A Call from Tomorrow

Genesis 12:1-9, Matthew 28:16-20


Have you ever wondered why things are the way they are?  For instance, I just learned that the USA standard railroad guage is 4 feet, 8.5 inches.  That’s how far apart the rails are.  That’s an odd number, isn’t it?  Why do you suppose that was the guage that was chosen?  Well, it’s because that’s the guage they used in England, and the US rail lines were patterned after the English rails.  So, why did they use that guage?  Well, because the English rail lines were built by the same people who had built the pre-railroad tramways, and that’s the guage they used.  Why?  Well, because they wanted to use some of the same tools and equipment that they used for building wagons, and wagons used that same wheel spacing.  Why?  Well, because if the wagons were built with any other spacing, they would break on some of the old roads, because that was the spacing of some very old wheel ruts in those old roads.  So, who built those old roads?  Well, Imperial Rome, a very long time ago.  The ruts in those roads were first made by Roman war chariots.  And the wheel spacing for the Roman war chariots were all standard (4 feet, 8.5 inches).  So it is that the US railroad guage derives from the original military specifications for an Imperial Roman army war chariot.  But we have to ask the question ‘why?’ one more time.  Why that guage?  Well, the chariots were made to be just wide enough to accommodate the back ends of two war horses.  (parables, etc. 22.7.7)  


It’s good to ask from time to time:  Why do we do what we do?  There’s nothing wrong with tradition or habit, in and of itself.  Brushing your teeth is a good habit.  Many traditions keep us grounded in the faith (communion, for example).  Sometimes, though, the habits and traditions that we live with are handed down come from a past that is no longer relevant.  Many times such traditions bind us to styles and habits that are not helpful in the present time.  They focus on the past only, and the way things have been done, rather than on the future and what might be.  


Why do we do what we do here at Morning Star?  Because we have a vision for ministry.  A vision that in one sense has been handed down to us through all the generations of the Christian Church.   Yet it is a vision that is more about the future than it is about the past.  


In Proverbs 29:18 (KJV) it says that “without a vision the people perish.”    So, what’s a vision?  A vision is a God-given sense of direction that gives motivation and momentum to our ministry.  Without that, we will surely falter.  

God’s vision comes like a call from tomorrow.  God beckons us into the future where God lives.  And where God lives, there is hope and purpose and life.  


There was a church in Kansas that closed its doors in the 1980’s.  In the 1940’s this same church had been the largest church in Kansas.  A man by the name of Ray Cotton wanted to know what had happened, so he tracked down the church’s last pastor who had retired in Florida and asked him why this formerly booming church had died.  The pastor told Cotton that sometime in the 1940’s, right when the church was booming, the people decided that they did not want to deal with problems or reach out to people.  (parables, etc. 22.5.5) They lost their vision, and ultimately the church died. 


The story of Abraham and Sarah gives us a great model of what it means to have a vision.  And as I talk about Abraham and Sarah, I am going to go beyond this passage to the rest of their story, which I hope you have read.  But if you haven’t, go back to Genesis 12 when you get home, and start reading.  It’s great stuff. And as you read the story, you can’t help but notice that Abraham and Sarah are just ordinary people, blundering their way along as they seek to follow the vision that God has given.  They are just like us.


Notice that the vision is God-given.  Abraham didn’t just wake up one day and say, I think I’ll blow this joint.  I’ll move away from my family and find some new digs.  No, “the LORD said to Abram, ‘Go.’”  The most important thing to understand about a vision is that it’s God’s idea.  There are lots of wonderful ideas about what churches might do.  But if we want to be effective and productive, we need to answer these questions:  What has God said to Morning Star?  What is our unique vision?  What kind of congregation are we called to be?  What are the goals that God has given?  


A vision is God given.  And right along with that comes a second key point:  the vision that God gives is humanly impossible.  We flat out cannot do it.  There were several points in the vision that God gave to Abram.  God would bless Abram, God would make a great nation out of Abram, God would give land to Abram’s offspring.  God would bless the nations through Abram.  The key to all of this is the word “offspring.”  And here’s the rub.  Abram is 75 at this time.  Sarai, his wife, is 65.  They are childless.  Sarai has never been able to have children.  And here God is spinning this great and wonderful vision of Abraham becoming a great nation, through his descendents.  That is ludicrous!  And Abraham and Sarah know it.  Still, they believe God’s promise.  


Many times in my own life, I have seen the impossibility of following the vision that God has given.  For me to be in the ministry at all is an impossible dream come true.  Looking back, it may seem like an ordinary journey:  I finished high school, went to college, then went to seminary and into the ministry.  But at the time that I made the decision to go to seminary, that was an impossible choice for me, both financially and emotionally.  And with every call forward, there has been another impossibility thrown in.  As a congregation, we know about impossibility, too, don’t we?  And I think we are living at that point right now.  We believe that our next step in development as a  congregation is to build a home.  Do you know that even with the most modest building, the mortgage payments are likely to be around $4,000 a month?  It’s impossible for us to pay for that.  Not at our current level of giving.  And even though we have been gaining in members, we have been losing members at the same time.   And at the very same time, many of us have had significant personal issues in our lives.  It’s impossible.  We can’t do it.  


What’s interesting about God’s vision is that in spite of the impossibility of it, it is both compelling and persistent.  God will do what God has said.  Abraham and Sarah are 75 and 65 when we first meet them, and when God gives the vision.  It is 25 years later that Isaac is born.  Isaac, born to 90 year old Sarah and 100 year old Abraham.  


The vision is persistent.  And it is compelling.  And we need to be persistent in believing in and walking toward that vision.  


You may have heard of William Carey, who is known as the father of modern missions.  He began his missionary career to India in 1793.  Carey was a brilliant linguist, translating portions of Scripture into over a dozen Indian languages.  One afternoon, after twenty years of plodding labor, all of his work went up in smoke.  A fire raged through his printing plant and warehouse.  All of his printing equipment was destroyed, but most tragically, many of his precious manuscripts were completely consumed by fire.  Today, we would have all of our work backed up on Zip disks.  Carey had no such luxury.  Twenty years of labor were gone within a few hours.  So, he started over.  He found comfort in Ps. 46:10: “Be still and know that I am God.”  In a letter that he wrote to a friend, Carey said, “The ground must be labored over again, but we are not discouraged. . .we have all been supported under the affliction and preserved from discouragement.”  (story file, 17.3.1)


It’s not unusual to get a little discouraged in the face of setbacks.  But, God will fulfill the vision in God’s own way and in God’s own time.  The vision is powered by God’s Spirit, not by our energy.  That doesn’t mean that we just sit back and watch, though.  It means that as we move forward in the direction we believe God is leading, God will correct our wrong turns and put us back in the right direction. During the 25 years of waiting for God to give them a child, Sarah and Abraham made a few wrong turns. It is this part of their story that is both comic and tragic.  They decide on an alternate track for having offspring:  Abraham has a child with Sarah’s maid, Hagar.  Ishmael.  But Ishmael is not God’s idea.  So, God redirects them.  And God will redirect us as well.  I suppose the old analogy of the bicycle is appropriate.  It’s easier to steer the bicycle when it’s moving.  We do need to get moving; God will make the course corrections along the way and God will see that we get where we need to go.  


The final point I want to make today about the nature of vision is that it is never purely a private matter.  It’s not just for you.  God was going to bless Abraham, and through Abraham God was going to bless all the families of the earth.  Abraham and Sarah were blessed to be a blessing.  The same holds true for us.  If you look at the Matthew passage, the Great Commission, you see Jesus saying that same word to the disciples that God said to Abraham. “Go.”  Don’t just stand there and soak up all of God’s goodies.  Go.  “Make disciples.”  So many people today approach church the same way they approach a restaurant or a movie theater.  They come to get fed or entertained, and then go home.  But those who truly hear the message find that the message changes them.  They become a part of the ministry team, not just a consumer.  This message is not just for you.  It’s for you to share, so that God’s family will grow.  


So, here are the marks of a vision:

1. It’s God-given.

2. It’s impossible.

3. It’s compelling.

4. It’s persistent (God will fulfill it; God will correct our steps along the way).

5. It’s not just for you.

So, what’s Morning Star’s vision from God?  What is it that God has called us to be and do?  The Great Commission in Matthew is one way to describe our vision.  We are called to make disciples.  To baptize, to teach.  And we are called to do that in the context of our own time and place.  So we have also carved out something that we call a vision statement.  Throughout the month of November we are going to examine this vision statement and see what God has to say to us about our special calling as a congregation:  (it’s in the program in two places:  back page, and in the announcements.  read it together)

By providing creative authentic Christian worship along with meaningful learning opportunities for all ages, we seek to offer people an opportunity to meet Jesus Christ and grow spiritually.  With a special concern for the spiritual needs of young families, we also seek to enable each person to discover and enter into the unique ministry God has given him or her.
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