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Psalm 19 (responsively)




2 Timothy 3:14-17; Acts 2:42-47  







The Fourth Practice of a Fruitful Congregation: Intentional Faith Development 
__________________________________
Just like everyone else, we want to be effective.  We don’t do this church thing just for fun.  Its more than a hobby.  Something inside us burns, we churn inside, because we want to be effective, we want to be a vibrant, fruitful congregation
So, we’ve been asking --What does it take to be a fruitful congregation?  In other words, what does it take for us – Brosville United Methodist Church – to produce fruit – to produce the results we hope for as a faith community?  This month, during our Lenten season of reflection and confession, we have been challenged to look at five characteristics of a congregation that we could call fruitful.  If we want results, Bishop Schnase tells us, if we want to produce evidence of our faith as a congregation – then there are five practices, five things we must do: 1) we must practice risk-taking mission and service, 2) we must practice radical hospitality, 3) we must practice passionate worship, 4) we must practice intentional faith development, and 5) we must practice extravagant generosity.  

Today we wonder, what is intentional faith development, and do we do it?  Intentional faith development is not complicated.  This is it -- we are challenged to do more, on purpose, to pray during the week, to read Scripture during the week, and to meet together during the week.  This must be intentional because – as you know – we are busy people.  We work hard, we play hard, we care for our family and friends.  And as we mentioned last week, for many of us, coming here for worship is the only time we even think about God let alone meet for a prayer group or Bible study.  To be intentional about developing your faith might require making some changes in how you spend your time.  
Let’s do an assessment, a survey.  Do it silently for your own benefit.  Since we were together last Sunday, how often did you pray?  How often did you read Scripture?  How often did you meet with other Christians for Bible study, fellowship and encouragement, or for ministry?  These are the hard questions.

This morning I want to challenge you in three areas.  To pray more, to read more, and to gather more.  Ever since I was a young believer, the mentors in the faith who hovered around me pounded this simple truth into me – if you want to grow in your faith, you must spend personal time with God.  We would call it our quiet time with God, our daily devotional.  If you want results, fruit, you must take that precious 15-20 minute break from the busy-ness of your day to sit privately and quietly in the presence of the holy God, to pray and to read Scripture.  
Obviously – for any real believer – this is something we want to do, but often we do not, because we lack the discipline.  Notice the words disciple and discipline are built from the same root.  A growing disciple is one who is disciplined enough in her faith to make time, to take time to be alone with God in prayer and study every day.  Do your quiet time, we are told.
How do I do that?  You might be wondering, I never had one of those quiet times, I never did a daily devotional.  How do I do it?  What am I supposed to do?  Well, for starters, don’t make it complicated, or long.  Keep it simple.  You could follow this simple rule – Pray, Read, Think, Pray.  Sit down, and ask God to talk to you, listen to God.  Then read some Scripture.  Then think about it – reflect, meditate on it.  Then pray again, ask God for insight.  Ask God to change you.  When you do your daily devotional, follow the simple rule – Pray, Read, Think, Pray.  Do it daily, and your life will change, we will change. 

Today we are blessed to have quite a few print materials available to help us.  Daily devotionals such as the Upper Room or the Daily Bread are popular.  They include a Scripture reading, a comment on the reading to help you apply it to your life, and then a prayer to help you listen and talk to God.  We provide the Upper Room devotional for free.  Others include the popular devotional for every day of the year – My Utmost For His Highest by Oswald Chambers.  Here is one written by Henri Nouwen, Bread for the Journey.  One that I use most often is called This Day: A Wesley Way of Prayer by Lawrence Stookey of Wesley Seminary.  You could use the Lenten Devotional booklet we passed out a few weeks ago called Christ’s Marvelous Hands – this has readings and prayers for every day during Lent.  
If you want to pick your own Scripture – excellent – just follow the Pray, Read, Think, Pray outline.  If you don’t have a Bible at home you are comfortable with, we have free copies of the New Testament at both entrances.  Take one, use it.  Pray, Read, Think, Pray.  Do it every day and you will change, we will change.
OK, so far, I have talked only about my personal, private devotional time with God.  Is that enough?  It’s an excellent, necessary start.  But meeting alone with God is not enough.  More than that, meeting alone with God isn’t what God intended and it’s not the only thing the Bible teaches us to do.  God created us to live out our faith in community – with others.  And so certainly, to be a vibrant, fruitful faith community we must practice meeting together.  Of course, meeting to do worship is essential.  But there is so much more.  Intentional faith development includes a commitment to meet with a small group of folks outside of weekly worship.  For group prayer, for group Bible study, for fellowship, or for group ministry.  
Church development experts have long seen the connection between vibrant congregations and a high percentage of folks in the congregation meeting for small group Bible study, prayer, fellowship and ministry.  It’s true.  Our own annual Conference leaders agree – they have challenged us to set a goal that at least 50 percent – at least half of us who meet for worship every week should be involved in some form of small group during the week.  That’s because we know that the church grows and stays alive through those small group connections.  
OK, what am I talking about?  What do I mean by small groups around here?  Our Wednesday evening prayer warriors – a small group of folks called to pray -- they meet right here every other Wednesday.  Your Sunday school class is a small group Bible study.  The Sunday evening Bible study, and youth groups are good examples.  Our Disciple Bible studies are good examples of small groups that make the church fruitful.  
But not every small group is a strict Bible study, although Scripture reading is always a part.  Our United Methodist Men meet once a month for breakfast and fellowship on a Sunday morning before worship, and they are active all month long in ministry and service.  In the same way our United Methodist Women – sometimes called the circle – they meet once a month on a Thursday night for fellowship and to plan ministries.  
The choir is a ministry small group that meets every Wednesday to prepare its ministry and to pray together.  Wenonda is a ministry small group that meets twice every month on Thursday mornings to do ministry and to provide fellowship for one another.  All of these are examples of small groups in our church – meeting for prayer, ministry, Bible study, and fellowship.  Next fall we will have more opportunities for another Disciple I Bible study and the advanced Disciple Bible studies, and a week-night youth Bible study as well.      
[Let’s take a little test this morning.  Let’s see how close we are to the 50 percent goal set by our Conference.  If you are a member of a Sunday School class, stand up.  Sunday evening Bible study, Sunday evening youth group, Disciple Bible study, Prayer Warriors, UMM, UMW, Wenonda, Choir]  

Intentional faith development can have many different forms and can have different goals.  Always, though, it means setting aside time in our day or week to give our attention to God and to God’s people in our lives.  Sometimes intentional faith development is personal and on our own.  Many times for a growing church this means we meet together in small groups.  If you are a part of an active small group now – excellent.  Consider what it means to you and how you might contribute even more.  Consider how you might improve it, or welcome others to be a part of what you enjoy.  
If you are not part of a small group now, consider getting involved on that level – for Bible study, for prayer, for ministry or fellowship.  If nothing you’ve heard this morning interests you, talk to me about starting a new group with you and your friends.      
We’ve known for a long time that God wants us to meet together.  We are God’s creatures designed to be in community.  And we have known that when we meet, it is better when we give our attention to Scripture – because Scripture is effective for transforming our souls.  And we are to give our attention to prayer, and to encouraging one another in the faith.  And we are to do ministry together.  We have known this for a long time.  The early church practiced intentional faith development.  Luke tells us in Acts that the early believers met together every day, they ate together, and prayed together, and devoted themselves to the teachings of Jesus through the apostles.  And the Lord added to their numbers every day.  They were a vibrant, fruitful, effective congregation.

We want to be a vibrant, fruitful, effective congregation.  We want results.  To be fruitful, to get God’s results, we are to practice risk-taking mission and service, we are to practice radical hospitality, we are to practice passionate worship.  And today we are challenged to practice intentional faith development – all of us – somehow to have the discipline to meet with God personally, on our own and with others, for Bible study, prayer, fellowship, and ministry.    
We want to be a fruitful, effective congregation, but it takes time.  Time on our own to pray.  Time on our own to read Scripture.  Time to break away and meet with other believers in a small group.  It takes time – and so we must be intentional about it or it won’t happen.  But when we do, we change.  We begin to understand and take on God’s nature.  We begin to notice and understand God’s holiness, and God’s holiness for our lives.
We began worshipping this morning with the hymn, Holy, Holy, Holy – reminding us of the awesome and holy God we worship, and serve.  And we know – at some level we must know – that as we make the choice to meet with God privately or in a small group, we must know that soon, we will change – because we are meeting with that holy God.  When we are in the presence of the holy God through prayer and Scripture study, we will change.  
If we take the time to meet with God, together we will begin to experience God’s awesome holiness in our lives and we’ll will all see the results.

The Lord be with you.         
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