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A New Thing
(display slide of an attic) 
Imagine a young couple having purchased an old house in Vienna, Austria.  After moving in, they begin exploring the attic, sifting through the junk left by the former owner, investigating the cubby holes every attic has.  
They come upon a musical score, an original manuscript written by hand.  They look at it and wonder about its origin.  So they give the score to a local musician who identifies it as a piece for the piano.  He sits down and plays the piece and comments, “Wow!  This is great music.  Where did it come from?”
(display slide of a musical score)

They tell the musician how they found it and he suggests they take it to the city’s culture center and have a specialist examine it.  They follow his advice, only to learn some marvelous news.  The curator identifies the manuscript as an original composed by Mozart.  
Elated, the couple arranges for a professional pianist to play the piece.  After doing so, he comments that the piece is not complete.  There are gaps with several bars of rest where the piano stops playing.  While the music is beautiful, it points toward a larger whole.  
Upon further investigation they discover they have only the piano part of a quintet.  The scores for the other instruments are missing.  The piece they have points to something larger, something more grand.

I share this story with you because it serves as a parable for last Sunday’s congregational vote.  

(Display metaphor)

Last’s Sunday’s vote is only one piece of a larger work to which Christ has called us.  It’s simply one of many movements that comprise an historical 218 year symphony we know as Allison.  If viewed by itself, it appears incomplete.  If seen for what it is, it points us to something grander that is yet to be discovered.   

As most of you know, last Sunday’s vote was close, and by no means a mandate.  A 9 vote difference between the 197 total votes cast reflects a divided congregation.  This fact has not gone unnoticed by your leaders.  As we contemplate our next step, as a congregation we will need to address the issue of our division.  It cannot be ignored.  Neither can it prevent us from moving forward as if last Sunday’s vote doesn’t count for anything.  Undoubtedly, we need to nurture a deeper genuine sense of unity.
In reflecting on our vote, I want to take this moment and thank each and every one of you who attended.  The attendance was just shy of our average Sunday morning worship.  That means that the congregation was well represented.  The decision to relocate was not made by a minority of the worshipping congregation, but is a true representation of the whole.   
Secondly, I want to thank you for your demeanor.  While emotions ran high, each person acted in a manner that was Christian.  There were no emotional outbursts or denigrating remarks directed at individuals.  Everyone was permitted to speak without interruption or censure.  God’s grace was displayed and I am proud of you.  I believe our meeting mirrored Christian Conferencing as John Wesley meant it to be.
Having said that let me say a few words about the meaning of our vote.  Last Sunday’s vote was not about winners and losers, though some perceive it that way.  It was more than an exercise in politics, with both sides attempting to rally enough votes to win a majority.  While that’s how our political system works, it’s not the way of the Church, though there are close similarities. 

Beginning a year-and-a-half ago, your leaders and I have emphasized that our purpose was to discern the will of Christ and His lead.  Our purpose was not to please ourselves, but to please Christ.  If last Sunday’s vote was just an exercise in politics with winners and losers, then we have only ourselves to blame for manipulating the process rather than prayerfully listening to the still, small voice of God’s Spirit.   

Our vote to relocate does not mean we’re ready to begin packing boxes to vacate the building.  Nor does it suggest we’re ready to put a down-payment on a piece of property, or to begin constructing a new facility.  Such actions are down the road and will require additional discussion and congregational votes.  There is still much to discern before we’re ready to move.  
Yes, the congregation has charted her future course, but the journey before us remains a long one.  Last Sunday was only the first in a series of decisions we need to make.  Our task of Christian Conferencing is far from over.  Before taking any further official action, more research is required as we explore all our options.  This will be followed by more presentations, congregational and small group meetings, and lots of prayer and discussion. 
As the people of God we are on a journey of faith.  Last Sunday’s vote was just the first step.  We still have a long way to go. Ours will be a journey of hardships and celebration, frustrations and growth, contention and reconciliation, doubt and faith.  If you’ve read your Bible you know that’s how God-led adventures unfold.  It was true for the Hebrews who experienced the Exodus, as well as their descendants who left Babylon to return to the Promised Land.  There’s no reason to expect our journey will be any different.  
Which brings us to our text for this morning.  Speaking as God’s prophet about 525 years before Jesus was born, Isaiah had a message for the Jews who had been in exile for fifty years.  Conquered by King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon, the Jews had been forced to leave their beloved homeland and march several hundred miles to take up residence in a foreign land.  There they lived in a culture where many of the customs of the inhabitants were offensive them.  Nor could they speak their language.  It was an extremely difficult time.
It was in this context that Isaiah spoke a message of hope and assurance to the Jewish people.  But they were divided.  
Many of the elders remembered that forced march from Judah to Babylon 50 years earlier.  They were children and youth at the time.  They recalled with fondness the land they once called home.  But the intervening years made many of them too old and feeble to make the difficult and long journey back to Judah. 
Then there were those born in exile having never seen the Promised Land.  Babylon was the only home they knew.  For them, leaving Babylon made no sense.  Why would they want to relocate to a distant land they’d never seen?  They were content where they were.  

Then there were those who inherited the dream of their parents and grandparents, wanting to return to the land of their ancestors.  These were people prepared to sacrifice everything in order to obtain God’s new promise.  They were people of courage and faith who trusted that God was leading them and would provide for them.  They were like the hundreds-of-thousands of Jews who emigrated to the modern state of Israel over the past 62 years. 
They, like their ancient ancestors, claimed God’s promise voiced by Isaiah who declared, “The Lord says, ‘Do not cling to the events of the past, or dwell on what happened long ago.  Watch for the new thing I am going to do.  It is happening already, you can see it now!’”   (Isaiah 43:18,19)
This is a promise Allison needs to claim for herself. God is doing a new thing.  We need to hear these assuring words again and again.  We need to trust that as a result of last Sunday’s vote, God is doing a new thing in and through us.  We need to trust that Christ is leading the way.  Otherwise we’re just fooling ourselves and playing church.
If we insist on holding on to what was, we will miss the new thing God desires for us.  Remember, God is in the business of making all things new.  By God’s grace He can heal our division and unite us.  He can give us a new heart, a new spirit and a new identity.  We have God’s promise that in Christ we are becoming a new creation.  When doing a new thing, God plants in us new possibilities, new desires, and a hope that does not disappoint us (Rom 5:5).  
In the weeks and months ahead, I ask that you join your leaders and me in praying for, and working to develop a spirit of unity.  Jesus Himself said, “a house divided cannot stand.”  
If Allison is to remain strong and healthy, we must heal the suspicions and mistrust we have of each.  We must trust that last Sunday’s decision is God’s will for Allison as He begins to do a new thing in and through us.  

We are on God’s journey, led by Christ.  It is God who is doing a new thing, not us.  So let us walk together with courage and faith, united in our trust that Christ is leading the way, and will provide for all our needs.  
AMEN
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