“The Courage to Change” Matthew 4: 12-23
A story is told of a monastery that was going through uncertain and changing times. The abbot of the monastery often worried over the many changes and ambitions of his parish.  In the deep woods surrounding the monastery there was a little hut that a rabbi from a nearby town used as a hermitage. It was rumored that the rabbi in the woods was very wise and known for his discerning insights into leadership.  One day, the abbot went to visit the rabbi and ask if he could offer any advice that might guide and direct his monastery into its future. 
The rabbi welcomed the abbot at his hut. But when the abbot explained the purpose of his visit, the rabbi would only shake his head and wonder with him about the future.  The abbot and the rabbi commiserated together, read scripture, and quietly prayed together. When it came time for the abbot to leave, he embraced the rabbi, asking wistfully, “Is there no advice you can give me as I help my congregation face the future?”  “No, I am sorry,” responded the Rabbi. “I have no advice to give.  The only thing I can tell you is that the messiah is one of you.”

The abbot returned to the monastery to find the other monks eagerly waiting. “Well, what did the Rabbi say?” they asked. 
 “He couldn’t help,” the abbot answered. “We just read the Scripture together and prayed. The only thing he did say, rather mysteriously just as I was leaving - was that the messiah is one of us.”  

In the days and months that followed, the monks wondered if there was any significance to the Rabbi’s words.  “The messiah is one of us?  If that’s the case, which one?” Do you suppose he meant the Abbot?”  “Yes, he probably meant Father Abbot. He has been our leader for more than a generation.”  

On the other hand, he could have meant Brother Thomas. Certainly Brother Thomas is a holy man, and he is most likely to succeed Father Abbot someday.  Everyone knows Thomas is a man of God.
Certainly he could not have meant Brother Eldred. Eldred gets rather crotchety at times. But come to think of it Eldred is almost always right. He is very wise. Maybe the rabbi meant Brother Eldred.” 
“But surely not Brother Phillip - Phillip is so passive, not much of a leader. But then Phillip has a gift for always being there when you need him. Maybe Phillip is the messiah. “Of course, the rabbi didn’t mean me.  He couldn’t possible have meant me. I’m just an ordinary person.  Yet, supposing he did. Suppose I am the messiah?  O God, not me. You couldn’t possibly be in me, could you, God?”
The disciples probably asked themselves this exact question on the beach when they met Jesus and he said to them – come and follow me. “O God, you couldn’t possibly mean me, could you?”  But Jesus saw it differently - like the rabbi - that those fishermen, had God - potential inside them. And Jesus was called forth their God-potential, and invited them to spend time with him so that his life might be seen in their lives.  
“Follow me,” Jesus said and I will make you fishers of people.”  
Here was the calling - Jesus asked these ordinary men to be different – to change their focus, go in a new direction – seek not wisdom of this world - that meant leaving everything that was familiar - their nets and boats and even family worries.  Jesus invited, “Focus on me and I will transform your life’s work.”  

As they followed, a deep and remarkable shift took place. The disciples began to see the messiah in Jesus and began to see his life and light reflected in their own lives.  They had no idea they would be asked to become his body on earth, the church.  His ways became their ways, his light their light, his life - their life.  

I chose this story today because I believe Jesus is calling the Cherokee Park United Church to do important ministry and in way that is different than it was 35 or even 10 years ago.  
And if you are serious about it and have the courage -  we can engage in deep and significant changes that will alter everything about you. 
 I have a book on my shelf that I return to whenever I feel a little lost.  The title is: “Deep Change”. The book challenges that these days more than ever -our world and our personal lives need deep change. Not superficial or circumstantial change or what we can measure – but something much more. Something deeper. 
The problem is when we talk about change, we typically mean incremental change – a change that we can measure and plan for and even create a mission statement around.   The goal can be a clever evangelism program to bring in more members or to do additional fund raising to increase income or to create elaborate youth and children’s programs with lots of kids.  These are worthwhile goals and sometimes helpful.  But changes like those are only the tip of the iceberg and will not solve our problems.  
You might ask:  Okay, we have hired an interim, paying her 55,000 dollars a year to engage with us to figure where God is calling us next.  To explore our challenges, dreams, and help navigate us in a process that will help us to prepare for a new settled pastor – but then what if it doesn’t work? Like what if we do not get lots of new members, our youth program does not bring in more youth and our income stays about the same?  After all, I expect you have done this kind of we have done this kind of thing before over last decade. 
And I bet, because I have seen it happen before – you and I might give up and keep doing things the ways it has always been. (Pause) 
The reason is because - we don’t leave the old ways of doing things. 

Let me be clear – you are not doing anything wrong -and I am not suggesting that CPUC’s ministry here is not sufficient. Absolutely not.  But the truth is -you are different, church culture is different – and the world has changed and is changing rapidly.  

Here is what we do – we try and solve our problems with surface kind of changes. Then we can avoid conflict - because we have not rearranged our past patterns.  We might do different things - but we do them like we always have – so our changes become only extensions of our past. Do you see what I am talking about?  Deep – true change is different than incremental change – it requires new ways of thinking and behaving. It is a change in how we look at the world and ourselves and the reason for being the church.  
Usually we build our identity around what we know best - our knowledge and our known gifts and abilities - on a personal level - and in the church. But deep change is abandoning what we know best -   You bet this kind of church life is uncertain and a walk in the dark sometimes. But I believe our lives depend on it.  
It is absolutely understandable why most us work hard to deny that there is any need for deep change.  Do you really want to take a road less traveled? And it makes all kinds of sense why especially the church will more often than not - fight change until death.  
For this interim work  - deep change is our goal. When Jesus said “follow me” he was inviting us into a journey that insists on deep change. The thing about Jesus’ call – once you hear it you can never go backward again. 
I truly believe this church has important ministry to do in this changing world.  And it cannot happen only because of a SWOT analysis or new goals and objectives, or new church leaders - but we have to change our souls, our maps, and our ways of thinking about what it means to be the church of Jesus Christ. 

Deep changes – recreates our vision and understanding of who we are – deep change is conversion. Jesus calls us to deep change.   
So where do we start? This transformation? Deep change?  What’s next ?  Here is the end or maybe it is the beginning  of the Monastery story. 
As the monks contemplated the rabbi’s mysterious diagnosis, just in case one of them is the messiah, they began to treat each other with extraordinary respect and love and to enjoy one another’s company -in new ways.   

Just in case that each monk himself might be the messiah, they treated themselves with extraordinary love and respect and to enjoy themselves - and found new purpose and joy in living.  

People occasionally came to visit the monastery, to enjoy its beautiful grounds, to stroll in the gardens or to meditate in its sanctuary, and to attend Sunday services.  They sensed extraordinary love and respect that filled the place. Hardly even knowing why, the people came back to the monastery more often to relax, to play, and to pray.  They brought their friends and told others about this place of deep change and the word began to spread.  Then it happened -one visitor talked to a monk and soon asked if he could join the parish.  And then another asked if he could volunteer. And then another made a gift. 
Rumor spread - the messiah truly lived in this place.  When people came, they felt his presence. Father Abbot watched, amazed, and within the next few years, the monastery began to thrive in new ways, and expanded their mission and ministry.  Thanks to the rabbi’s gift, the monastery was widely known as a community that lives in the presence of the living Christ.
Like the monastery, the world has changed – and our ministry will need to change.  You and I have an important choice - to live life as we always have in a changing world - or to embrace our future with intentionality, ambition, faithfulness and that is a deep change in how we see ourselves and how we see others.  
And like the monks and the disciples, we are ordinary people, some crotchety, some passive, some ordained, some lay – and yet every one of us are full of God - potential. Jesus has called us – and we can never be the same again. I absolutely believe if we begin to see and act as if Christ in our midst our ministry and mission we will find our new place.  
I encourage you to take advantage of this interim time and recommit to being part of this body - the church.  
People will come – and their experience will tell us if the messiah is in this place.  Word will spread, CPUC will grow, not because you have prepare delicious food, or a great website or perfect children – or even fabulous music – (of course all those things make us better) 
But because we enjoy living in the presence of Christ in a way that others can feel it. We have an important journey to do in a changing world. 
You are invited to this table and participate as the body of Christ.  Then join in the fellowship hall for food and Ministry in a Changing World. 
May we know the Messiah among us and may our living bring great joy!

Amen. 
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