforming bread dough, and which will come, unmistakably, in all its fullness, when Jesus returns. But in the mean time, we have hints and foretastes and experiences of this now and future kingdom, growing in our midst, as Christ transforms our lives. And in the year to come, as I hope to teach and preach through Mark's gospel, I also hope to turn our attention and open our eyes to signs of God's kingdom taking shape and projecting itself from our future into our present. 


And that is what I think the mountaintop transfiguration is about: a foretaste, a preview, of the coming kingdom of God, coming in all its fullness, which three disciples got to experience in their lives. When Jesus said that there are some alive who will not die before they see the kingdom coming in all its power, I think he had in mind three particular people: James, John and Peter, whom he took up onto the mountaintop just a few days later. Otherwise, I can't make out heads or tails as to why Jesus would say such a thing, why it would be recorded in three gospels, and why they all would relate it just before the transfiguration event on the mountaintop, unless there really is a connection between that promise and its fulfillment on that mountaintop. 


So this mountaintop experience of James, John and Peter is for them a powerful experience of  the kingdom of God coming in all its fullness. Even before it came in all its fullness. It would not be their last. Nor is it the last and only such mountaintop moment of transfiguration splendor for the church, when we also get foretastes and previews of the fullness of the kingdom to come. For more than twenty years I have carried in my pocket a  medallion with the name Abbaye de Notre Dame d'Orval, the name of a retreat center in Belgium, where Becky and I had a wonderful weekend retreat, while we were there for language study. Seeing this medallion, every time I pull out my keys, reminds me to take time every so often to follow Christ up to the mountaintop of prayer and silence and worship, and there regain my vision of who he is and who I am in relation to him. There have also been gatherings of worship, here and elsewhere, where, with the Psalmist David, I could say, “I have beheld your glory in the sanctuary.” I hope there are some for you in our worship gatherings.


But the mountaintop of transfiguration splendor is a place we only visit, not a permanent address. Not yet. Every year many churches celebrate this event with a Transfiguration Sunday. But the Transfiguration event is only half the story. The other half of the story is about coming back down the mountain. Yet never have I heard of a “Coming Back Down the Mountain” Sunday, even though coming back down the mountain to engage the world is an indispensable and necessary part of the whole transfiguration story. Even, coming back down in some confusion, with questions, to meet needs as great as those of the young boy with the demonic spirit, to meet people like the Pharisees, ready to argue us out of our mountaintop insights and to confront us with our incompleteness and weaknesses, and to find ourselves, like those disciples, accused, confused and powerless before many of these needs and questions and accusations. If I have anything like a permanent spiritual address, sometimes it seems to be closer to the valley of bewilderment and befuddlement than it is to the mountaintop of transfiguration splendor. 


But thank God for those mountaintop moments.  Otherwise, I don't know where I would find strength and vision for life in the valley of befuddlement. And good things do happen down here in the valley of human need. Its where Jesus still hangs out. Its where healings do happen, and people do get liberated. 


Just not without a struggle. 


So this morning I'd like to do a brief mountaintop survey of our church's ministries in the valley of human needs and questions. I see this survey as a pivotal event, where I'll try to wrap up what we've done the last three years following my sabbatical travels to Africa in 2004, and turn our focus to the future. 


As many of you will remember, I came back from visiting friends and ministries in African countries where our brothers and sisters are facing extreme pressure from things like a growing Islamic militancy, fueled in part by oil money from the Middle East, corruption in some countries, violence elsewhere, and poverty nearly everywhere. Their part of the valley is quite dark and deep. And yet I also met in the midst of these same challenges some of the most spiritually solid and sterling saints. I credit their strength and survival to God and to two things they do very well: 1) prayer and the spiritual disciplines; and 2) evangelism. In other words, they are healthy inasmuch as they have the rhythm down of mountaintop moments and vision, alternating with gospel engagement with pressing human needs, the most pressing of which is a relationship with God.


I came back from that sabbatical to find that our sabbatical leadership team had discerned the same two needs in our context: to grow in the areas of discipleship and evangelism. So we set about a three-year project of strengthening those two things. Which I led. I don't know what it did for everyone else, but it sure helped me. 


That is perhaps the most important thing I have learned from this process: how important it is for me to actively engage the world in witness. My sabbatical hosts in Africa knew that they just had to speak back to all the messages of Islamic militancy, tribalism, traditionalism and corruption with a message of their own, or the competing messages would keep them on the defensive, make them apologetic, and their silence would be construed as agreement. Over time, their silence might even lead to agreement. So forget for the moment about whether or not our witness is  changing other people's lives and saving their souls down here in the valley; some kind of engagement with the world that is active, assertive, positive, friendly, warm, welcoming and unapologetic is necessary for the survival of our own souls, so that we don't get changed in the wrong ways.


One feature of this effort was a Sunday School class, in which we enlisted the help of some of our own gifted evangelists to give case studies of how they reach out. We began it by doing an inventory of ways in which we are currently engaged with the world in positive, assertive, even evangelistic ways. And what we found was quite encouraging.


Just by listing names and activities and events among our members, we saw that, in general, our congregation's outreach to the world has two hands: one that reaches out internationally, the other locally. But the distinction between local and international engagement is not always hard and fast. Like when we engage local friends and neighbors through the Twin Cities Relief Sale, and much of the proceeds go to support Christian relief and development work overseas. Or with those among us who work or volunteer at the local Ten Thousand Villages store, and again, the proceeds go back to artisans overseas. Emmanuel Mennonite Church is very well represented in both ventures.


Internationally, we have amazing connections for a congregation of this size, supporting workers in India, Nigeria, a Bible school and seminary in Ethiopia and, in a recent development, close relatives of some of some of our members are now engaged in church planting and evangelism among Muslims in Ethiopia, under the auspices of our partner church, the Meserete Kristos Church. 


Then consider the major project we have undertaken in helping Shalom Mennonite Church get started in Eau Claire. All around our conference jaws drop when they consider that a church of this size has taken on a project of that size. Then they drop again when they find out that two people at Shalom have shared their faith stories over the radio. I encourage us to continue supporting Shalom financially, with our prayers, and with our Sunday morning visits. We'll miss you on those Sunday mornings, but they need you too. That would be a great reason to be absent.


As for the hand that engages the local, Twin Cities' community, we again found a wealth of things happening, some of which are officially sponsored and supported by Emmanuel, many of which are not. Just consider, for a moment, how many of the local immigrant languages are represented in this sanctuary today: Amharic, Tigrinya, Vietnamese, Spanish, Dutch, French, Portuguese and more. I'm sure I forgot some.


Then consider the helping and service professions represented among us, in which members express their Christian compassion through things like nursing, teaching, social work, law, administration, human development, and community development. Then add the various persons here in ministries such as chaplaincy and international student outreach, Young Life and high school outreach, and with homeless people, and you can understand why some have said that Emmanuel Church is something of a ministry to other ministers and ministries. If true, then that would be only in keeping with the interdependent nature of God's kingdom. 


Some of these local ministries we support in our church's budget and through designated offerings, such as Urban Ventures and the Galilean Center. Or members and youth have done local service and learning assignments, or have taught English as a Second Language, and other volunteer work. 


Many ministries don't show up on our budget, but they're important nonetheless. Some of them don't even have any official name. We simply cannot measure the positive effect of our Christian worship, fellowship and character on families, communities, work places and schools, when our lives make a difference just because of who and what Jesus is making of us. That accounting is yet to come. But when you put all this, known and unknown, together, again there's so much to celebrate.


In fact, the sheer number of ministries, official or otherwise, in a church of this size, has been for some of us, some of the time, a source of fatigue and even some anxiety. The weeks leading up to our relief sale remind me a bit of wheat harvest time when I pastored a church in Kansas.  I knew not to take it personally if people fell asleep during church, they were that busy, for those few weeks. But just as the harvest was a time of joy, and well worth it, so is the Relief Sale.


In fact I was afraid that just by listing all the things we are engaged in, some of our blood pressures might start to rise, as though we were all equally responsible for all of the things that are done in our name.


But we aren't. The culture of this church has always been that, whatever you are passionate about, we will support you and encourage you in doing, rather than saying, No: we only do this, this and that; find your place within those ministries. Of course that also means that sometimes what was a passion five years ago might need to be laid to rest five years from now. And that would not be a sign of failure or disgrace. Nor does everybody have to share the same passion or ministry. I only ask that we accept the limits of what is possible for ourselves, and that we honor each other's passions and labors equally, even if we don't share them equally. 


And also that we look for ways to dovetail these different ministries. For example, if your passion is the relief sale and someone else's passion is local evangelism, then is there not a way in which the local evangelist can leverage the relief sale for evangelistic opportunities, and the relief sale supporter can leverage the local evangelist for buyers, volunteers and their crafts? Bring a non-Christian seeker to the relief sale, invite them to help out in the auction or the kitchen, or participate in the auction, and I'm sure they'll experience Christ in action.  I do. 


When we're in the midst of these ministries they may all seem overwhelming at times, and as though someone else's passion is competing with your own. But from my perspective, as pastor to people with all these different passions and skills, I get glimpses from time to time as to how they all might work together to enrich each other as parts of a beautiful machine. 


That's the next task before us: seeing how it all works together, and keeping it all working together. That, and how to invite and include new people in on all these wonderful ministries and relationships. These ministries and relationships are among our most effective drawing cards, both for people who are already believers, and for those who are seeking. For the past three years I have encouraged us to do just that, because there are so many things going on here that are just too good to keep secret. And as time goes by, they will need the energy, insights and talents of new people.  What a boost to the spirit it is whenever someone discovers you and what you do and who and what you believe and says, “Wow! I want in on that, too!” I pray regularly for that to happen. And it does.


But I understand that not all of us are equally gifted or passionate about issuing such invitations.  Those of us who are so gifted must lead not by demanding but by doing. And for that I engaged a group of interested people this past year to help me work up a local mission engagement plan by which our mission and service commission will lead this congregation in coming years, mostly by doing local mission. And by inviting you and our other church commissions to help out, by keeping this a community in which we are expecting newcomers and seekers, and in which we are ready for them. I advertised for this in the bulletin about a year ago, gave some occasional announcements and updates throughout the year, and have kept the church council fully apprised, until we unveiled our plan last fall. The original members of that working group are Doug Weiss, George Sawyer, Gebremichael Heramo, and David Sperry. Charity Nordstrom was in on it, too, until she moved to South Dakota. And Mary Haarsager has recently joined. We are accepting others, if you are interested.



In drawing up this plan, we looked at three questions: Who? How? and Where?  Who are the people in this multi-ethnic, multi-faceted Twin Cities community whom we are most gifted and likely to reach? How are they best reached? and Where are they? And therefore, where should we be to reach them? 


As for Who? We weren't able to do all the demographic research we wanted to do. But just by looking at our membership and ministries, we felt that we are strategically placed to reach into both the immigrant community and the various university communities. I would add that I see  in the gifts of our various members a natural link with artists in this community. Just walk through Ten Thousand Villages. Look at the quilts and crafts among us. Consider our musicians. There's an artist community taking root just down by University Avenue and Raymond. How can we engage such communities with arts, when words fail us and them?


As for where we should be to best reach people, well, we're working on that now. We're a regional church, but it still matters where we gather. And as for how to engage the community, in the packets of annual reports you have gotten, in advance of next week's business meeting, you'll see that this group has named some concrete, specific things to do in the areas of spiritual growth, partnership with other churches and ministries, hospitality, publicity and future guidelines for things like facilities, and how to review and evaluate our progress. Again, those are: 1)spiritual growth; 2) partnership; 3)hospitality; 4) publicity; 5) future guidelines; and 6) ways of evaluating our progress.  This is all spelled out in the report that went out in the packet of annual reports from our commissions last week. I ask our members to please read that report carefully before next Sunday's annual business meeting.


So, just a few words about the local mission engagement plan, working backwards, starting with how to evaluate progress in local mission.  Keep in mind that the group that drew this up will continue to meet like a small group, once a month or so, with our mission and service commissioner, and monitor how its going. In effect, this group has become a working small group for the next mission and service commissioner, Kelly Ketterer, so that it really is a commission. And they'll do their evaluation on the basis of stories we can highlight and celebrate, stories of witness and service, not just on numbers and trends. 


And that will say something about future directions, like where we meet, and what kinds of facilities we have. Basically, whatever works best for our local ministries. We stepped out on a limb by recommending that we continue renting facilities, in preference to buying or building anything, so that we can continue our amazing financial track record of supporting ministries and missions, unless we can buy or build in a secure partnership with other churches and ministries. We also stepped out on a limb by saying that we would encourage us to start new churches, whenever God gives the vision, the leadership, and the location, over trying to become one big future mega-church. I invite your thoughts about that.


We also committed ourselves to creative and experimental uses of publicity, to get our name and our stories out. And with so many new media emerging, I stress the words “creative” and “experimental.” The plan also has a commitment to hospitality, so that everything and everyone is in place to help people move from being invited to become our church's inviters, so that they move from finding out who we are and where we are, to learning where they can fit in and grow in Christ. For myself, that means having in place a complete program for discipling new believers and seekers. It also means that we're counting on you to invite people, and to help welcome and include them when they come. Visitors keep confirming what I have often seen: that we're a very warm and welcoming church already. So, there's nothing to fear about inviting and bringing friends.


But the most important part of the plan is the first: a commitment to growing ourselves, spiritually, so that the kingdom of God grows in us.  That is always the first element of church growth. Think of it as a matter of increasing our spiritually contagious condition. The inspiration for that came when Gebremichael shared with us the three keys to church growth among our partners in the Mennonite Churches in Ethiopia: 1) prayer, 2) small groups, and 3) the engagement and empowerment of youth and young adults.  Those three things are reflected in the local mission outreach plan. By the way, we've got a new small group ready to go now. 


And they require that we go back up, regularly, to the mountaintop of worship, prayer and Bible study to refresh and renew our vision of who Christ is, and of who we are in him. We can't live there all the time. Not yet. But we can't follow him down here, engaging people in the valley of struggle and growth, unless we carry with us the vision we have seen and the Word  that we have heard, alone with him, on that mountaintop of revelation and renewal. That is the rhythm by which the kingdom of God breaks into our lives even now.
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