23 Jul 2006 7pm Sermon- Macro Discernment

When marketing and PR people come up with a tag line for a company or product, they are making a deliberate effort to get across something of its fundamental character, emphasising what makes it unique and desirable.    Like McDonald’s “I’m Lovin’ It”, the Warehouse “Where everyone gets a bargain”, Pepsi Max “Maximum Taste, Zero Sugar”, Nike “Just Do It”.  Businesses pay a fortune for this sort of thing, but I want to help you have a go yourself.  What I’m hoping to sell you on tonight is the idea that each of us has some fundamental characteristics that make us who we are and suit what we are meant to do in life, and that we need to be conscious of this.  Our goal should be this: “My Life, I’m lovin’ it”.

God has made each of us unique.  The Bible tells us this and you only have to walk down Cuba St to confirm it.  I don’t think this is just to avoid a boring world, we are made to fulfil our unique role in God’s plan.
There are some things that we are all called to do: worship, reading the Bible, etc.  Rick Warren explores this in his book The Purpose Driven Life.  Some of you will have taken part in the 40 Days of Purpose campaign, if not you should harass your leadership to consider running it again.  As Warren says a purpose-driven life will include all these core purposes in varying amounts.  There is no-one who God just wants to turn up to church every Sunday.  Obviously it’s a good thing to do as worship is one of those basic things, but it’s not the whole story.  God has something special in store for each of us.
The book of Judges in the Old Testament is full of stories about people who God called to lead Israel and do great things.  It’s very easy to think of the idea of “calling” like this: only a few special people for big, high-profile jobs.  The author of Judges tends to gloss over a great deal of detail and focus on the dramatic.   That’s why we divide the stories into Major Judges whose exploits get a good retelling and the Minor Judges who are little more than a historical footnote.  I like Shamgar.  He gets one whole verse, right at the end of chapter 3.  “After him came Shamgar son of Anath; who slew 600 Philistines with an ox-goad.  He too was a champion of Israel”
  I’d like to know a bit more about Shamgar.  What sort of discernment process did he go through?  Did he argue with God like Moses or did he test God like Gideon?  What did his friends think about him choosing to openly obey the God of Abraham rather than worship Baal, like the rest of the town?  Not that we know what town he was from.  The reality is that most of us are going to be Minor characters.  “After John Hughes came Gareth Bezett and he chaired 600 committee meetings single-handed.”   We can’t all be superstar evangelists, but you could be one person that has a role in developing the faith of someone who is.  Even committee meetings could be part of God’s plan, though I doubt it.
In the New Testament, we get a bit more information about someone who was a superstar, the Apostle Paul. Paul had a dramatic conversion and went on do great things, but it took him a while to figure out the special character of his calling.  The Acts of the Apostles tells us about Paul’s conversion and the development of his ministry, but Paul was not instantly the Apostle to the Gentiles, in fact his conversion story is in Acts 9 and we do not hear about the first gentile converts until Acts.  Luke was a pretty methodical writer, so I think it’s safe to assume that when Paul had his Road to Damascus experience, the idea of systematically evangelising non-Jews did not feature prominently in the early church’s strategic plan.  Paul’s evangelism efforts were initially directed to towards synagogues around the Eastern Mediterranean.  It wasn’t even by Paul’s instigation that he came to share the Gospel with a wider audience in Antioch in Acts 11.  His famous address in Athens in Acts 17 was as the request of some local intellectuals.  God needed some time to work on Paul including 3 years in the desert.  But eventually Paul could look back and see the path his ministry and life had taken.  When he wrote the Letter to Galatians, which was no earlier that 50AD (probably 15 – 20 years after his conversion), Paul saw his conversion in light of his later ministry and knew that the revelation of Christ to him was for the benefit of the Gentiles.
There are no easy how-tos that I can give you.  Like Paul, it may well only be on reflection that we can see the special shape of our ministry.  There are three specific ideas that I hope will help you on your journey.
First, give things a go.  The good thing about being part of a church that recognises that all believers are ministers is that there will be opportunities for you to try out different ministries.  Pretty much every week, someone will talk about what they are doing or what help they need.  If something resonates with you, have a go.  Responsible leaders are going to help you find out what you are meant to be doing, not just fill their rosters.  Don’t be afraid of failure, church is supposed to be a place full of gracious people who will let you try things out.  I got this letter recently <read some>.  When I saw the ad for this vacancy, I thought that this was something I could do.  I sat on the idea for a few days, prayed about it a bit and then emailed the chairman.  In the end, I got the correct form and got myself nominated.  There are probably some people that like the idea of two hour meetings about finance, but I’m not one of them.  I simply thought that I had some skills in the area and that I could make time for the job.  I’ll give it a go and see what God does with the experience.
Secondly, being busy does not mean you have it right.  You do not necessarily need to be doing a lot, to be doing what God is calling you to at any point in time.  This is quite a balancing act, because it’s also true that you can’t be doing enough.  Don’t ya love a good paradox?  God doesn’t ask for bits and pieces of your life, he wants the whole thing. Don’t compare yourself to other people as a gauge of how much to do; God will be calling them to do different things.
Thirdly, your calling will only make sense in the context of a faith community.  When Paul writes about how we each have different spiritual gifts, the Greek word he uses literally means “hold”.  There is no sense of ownership conveyed here; we hold the gifts that God has entrusted to us.  And that’s “us” as a collective entity, not a collection of separate individuals.  Paul famously uses the metaphor of body parts.  No part of the body makes sense apart from the body as a whole.  Your liver might make a disgusting paper weight or your kidnies could be hackie sacks, but their true purpose is only achievable when working in harmony with the rest of your body.  When one part of the body is not functioning properly the rest of the body suffers.  You need the church and the church needs you.  Don’t leave the church on dialysis by not using your gifts.
Give things a go; hours per week is not a good measure; do it in community.
Don’t feel guilty if you don’t have it all sorted.  I don’t know why, but people always ask you questions that imply that you need to have your life and career planned out, which is ridiculous.  “What are you going to be when you grow up?”  “What are you going to do after school?”  “When are you having children?”  When my wife Tracey tells people that she is doing honours at Uni, they always want to know what sort of job that will lead to.  She has no more idea that anyone else.  Me standing up here is just an example of giving things a go.  I’ve put my name forward for consideration to be ordained, but I don’t yet see how my particular ministry will take shape and what role being a priest might play in it. We are all figuring life out, all the time. 
I can hear you thinking: “If my big purpose is so unclear and so hard to figure out, why think about it?”  I have two answers to this:

First, if you believe that God has an ultimate purpose for you then you will be more attentive to God’s subtle promptings.  You will be less willing to accept coincidence as an explanation for things.  You will be looking for God’s hand in your life.  For most Christians, the problem is not that God isn’t talking to us; it’s that we aren’t listening.  The more motivation we have to hear God’s call, the better.
Secondly, during those times in your life when you are tired, emotionally drained, and depressed, the belief that God really has a purpose for you will make it easier to not give up.

God has a plan for you, but only a few people in history got it revealed all at once.  Most of us have to work with God over a long time to figure it out. Try to figure out the tag line that God had in mind for you.  It will be a hard job, but just imagine the benefit of a life lived in harmony with the way God made you.
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