Isaiah 5:1-7
What is church?  Ever wonder?  We are a very “churched” society – especially in this part of the country.  There are church buildings of every size and type representing many different Christian denominations, and most of us – even nominal Christians – do this thing called “going to church” most weeks.  Ever wonder what it is that we call church?  And better, ever wonder why we do this?
This morning I want to begin a conversation that we’ll continue through September – about church.  What is it?  Including what is it not?  And we will ask, especially this morning, what happens if we don’t do it right?

But let’s start with the word “church”.  We’ve already determined – with the help of the children – that “church” is not this building.  OK – as hard as that might be to internalize – if this building is not the church, what is?  Let’s look at the word.  While most times I do not make much of a single word, in this case, because of its widespread use in the old and new testaments, and our widespread abuse of the word today, we need to linger a bit here.  Where did this word “church” come from?

Our word church comes from a Greek word ekklhsia – so, even in English we refer to things about church as ecclesiastical.  But what does it mean?  Well, literally, ekklhsia means the people who are called out.  But listen to this.  As our children taught us already, ekklhsia in Scripture never refers to a location, or a building.  Ekklhsia always refers to a people, a group of people, and not just any group of people, but a group of people called out, or called away.  We are the called-out ones.  We are called out by God, and we are called away from the rest of society – because we are to be a separate people, a holy people.  Borrowing from Paul in Philippians – we are a called-out people because we are no longer citizens of this place, we are citizens of heaven.  We are the called-out ones.  A group of people called by God to be away, to live apart from the mainstream of society, as if we are citizens of somewhere else.  So we see first that church is not a building or a location but a people, a group of people.  And now we see that we have been called out – to be separate – to be different – for a purpose.  We are called out for God’s purpose.

So, what is our purpose?  Here is where the prophet Isaiah will help us.  You see, we aren’t the first people to be called out by God.  Remember the people of Israel – again – we are not talking about a location, although we often confuse the nation of Israel with the people God has called out.  In the same way, as we often confuse the church with the building, sometimes we confuse the church with our nation.  We are called out, just as the people of Israel were called out, for God’s purpose – even when they had no land or home.  

And so the prophet tells a story – he sings a song, actually, like a ballad, about a vineyard established by the grower.  The grower prepared the vineyard with the very best, a fertile soil, all the resources one could imagine, a vineyard of plenty, and all of the expectations that go with such wealth and blessing.  And what happens?  The grower expected a crop of good grapes, but it yielded only bad fruit.  What more could have been done for my vineyard, he says, than I have done for it?  When I looked for good grapes, why did it yield only bad?  I looked for justice, but saw bloodshed.  I looked for righteousness, but heard cries of distress.
And I tremble, because the people called out by God did not listen to the warning.  The people called out by God were given a fertile, prosperous land.  But they did not produce righteousness nor did they produce justice.  And God – who had given them warning after warning after warning – took away their blessing.  God removed them from their protected, prosperous land – and sent them to Babylon into exile.

And I tremble because history may be repeating itself.  We are so much like that vineyard.  In a land of plenty, with expectations to yield good fruit.  But I wonder if the fruit we are producing is no different than what the rest of society is producing.  Are we not still called out?  I know, we still call ourselves God’s people.  And I know, we still gather now and then and sing special songs, and read special stories, but is there anything different about us?  If one were to examine today’s church, compared to the way the rest of our surrounding society lives – would we find anything “called-out” about us?  When, too often, the rules we follow about what it means to be righteous, or what it means to be just, sound more like a talk show host on AM radio than the biblical people of God.  When too often, the standards we set for ourselves are designed more to keep us blended in, not distinct from, the rest of society.  
Have we, too often – rather than remaining called out – have we have established very sophisticated ways to conform to what is secular?  We call ourselves church, but are we really living called-out lives?

I am not a gloom and doom sort of person.  I tend to be an optimist, looking for whatever sliver of hope or goodness we have.  And there is much.  The Christian Church in the world – and this local church the Brosville United Methodists – have much to proclaim that is good and exciting.  
But I am dogged by the vineyard story.  I am troubled by what at first blush seems like a silly warning to a silly people.  I am troubled by the prospect of a people of God who have been given a very prosperous and fertile garden in which to grow – where there is plenty of nourishment and resources to produce good fruit.  And I wonder if we are producing a fruit here that matches the level of prosperity and wealth and resources available to us.  And so I wonder – like the prophet’s vineyard – if we, in our prosperous land, are wasting God’s blessings – and if there might be a Babylon experience waiting for us.

And so we do need to talk about church. We need to talk about what it means to be the church, what it means to do church in today’s community, to do and be the church as a people called out by God for a purpose – for righteousness and justice – and called out – so much so -- that we are different.  

I bring this word of warning as the prophet of Israel did – not with a spirit of condemnation or judgment – that is the business of the Holy Spirit.  But I bring this warning in a spirit of unity – because I stand with you as part of this church in need of confession and in search of a humble – and accurate -- assessment of who we are.

And along with the prophet’s warning, I bring the assurance that no matter what we do – whether we listen to the warning or not, whether we are cast into today’s Babylon or not – we can trust that the God who called us out will not ever turn from us or let us go.  O love that will not let me go – this is good news.  But we must not be lulled into complacency -- or mediocrity -- simply because we can count on God’s love along the way.  And so, we remain God’s people, called out for a distinct purpose in today’s world.           

And I also bring good news about the Holy Spirit.  The Holy Spirit of the living Christ – the one called to our sides as an encourager and instructor, and our power – the Holy Spirit of the risen, living Christ is at work among us and through us.  We learn from the earliest gathering of believers – responding to the Gospel – choosing to be called out by God as the Church – they, too, received the Holy Spirit – and began to be the church.  In Acts we get a glimpse of what the church might be.
They devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.  43 Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles.  44 All the believers were together and had everything in common.  45 Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need.  46 Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, 47 praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.

Notice something here.  This is a strangely subtle point – especially in these days when we tend to over-emphasize growth in numbers, adding folks to our rolls, bringing in more and more people – at a time in our culture when we are too often seduced into thinking that bigger must be better, that bigger must be more spiritual, so we can say to the Conference – hey, look at us, we’re growing.  
But here in Acts, we see that the early church didn’t care about growing – did you notice that?  They didn’t care about adding to their numbers.  What did they care about?  Listen -- they devoted themselves to simply being the church – to the apostle’s teaching, and to fellowship, and to sharing their material goods with each other, and eating together, and taking care of each other – being the church.  And what happened?  Well, they did grow – but the Bible tells us that the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.  What do we learn?  The church needs to simply focus on being the church, and let God do the rest.
Just be the church.  That’s all.  Be the church, do church.  Every day.  And let God do the rest.  In the coming weeks we will journey together to be the church, to do church.  In various ways, we will discover what it actually means to seek first God’s righteousness, and to do justice – as God defines righteousness and justice, not as our common culture defines it.  And as we have grown accustomed, we’ll let Scripture teach us by continuing through our study of Luke. 
We will discover that being church means, here, with us, among our people, even the most burdened among us are set free, even the most broken are restored.  And we will discover that as God’s people called out together, we will be a community where all the wrong people are welcomed.  And against all odds, we will foolishly care about even one of you.  And we will discover that the church does not waste or squander the blessings God has given us.  But at the same time, paradoxically, we are also willing to give it all away for the sake of others – because, in contrast to the rest of the world, we are less interested in our own short-term gain, and more interested in the eternal consequences of what we do.  
I invite you to join me in becoming the church.  Join me in doing church, every day.  And as we enjoy this journey together, we will discover, and re-discover, what it means to be the church, what it means to be God’s called-out ones, seeking righteousness and justice – together, being God’s church in today’s world.  And let us see, then, what the Lord will do!
The Lord be with you. 
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