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Sermon:
Context
	I want you to imagine for a moment that Guelph was invaded.  After putting up a fight, the city is defeated and most of the people are captured and carried away.  The city counsellors and the professors at the university are taken to a big, important city, but the rest of us are taken to the slums of another city. [pics] What would it feel like?  How would you respond to your circumstances?  What would your attitude be towards your new surroundings?
	Likely you’d be angry. I doubt many of us would be too keen about our new home.  I bet we’d view it with suspicion and long to go back to Guelph.  This is exactly the situation that the Israelites from Judah found themselves in after Babylon conquered them.  They were carried far away from Jerusalem to Babylon. Members of the ruling class, like Daniel, Shadrack, Meshak and Abednego were taken to the capital where they were to be indoctrinated into Babylonian culture, but most of the Jews were left in the slums of minor cities.  They were planted there and left to fend for themselves.  A few Jews were left behind, including Jeremiah, but most of those left behind were the poorest of the poor.
	The Jewish elders and even some of the prophets were telling the people that God would bring vengeance quickly and topple Babylon and that they’d all go home soon. But that’s not what God was planning at all, so he told Jeremiah to write a letter to the people in exile.
	We are taking a break, today, from our series on Jesus the king in order to consider the question, “Why are we here?”  We are going to consider this question from the point of view of Priory Park Baptist Church.  After the service today is our Annual Meeting, so it is appropriate to take some time to consider our church’s purpose and goals.
	The Jews to whom Jeremiah was writing were asking themselves the same question, “Why are we here?”  They were wondering what could have gone so wrong that they had been defeated and carried away from the Promised Land.  What was God doing?  Where was he when the Babylonians invaded?  Where was he now?  Why had he failed them?
Observations
	Let’s turn to our text and see what God had to say to the people in those circumstances.  Verse 1 tells us that this letter was sent to the surviving elders, the prophets and all the other people carried off by Nebuchadnezzar to Babylon. The letter was intended to be read aloud to as many people as possible.
	Notice how the letter begins in verse 4, “This is what the LORD Almighty… says to all those I carried into exile in Babylon.”  From the very beginning, God declares that it was He, not Nebuchadnezzar, who was responsible for the people going into exile.  This was not God being defeated by the Babylonians, this was God carrying out his plans through the Babylonians!  Even as the people are being sent into Exile, as they lose their homes, the temple and are uprooted from their families, they are reminded that they are still in the palm of God’s hand, they are still walking within his will and his plans!
	What does he tell them to do now that they’re in Babylon?  He says they should build houses and settle down, they should start farming and gardening, marry and start families!  “Babylon,” God says, “is a good place to raise a family!”  He tells them to grow in numbers and to “seek the peace and prosperity of the city to which I have carried you…. Pray to the LORD for it, because if it prospers, you too will prosper.”  Wow! What a contrast from what we would expect!  Here the people were in a foreign, unclean, pagan land and God tells them not only to settle down, but to pray for their city!  God tells them to pray for their enemies, to pray for their captors!
	God’s goal for his people in Babylon is to settle down and get to work changing their surroundings for the better.  They are to set up homes, to take care of those homes and to start businesses.  They’re not to be afraid to put down roots, to marry and to let their children marry.  Instead of isolating themselves from their pagan neighbours, they are to work and pray for the prosperity of their whole city. Why? Because as they transform their city for the better, they too will prosper.
	This was the exact opposite of what the surviving elders and prophets were telling the people. They were telling the people not to get too settled because God was going to come quickly and rescue them to take them back home. They were prophesying the imminent fall of Babylon and the restoration of the people back to Jerusalem.  That did, in fact, happen, but not for another 70 years!  That’s an entire lifetime later.
	This brings us to the famous verse 11, which we often apply to ourselves as individuals, but in context we see it is actually God’s promise to his entire people. “’For I know the plans I have for you,’ declares the LORD, ‘plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.’”  God was the one who had taken them to Babylon, not the Babylonians. God’s plan was coming together nicely, just as God expected. The people needed to be reminded, though, that God was still the one in charge.  As the people settle into their new homes, as they build for the future and pray for their city, they will call upon God and pray to him and he will hear them.  They will seek God in this foreign land, far from the Temple where God dwelt, and even though they were far away from their homeland and God’s place of residence, they would find God where they were! They would find God in Babylon just as back in Judah.
Interpretation
	So what does this mean? What does this have to do with Priory and with us?  The point is that no matter where we find ourselves, God is already at work there.  We may find ourselves in some pretty drastic situations, we may wonder why we are there, but we it is God who brought us there. God has plans for his people, plans for them to prosper and not to harm them. That doesn’t mean the plans are easy. It doesn’t mean his people won’t have to work towards their goals.  Being carried off to Babylon would have been terrible. They had to start from scratch.  I’m sure many families were separated, if not immediate families, they were probably separated from cousins, aunts and uncles.  I’m sure none of them were happy about where they were. [pic] They didn’t get sent to the nice suburbs. They were placed in the slums.  But God’s call to them was to bloom where they were planted.  His call to them, his purpose for them, was to thrive in their new pagan environment in order for their pagan city to prosper!  God’s plan was for them to transform their city from the inside out.
	Now I want you to think for a moment. These events happened around 600 BC.  Over the next 6 centuries, many Jews around the Mediterranean moved to new cities and in each one they founded Jewish communities.  Their attitude in their new cities was consistently that of Jeremiah 29- establish a presence in the city, work for the good of the city, pray for the city and thrive.  Six hundred years later, what happened?  When the Apostle Paul went on his missionary journeys, where did he always go first when he came to a new city? He always went to the Jewish synagogue first.  There he always found Jews who believed, but also God-fearing non-Jews, God-fearing Gentiles who also believed.  The seeds of the church were found in the synagogues spread throughout the region.  Why were there synagogues for Paul to go to? Because the Jews took the Jeremiah 29 approach wherever they went.  They settled down in pagan cities, established homes, businesses and places of worship and prayed for their cities.  Over time, many non-Jews were intrigued and came to learn more about their God, Yahweh.  When Paul came along and told them they didn’t have to get circumcised in order to become Yahweh’s new people, they jumped at the chance!
	So this letter from Jeremiah, these instructions from God during a terrible time of defeat, fear, loss and grief, changed the Jews’ attitude.  It gave them a new approach to living amongst Gentiles that planted the seeds for the church to grow years later!  God knew what he was doing, looking way down the line.
	Now, let me bring this principle forward to our own time.  Over the past generation, the church in the West has seen serious decline.  The culture around us has changed dramatically, and not for the better. Many Christians lament this change and long for the good ol’ days.  It is easy to fall into a “fortress mentality” in which we build up walls between us and the declining culture and try to remain “pure” in our own little holy huddle.  But that’s not what God wants from his people!  The Jews, with their laws about cleanliness were far more likely to want to hole up and keep apart from their pagan neighbours.  But God called them to minister to their cities.  How much more so today with the church?
Now Apply It
	God has a plan for his people, a plan for his church and that includes plans for individual congregations.  We know in general that his plan is for his people to be an influence for positive change wherever they find themselves.  His people are to be his witnesses wherever they go.
	But what about something more specific?  What is his calling for us as a congregation? What are God’s plans for Priory Park Baptist Church?  What would God have us do to minister to our city?  Why are we here?
	These are questions that we have been wrestling with for the past couple years.  They should be questions that God’s people are always asking!  But it can be hard to wrap our heads around the answers. It is hard to know where we should even start.
	If you’ve been around for a while, you know that a year ago we did a professional survey called Natural Church Development.  We spent months going over the results and beginning to address some of the holes in the life of our church. Specifically, we addressed the inspirational aspects of our Sunday worship experience.  The same survey also identified the effectiveness of our church structures as another area of weakness that is holding us back.  This year the elders have decided we should focus creating more effective structures because our score there was the same as with inspiring worship.  
	We’ve also been kicking around questions like, “Why church?” and “Why Priory?”  Over the past few years we’ve been developing and refining mission and purpose statements like, “Through the power of Christ to transform the city of Guelph,” and “a city filled with people who know they are loved by God and love one another in response.”  These are wonderful, big picture guidelines and goals.  They help us stay on track, looking way down the road to ensure that we don’t get side tracked.
	But what about more immediate concerns? What are we supposed to do today, this week, this year?  What would it look like for Priory to adopt a Jeremiah 29 attitude towards our city?  At the elders level, we’ve been kicking around these questions for months.  One thing we realized is that we are in uncharted territory, at least for those of us on the elders board.  
	It’s interesting, over the years the leadership at Priory has consistently held that if God wants us to do something, he will provide the people to do it.  We’ve seen this with God providing additional worship leaders when Nate Hill was leading worship every week for year after year.  We saw this when God provided Dennis and now Dan to help with our website when for years we had a cumbersome process of updating an outdated site by contacting people who are not part of the church and asking them to make changes.  A few weeks ago I said to the board, “I don’t know how to lead us through this. I don’t know how to answer these immediate questions or how to lead the board or the church through a process to answer them.”  That was on a Thursday night.  The next Wednesday I was scheduled to attend a pastors’ retreat day hosted by our South Central Association of Baptist Churches.  Want to know what the topic was? “The Congregational Life Cycle and Leading through Renewal.” I had signed up for that event two months earlier without really looking at the topic of the day. God was providing the training our church needed exactly at the time we needed it and knew we needed it!
	I was able to share what I learned with the elders last week and they said this was something we all needed to hear. 
	A congregation’s life cycle looks something like this. [pic] [Betty Pries, ARC Ministries, May 7, 2014]  At the beginning is the conception and birth of the church.  In our case, we were planted by First Baptist Church Guelph. The conception part happened over 40 years ago when a group there started thinking about planting a church in what was then the “South End” of Guelph.  When they planted Priory, there was nothing but farmers’ fields around the property; no mall, no Hanlon, no Holiday Inn!
	Then a church goes through a “creative formation” stage.  This stage is where the church asks questions like, “Who are we? Who is our neighbour? What shall we do?”  The structure of the church is driven by vision for what the new church can do. That’s the only structure there is because there is no history.  When the church decides it wants to do something, it builds the structure from scratch.
	Moving along the life cycle curve, we come to performance stability.  The church is performing and it’s stable!  This is the point at which the church sees numerical growth. The church is attracting new people. The church knows why it exists and they do what they do well.  Structures at this stage are solidified and become embedded in the church. Energy for new things starts to level off and energy is put into refining and improving what works well. As long as the answers to the questions from stage 2, like “Who are we? Who are our neighbours?” stay the same church can remain at this point for a very long time.
	The difficulty comes when the answers to those questions begin to change.  If the church is not aware of these changes, or isn’t continually asking these key questions, the church will slip into protective maintenance.  The church has to start writing out its mission statement because people don’t know it, or don’t remember it.  Many of the people were not around during the creative formation phase, so they missed those discussions.  Often the church is in denial at this point and becomes too attached to ministries and structures that may no longer be meeting the needs they initially met.
	If nothing is done during this stage, the church is doomed to die. It may take a long time, but the church’s trajectory is downward and the ultimate end is inevitable and the church heads towards closure. That’s not what we want. That’s not what any church wants!  But to avoid it means paying attention to what God is calling us to be.
Our title page today is a picture of Haggia Sophia in Istanbul. [pics] Once it was the largest enclosed space in the world, and one of the largest churches in the world.  Over the centuries, the Muslims took over Istanbul and turned it into a mosque. Then it was turned into a museum.  When I was visiting there with some pastors in 2007, one of them commented, “This is what happens when Christ is taken out of the church. It becomes a museum.”
	There are a couple of tricky things about this life cycle curve. First, different people in a congregation may be at different stages.  Some may have slipped into protective maintenance while others are still in the performance stability zone.  Some may have spiritually checked out, the closure stage, while others are in protective maintenance.  
	Another tricky thing is that when a church is in performance stability mode, most people who are joining don’t have experience with the creative formation phase.  They joined after that part of the church’s development.
	So the question becomes, how does a church move back to stage 2, how does a church move back to creative formation? [pic]  How do we get back to the healthy part of the life cycle?  How do we prevent protective maintenance from setting in?
	First, it is important to know that you cannot climb the mountain backwards!  You cannot go back up the curve.  A church is like a roller coaster. All the momentum is taking you forward, you can’t go backwards up the hill. You can go around the track again, but you can’t go backwards.  Going backwards is like wanting to have the resurrection on Easter without the death on Good Friday. You can’t have a resurrection without a death first.
	To get back to Creative Formation, to find renewal, a church needs to refocus, revitalize and redevelop. How does a church go about this process of refocusing, revitalizing and redeveloping?  That sounds like a lot of work! It also sounds like something that could be done a variety of ways but not all would be successful. So what is a church to do?
	This is where the spiritual part comes in. So far this could all be taken from a business book.  But we are not a business, we are the church!  Remember, we started out talking about the fact that God has a pan for us, a plan to prosper us and not to harm us, plans to give us hope and a future!
	Going back to Jeremiah 29:12-13, “Then you will call upon me and come and pray to me, and I will listen to you. You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart.”  They key to church renewal is to seek God with all our heart, so call on him and pray to him.  It means asking God to help us answer the key questions again, “Who are we? Who is our neighbour? What shall we do?” 
One thing our instructor shared with us at that seminar is that it is key for the church leaders to be on this journey ahead of the congregation. I want to assure you that the elders have been wrestling with this stuff for a long time, even if not in these same terms.  We have been asking, “Why are we here?” for some time.  Each of the three key questions relates to part of the overarching questions, “Why are we here?”  Let’s zero in on the key words. We- who are we?  We need to know who we are before we can know what God has called us to do. Next, where is here?  Here defines who are our neighbours? I know the Sifton properties across the street have been here for years, but 10 years ago they were some of the closest off campus housing to the university, so lots of students lived there. That’s not the case anymore. Who are our neighbours?  In the last 10 years a large retirement home opened up just a few blocks away from us.  Our neighbours have changed!  Last, why? “Why are we here?” can only be answered when we know the answer to “What shall we do?” We want to invite you to join us on this renewal journey, to help us come to God’s answer for why we are here.
This begins with surrender.  When we realize our church needs renewal, it means surrendering our church to God. That sounds easy, but it’s often very hard.  Surrendering our church to God means surrendering our favourite ministries. It means surrendering the roles we have at the church.  It means surrendering our worship style, preaching style, Sunday School and children’s ministries.  It means surrendering our history as a church as well as our hopes for the future.  It means surrendering back to God what is rightfully his to begin with!
To facilitate this surrender, to facilitate renewal, we begin by first surrendering our minds.  We ask God to help us see.  That means seeing the current reality from all angles, seeing all that is good and all that is challenging.  It means suspending the voice of judgement.  We take a new look at who we are and who our neighbours are.
For example, consider a church that was planted in a poor, downtown neighbourhood. At first, their mission was clear- to minister to the poor in their neighbourhood.  But over the years, the neighbourhood became gentrified. That is, old, rundown buildings were bought up by developers and turned into expensive lofts.  New businesses moved in and the neighbourhood rose to be middle class.  Years later, the downtown church whose mission was to minister to the poor no longer has any poor in the neighbourhood!  What do they do?  The questions “Who are we? Who is our neighbour?” and “What shall we do?” have new answers.  The church needs to identify these new answers and change to meet them.
Second we surrender our hearts and we ask God to help us hear.  We dialogue with listening ears.  We have conversations with ministry leaders and the congregation. We ask our neighbours about who they are.  We listen for the truth of the other- what do others think?  We suspend the voice of cynicism.  We come to realize that my experience may not be everybody’s experience.
Every church thinks they are friendly and welcoming.  But when we surrender our hearts and listen to one another, we may find we are not as welcoming as we think!  My IV group in my undergrad thought they were very friendly.  But a friend of mine I had grown up with and was still very involved at church with me found a very different experience. When he was at IV, people smiled and said hello. But my friend worked in the meal hall doing dishes. When he saw the same people at the meal hall when they dropped off their dishes, none of them spoke to him.  His experience of “friendliness” was very different.
Third, we surrender our wills and ask God to help us be.  This means letting go of attachments to what was in order to allow room for that which is to come.  Honestly, this is where most churches stop their potential renewal because of fear and not wanting to let go.  Here we must suspend the voice of fear, “We can’t stop doing such and such!” or “Our church always does so and so.”  If we do not surrender our wills to God, we won’t be able to follow him to become what he wants us to be.  If we long for Jerusalem and do not let go, we won’t be able to put down roots in Babylon and we will miss out on God’s plan for us to prosper.
So how do we begin this process of renewal?  What do we do?  First, set aside a daily time for prayer and silence with God.  Often we spend our while time praying, doing all the talking, and we don’t listen. We don’t give God a chance to speak to us!
Second, we must have intention without ceasing.  We must be intentional in asking the question, “Who are we? Who is our neighbour? What shall we do?”
Third, we must pay attention to burning bush moments.  We must pay attention to times when God answers specific questions.  We must look for times when things seem to come together in a divine way.  Often it will be surprising, but there will be an accompanying sense of peace instead of fear.
Having listened for God and hearing answers, we must then act quickly!  Why? Because it is easy to rationalize our way out of obeying.  Some people will be good at hearing the answers, but won’t be as good at refining the answers. If we wait to act until we have it “all figured out” we will lose momentum and cut certain people out of the process- those who are good at refining what exists instead of creating something new.  If we wait too long, we also run the risk of allowing it to become our own personal ministry, which is no longer surrender.  We get sensitive to critique and won’t let it be refined.
What do I mean by acting quickly? It’s ok to move before we have it all figured out. [pics] Did you know that when the hot air balloon was first invented they didn’t know why it worked?  They knew it did work, but it took another 20 years or more to figure out the physics behind why it worked.
Similarly, when I was in grad school, I remember meeting an engineer at a dinner party. His work term was working with Xerox. [incl pic]  The project he was working on was figuring out how photocopiers work!  Xerox!  The original inventors of the photocopier knew that it worked, but didn’t know why. They couldn’t figure out the chemistry and physics behind it.  All these years later, engineers were still working on that question. 
Imagine if the first hot air balloonists, or the founders of Xerox had waited until they had it all figured out before they started working!  We still wouldn’t have photocopiers today!  In some companies, when it comes time for employees annual reviews, the company expects a certain number of failures in their file. If not, the employee gets a bad review. Understand? An employee with no failures gets a bad review. Why? Because if you are trying out new things you’re going to fail. The only way to avoid failure is to not even try.  But if you want the leaders in your company to lead, that means trying new thing and that means failing at some of them! It’s ok to try something out before having it all figured out.  
I want to close with a To Do for the week.  This week, intentionally set aside time with God each day. Pray for help surrendering to him and ask him to help you see, hear and be what he has called our church to be. Then pay attention to his answers.

