Living Stones

I Peter 2:4-10


In recent years there have been some dramatic changes in the way our culture relates to the Christian Church.  It used to be that Western culture was more or less blended in with the Christian church.  We called that “Christendom.”  And Christendom lasted from the Middle Ages until the later twentieth century.  But Christendom has largely gone by the wayside.  No longer do people growing up in our culture learn what it means to be a Christian by living in our culture.  Sunday is no longer off-limits for school activities.  A high number of people are biblically illiterate.  Some only know about church from the weddings and funerals that they have attended.  Maybe a few Christmas Eves and Easters thrown in.    Many Christian writers are now calling this a pre-Christian world.  Does that seem strange?  Maybe it ought to be post-Christian?  But I think pre-Christian really says it.  What it means is that a very broad segment of our population have not yet met Jesus Christ.  They are pre-Christian. 


These are the people that Morning Star is here to serve.  These are the people that we want to reach for Jesus Christ.  In the first sentence of our vision for ministry, we say this:  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.  


We want pre-Christians to become Christians and to grow in faith. For that to happen, we need to connect with people in ways that they can relate to. So we try to make our worship creative as well as authentic.  We provide food as an ice-breaker, so that the first visit won’t feel so awkward.  We try to talk in language that regular people understand rather than Christianese or theological gobbledegook.  We try to provide as many doorways to Jesus during the week as we can, too, through Bible studies and support groups and other learning opportunities.     


And we do these things for one reason.  So people can meet Jesus Christ and grow spiritually.  


To use the imagery of I Peter, we are building our church, one stone at a time.  Building not with bricks and mortar, but with human lives.  If you take a good look at the brochure you received today, you will see some great examples of the living stones with which Morning Star is being built.  And if you look in the mirror, you’ll see another living stone.  We are the building blocks.  


Jesus is the heart and soul of what we are about.   Peter describes Jesus in three ways in this passage.  Jesus is the living stone to whom we come.   His life gives us life.  And each person who comes to Jesus is then built into the very walls of the living structure called the church.    In this building, Jesus is the cornerstone.  That means that he is the most important stone. He is first and foremost.  The one who establishes the foundation, and also the one that holds together the very structure of the building.  But for some, he is a stumbling stone.  Peter makes it quite clear that not everybody who meets Jesus, grows spiritually.  Some do not accept him, do not accept his life, do not accept his authority.  Instead, they reject him.  If you look carefully at the Gospels, you will see that without exception, the people who met Jesus and saw who he was, went one of two ways.  They either became his followers, or they turned their backs on him.  So, as we are building our church with living stones, we need to recognize that these stones have a will of their own.  Each one makes a choice.  Some will allow themselves to be built into the infrastructure of God’s house.  Some will not.  


Jesus is the living stone, the corner stone, the stumbling stone.


What part do we play in the building?   I think we have two roles, at least.  One has to do with ourselves.  Peter says let yourselves be built into a spiritual house.   Before you worry about other people, be clear with yourself and God that you are giving God the authority in your life to use you as a building block in the church.  Say yes to Jesus in your own life!  Let God nurture you and place you in that very strategic place in the infrastructure of the church where God has intended you to be.  The second role that we play has to do with this notion of being the priesthood of believers.  Once built into the walls of the church, we become priests.  Now, don’t get too tangled in Peter’s mixed metaphors.  I think he is saying that once we come to Jesus, we become builders as well.  We are a part of the construction crew.  We are to proclaim the mighty acts of him who called [us] out of darkness into his marvelous light.  Dare I say the word?  We are evangelists.  A part of our job is to find more of those living stones and bring them to the construction site so that God can build them into the structure as well.  

How do we do that?  Well, here are a couple of possibilities:


In the Peanuts comic strip, Lucy says to Charlie Brown, “I would have made a great evangelist.”


Charlie says, “Is that so?”


Lucy says, “Yes, I convinced that boy in front of me in school that my religion is better than his religion.”


Charlie Brown says, “Well, how did you do that?”


And Lucy answers, “I hit him over the head with my lunch box.”  (story file, 17.9.1)


How’s that for evangelistic technique?


Here’s another thought about evangelistic style:  Steve Lane and his brother devoted themselves to selling pornography on the internet.  They were extremely successful and became quite wealthy.  Theirs was a life of money, sex and drugs.  Then, one day while switching the television channel they heard a broadcast by evangelist, James Robinson.  What struck both brothers about Robinson was his compassion and his lack of condemnation.  As the evangelist spoke, Steve Lane realized that the very thing that he was selling was the very thing that had destroyed his own home when he and his brother were children.  So, he gave his life to Jesus.  Lane now says, “There are many people in the [porn] industry who would accept Jesus if we would just introduce them to Him with a message of love and compassion instead of hate and condemnation.”  (ibid, 5)


Do you want Morning Star to grow?  Do you want more people to meet Jesus Christ and grow spiritually?


I believe that our growth is directly related to our willingness to reach out beyond the safe zone of our warm fellowship.  This is a lesson learned from sharks and goldfish and turtles.  If you put a shark or a goldfish or a turtle in a small tank, it will stay small.  But if you put it out in a lake or big pond, it will grow to full size.  I believe the same kind of thing is true for a church.  We can self-limit our growth by simply staying in our own tight circle instead of reaching beyond.  


 Here’s my challenge to you as living Morning Star stones and as priest-evangelists.  I know that you know some people who don’t go to church.  People who do not yet know Jesus.  They are pre-Christian, which makes them perfect building blocks for Morning Star.  I want to challenge you to choose one or two of those people and start praying for them.  Pray that God will touch their lives with love and compassion.  Pray that God will open their hearts to hear the message of the Gospel.  Then, look for a good opportunity, and invite them to church.  You bring them.  Bring them to our creative, authentic worship and our educational opportunities and we will help them to meet Jesus Christ and grow spiritually.  Don’t worry if you’re tongue-tied about the Gospel.  Just tell them why it matters to you to have a relationship with Jesus.  And bring them.  Together we’ll do the building.  


Just think about it.  What will happen, if over the next 12 months, each one of you would bring just one new person and that person became a part of this church?  Just one person each in a whole year?  The church will double if we do that.  On the other hand, what will happen if you wait for someone else to do it?  


Tillamook Lighthouse off the coast of Oregon was given the nickname Terrible Tilly because it is in dangerous seas, perched on a large rock, and situated in such a way that it is very hard to get to.  Like other lighthouses, Terrible Tilly once provided hope and direction for lost and desperate sailors.  In recent years, though, Tilly’s job description has changed.  Now, the lighthouse is a columbarium, that is, a repository for ashes.  The ashes are stored in niches high in the tower, presumably to be “nearer my God to thee.”  (story file, 15.1.3)  The lighthouse that has become a place of the dead is a stark symbol of what has happened to many churches in our time.  Instead of providing light and hope and direction for lost souls, they are fortresses protecting dead institutions.   As a result, many people today think of the church primarily as a building.  Many places in Europe that’s pretty much what it has come down to.  Tourists flock to the grand cathedrals, but few worshipers attend services.  John Calvin’s church dominates the landscape in Geneva, Switzerland, but most of the people in Geneva think of it as a relic.


You might wonder why I would bother saying these depressing things to a congregation that hasn’t even built a building yet.  Here’s why:  You don’t have to have a building to have a dead church.  


The good news is that you can have a very live church without a building too, and that’s my point.  Even though we believe it’s in God’s plan for us to build a home for Morning Star, our primary calling is not about a building.  It’s about building faith, building relationships, building community, building God’s church.  

In 1891 a train company was sued because someone had been killed at a crossing.  The plaintiff’s lawyer interrogated the night watchman who had been at the crossing that night.  When asked if he was on duty, the man said, “Yes, sir.”

“Did you have a lantern?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Did you wave the lantern?”
”Yes, sir.”

His testimony was so convincing that the plaintiff lost the case.  Afterward, the president of the company congratulated the watchman, telling him that his testimony saved the company a great deal of money, and that he would be compensated accordingly.  Then the president asked the watchman, “were you nervous on the stand?”

“Well, sir, I was a little afraid they would ask if my lantern was lit!”

The light of the world is Jesus.  The church is the lantern.  Is your lantern lit?
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