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“Born Again”

This is such a great day here at Allison! We are so blessed to have graduates from scholastic and spiritual experiences, scholarship recipients, and a new clergy elder. There is so much going on in our life together as we rethink who we are as a church and as an Annual Conference of the United Methodist Church!
Each of the new beginnings we celebrate today has an aspect of being “born again.” The Gospel lesson just read for us focuses on spiritual new birth in Christ. John Wesley, the founder of Methodism believed that we simply must grasp two essentials: (1) that Jesus died for our sins, and (2) that through His gracious gift of salvation we are born again through the Spirit.
I’ll confess that I’m drawn to this particular Gospel passage in part because of the political intrigue surrounding it. I’m a fan of spy novels like The Borne Identity. I’m not just playing on the verb “born” and name “Borne” here, there are parallels in the plot of this novel, today’s Gospel, and where we find ourselves as individuals and a church. 

In case you’re not familiar with The Borne Identity as a novel or the movie loosely based on it starring Matt Damon, here is  a brief plot summary: 
“On a stormy night, the spy thriller opens as an amnesiac is rescued at sea by the crew of a fishing boat. Nearly dead, he carries nothing but the bullets in his back and the bank account number embedded in his hip. Although completely without identity or background, he possesses an array of extraordinary talents in fighting, linguistics and self-defense that speak of a dangerous past. In the present he is disoriented and wary as he is propelled into an urgent search to discover who he is and why his life has taken a perilous turn.” Written by Anthony Pereyra  
In essence, Jason Borne has been “born again,” but doesn’t know how or why, let alone who he was or will become.
Nicodemus was a Pharisee in the first century who faced a similar dilemma. He was a member of the Jewish sect that plotted against Jesus and His followers because they refused to follow the letter of religious law. That’s why Nicodemus approaches Jesus in the cover of darkness. His fellow Pharisees would have viewed him as a traitorous spy if they knew of his mission. Nicodemus is deeply intrigued by the rebel rabbi Jesus’ portrait of a righteous and merciful Kingdom under God. But Nicodemus can’t understand what Jesus meant when he said one has to be “born again” to experience it. Nicodemus evidently watched Jesus’ perform powerful miracles and teach wisely, but he longs to know more. He wants to understand why his birth has a human is insufficient.
Jesus’ answer, his sermon, if you will, is one of the most important he gave. We have to be born again – spiritually, not physically. In doing so, we are given a new, spiritual identity and more importantly a place in the Kingdom of God. 

Jesus goes on to explain that this new birth in the Spirit is difficult to pin down, it’s like the wind that blows where it will. In other words, you have to move to follow it. There’s nothing static about the Spirit. It blows here and there.
What does this mean for graduates, newly-ordained clergy, churches trying to stay relevant and vital? Unlike Jason Borne in a Robert Ludlum spy novel, we Christians know who we are. More important, we know whose we are. We belong to Jesus as citizens of the Kingdom of God.

But what does it mean to be Spirit-led followers of Jesus? Does it mean that we stay as we were? Not at all. Do we chart our own courses? No. As Pastor Mira’s latest newsletter article explained, the courses we chart for ourselves probably won’t be the ones we actually sail. God has plans for our lives that we need to discern through the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Instead of sailing alone allowing our boats to be wave-tossed or remaining safely moored in harbor out of fear, we must allow ourselves and our church to be empowered by the Spirit, and blown forward to do the will of God.

So, how do we live out this incredibly intriguing and exciting mission worthy of an adventure novel or movie? With the help of prayer, discernment conversation and study.
Our Disciple Bible Study graduates have a jump on those of us who haven’t experienced that process. They’ve journeyed with Biblical characters whose lives prove the worth of faithfully discerning God’s will and following it. They’ve studied what happens when God’s will is resisted or scorned. Most importantly, they’ve experienced through their times together the power of communal discernment – that work God’s Spirit does among us when we come together seeking to know what God would have us do.

We’re going to be about that work once again as a church. Beginning a 4 PM today, 8 ministry teams will convene here throughout the church to discern what it is that God would have us do to live out our vision as Allison Church.

Why are we doing this? First, every church in Central Pennsylvania and our brothers and sisters in Northeastern Pa with whom we will unite next year to form the Susquehanna Conference has been called by our Bishop to this task.
Second, we have to face the fact that our way of “church” is not what folks 18-35 are seeking. Most churches, including the United Methodists, have seen a decline in membership in recent years. The United Methodist Church has approximately 7.9 million members in the U.S., down from 8.4 million in 1999. 

Jesus said, “Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” Well, the United Methodist church evidently treasures young, seeking hearts. How have we evidenced that, you might ask. Well, we’ve dedicated $20 million to a campaign to refocus on young people and provide them an opportunity to be a part of the church. What we’re hearing is that young adults say belief connects to how one lives one’s daily life. We genuinely believe that too, we just need to emphasize it.

The sad fact is that the term “Christian” has been used in ways that cause younger people to think the church is exclusive instead of inclusive. If we emphasize what Christians do to serve Jesus, perhaps younger people can look past the negative perception that has overcast the institutional church. If you’d like to learn more about the challenge we face, mark your calendar for January 28th, the date that Messiah College will host a forum on what we can do in response to compelling research that depicts our current reality. 
Convincing folks that we really mean it when we say church is an “open door to serving Jesus” will take the best that we have – not just another ad campaign. If young people matter to you, then please, take the time to meet with us at 9:30 on Sunday mornings for the next 7 weeks as we discern what we have to change to live out our commitment to this task.
Now, as the service continues, I respectfully ask you think and pray about how we as individuals -and as a church - can loosen our grips on the helms of our lives - and our church -and let the Spirit set sail instead. Let’s not take our new birth in Jesus for granted. It’s by His grace that we’ve been given this chance to change.
Please pray with me…

Guiding God, Like a sailboat is powered by the wind you send, so may your Holy Spirit empower us to do you will in our lives and as Your church. In Jesus’ name we pray, and all say AMEN.
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