Faith that Endures

I feel that being able to share with all of you today and to serve you on the board of the CECF is a huge privilege.  Funny thing is – I’m one of those pastors that rely on the leadership for the “vision” - I always joke with my friends...

So I assure you that I am the least qualified of any of us – probably in this room and in our collective churches to speak on this subject – so if anything coherent and lasting gets planted in your soul – praise the Lord – that’s the Holy Ghost my friends!  This one I offer to the Lord by faith (I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me!!!)  

When I agreed to do this message back in April, it wasn’t clicking in my mind that my wife would be due when the message was to be presented!  (That’s like now!  So if I should happen to get “The Phone Call” – sorry Sherri you’ll just have to wait!  I’ve known this day was coming for 6 months)

So by the grace of God, He has given us a question for us all to wrestle with which I’m honoured to lead, and the question we’re going to be looking at is this:

Q: 
As the CECF – “Where are we going?”  This weekend we’ve discussed where we’ve been and where we are – now where are we going?  I think I’ve got the easiest one to address:

When I was putting this message together there were only Seven Churches in the fellowship.  I don’t know about you – but when I read The Book of Revelation there are only seven churches, and after Jesus addresses those seven do you know what God says to John?

Revelation 4:1, 2

So, I wonder what is going to take place in our midst now that we’ve welcomed two new congregations into the fellowship?  What is going to take place after these things we’ve seen so far?  May the Lord take us on a journey in the Spirit to gain our bearings.

So most of what we’ll be looking at today is not going to be much of a surprise to any of us – and the reason for this is tied to the theme of our conference.  I think the theme of our conference really speaks to the situation we’re going to be faced with as the church in Canada in the years to come.  

We can be thankful that the Kingdom of God is timeless – and so no matter what epoch of history we find ourselves living in – His Word is sure and true to provide direction to help His people endure whatever comes their way – that’s the beauty of the eternal – it transcends time!

Challenging Times

As we will see – the times to come are going to be challenging.  Every sphere of life will be affected – (give examples from the spheres of the natural: politics, family fime, economically, in the education system, spiritually) spiritual or otherwise – the hearts of many will grow faint (their love cold)...Scripture points us to these realities.  But these are issues pertaining to the big picture – they’re outside the realm of our discussion.   I feel it is for our benefit if we focus particularly on the challenges we’re going to face as an evangelical fellowship in Canada.  When I look at our name: the CECF – I find there’s two dimensions – one is temporal, the other eternal.  The problems we are going to need to address as a fellowship are related who we are as a group in the temporal sense.

The blend of being Canadian and Evangelical presents its own unique set of challenges that we need to be prepared to face, endure, and overcome as a fellowship.

1. We’re Canadian

a. Perhaps the most culturally diverse of all nations on the planet and more and more people who are unfamiliar with our history and culture and values are arriving on our door step every day.  One might say Canada is a country that changes as the clock ticks. 

b. We live in a country that is increasingly steeped people who hold to the notion of pluralism (both in and outside of the church)

c. Regardless of how committed we who are in this room are to our evangelical values – that is holding fast to the fullness of the Word of God with God’s help – we would be ignorant to assume that our respective congregations would be exempt from the cultural influence of pluralism – even if only in a small way.

2. We’re Evangelicals

a. By tradition we are fundamentalists.  We believe what the word of God says is true and we accept it by faith!  Wrap this up with the fact we live in a pluralistic society – we’re in for a ride.

b. May we not be fooled into thinking life is only going to get tough in terms of influences the world presents to us – but also the church on the whole is going to experience hardship and turmoil from within – in the form of Apostate Christianity.  As a sign of the times – and thank the Lord the CECF is still in a position where we are committed to keeping ourselves in line with the truth- 

One example – back in late August:

The leader of one of the large mainline denominations under the branch of Christianity in Canada boldly put forth the call for all people – now get this – regardless of the religion they belong to – to return to their respective place of worship!  The first time I heard that the look on my face must have been as though I was just hit with a frozen rabbit! This denominational leader is spoon feeding the culture exactly what they want – pluralism.  (What’s the motivation here?  Jesus says “Woe to you who are well spoken of by everyone!”)  Let me put this to you another way – a leader of one of the churches in Canada effectively said, 

“Muslims, let me encourage you to go back to your Mosque and radical training camps that indoctrinate your children about how to do away with Christians and Jews and anything to do with the West in general; 

Hindus – go back to your temples and worship the many gods you do; 

Those of you in the Occult – off to your convent and resume your practice of child sacrifice, sexual immorality, and the explicit worship of Satan;  Freemasons – keep it up.

Evolutionists back to Darwin, – yes everyone go back to your place of worship and after we’re all done let’s come back celebrate together by sharing a cup of tea and crumpets!”  

Lord have mercy on us the evangelical!!!  Friends, religiously –this is the way our beloved country is going.  It’s a country that’s becoming increasingly steeped in religious pluralism – and those who hold to that line of thinking find the views of traditional Christianity outright dangerous.  One article I read from theologicalstudies.org said that  

Remember to include here the quote from pg. 14 in Evangelical Truth

“The traditional Christian view was often linked with the words "hate" and "narrow-minded" [and]... that Christians who believe Jesus is the only Saviour are in the same category with the Osama bin-Laden's and terrorists of the world.”
In a very real sense – we as evangelicals are going to be viewed as the religious quacks of the world – and we need to be prepared for that.  Of course we know that nothing could be farther from the truth – but we need to be educated.  May we not be ignorant about how the world views us.  We need to understand (like it or not) that people have their preconceptions about us – and we need to keep lines of communication open regardless of this fact.  

Another article I came across was a sobering wakeup call for me as an evangelical.  I think as evangelicals there are some things we’d like to imagine we do well – but in reality we don’t.  The term evangelical might imply that we value the work of evangelism and discipleship, and from that our church communities are naturally fostered and strengthened.  In theory that might be true (I believe we want to see these things happening).  But reality has proven otherwise. 

It is the opinion of some that the evangelical church has experienced the growth that it has largely because of what has been called “the transfer phenomenon;” that’s when Protestant Christians leave their former churches and make their new home in a more culturally savvy church where their brand of worship is found – that is where they find their musical preference, modern technology is used, messages are spoken that are relevant to what’s going on in the world, etc.  

If you don’t accept this theory – I’d encourage you all to take a cross-section of your local congregations and test it for yourself.  If you were to quiz every person that attends your local church, how many of them would say they’re there because they experienced a genuine conversionby God’s mercy and were added to the number?  How many would say at some point they arrived from another Protestant church for one reason or another?

So we’re faced with the issues of religious pluralism, a lack of emphasis on evangelism and discipleship.  And apparently we can add to this that 

Another article I found suggested that evangelicals will have to deal with what is characteristic of other Christian traditions: We too “have created a clergy laity difference.” Technically evangelicals believe in the priesthood of all believers (amen?); Pragmatically (in practice) as life happens – a threefold distinction between congregant, clergy, and missionary has developed.  (I don’t like that either – but I see it – do you?) 

So friends, these are just a few of the challenges we’ll be faced with in the times to come as Canadian Evangelicals that we’ll need to address.  So then, what can we do about them?  

If we as the CECF want to be a community that attracts Canadians and has a lasting impact for the glory of God on the nation we so love – we’re going to have to do some serious praying (personally and collectively), reflection – getting honest with ourselves about our own shortcomings as evangelicals, and purpose to work together to do something about the problems we face – because like any problems we face in life – neglecting them will not make them go away.  The realities we face aren’t going to go away because we turn our backs on them.  

There are quite a few people in our company today who have lived through the agony and the disappointment of having seen the work they’ve been involved with turn in a direction that not only grieves the soul but the Holy Spirit.  The CECF wouldn’t be here otherwise.  So as we look to our God in the years that stand before us – we need more than ever to surrender ourselves to hear what His Spirit saying to the Church of Jesus Christ.  And we know that The Lord will never guide us to do anything that’s outside the framework of His Eternal Word – amen? 

So with that in view – there’s an old adage that goes like this: “Those who shape the future must know the past.”

We’ve been informed about our collective past as partners in the CECF– but I want to encourage us today and echo Jim’s call to press into the heart of God to reclaim the rich heritage of the church of Jesus Christ – that heritage that has been handed down to us through the Scriptures and the Fathers of the church!  May we commit ourselves to continually revisiting the life of the early church and endeavor to live it as God supplies us with the grace to do so.  

Earlier in the message I think I mentioned that I had the easiest job in this Conference as it relates to what I have to do – I really do.  The answer to the question “Where are we going?” – I hope – is back…back to the simplicity of Gospel living – back to the very heart of God. The truth is, when we all stand before God and give an account for our lives and what we’ve done as a fellowship of churches in Canada – I hope any one of us will be able to say, “Lord, I’ve brought nothing new to the table apart from that which You my Lord and my God and the fathers of the church have handed down to us.”  May we stand firm in holding fast to the tradition of the Christian faith.

The CECF isn’t a new religion – if anything – should we act properly – she will be an extension of the work of God that has been doing in the world since Christ called His Church into being.

In spite of the concerns that we will be facing as Evangelicals in Canada – I believe that if we remain true to what the Bible instructs us to do and purposefully address where we’ve collectively been lacking – God will work in and through us in ways we can’t even begin to imagine – and He will meet us as a fellowship anywhere on the road ahead.  
And this can be done through our collective commitment to four simple things.   The acronym you should be able to remember: 


“C
 E
 C
F”
I find it interesting that in the message that Jim spoke last night – in one way or another he touched on every single one of these points (yet oh so much more eloquently )! 

Before I expand a little I’d like to rewind for a moment.  Back in April when we first discussed our conference theme I remember the members of our board sharing their heart about what they feel the CECF is about – and to summarize for you – this is what they said:

“We are seeking to live out our faith in a way that is Biblically accurate and will provide the best possible way for Canadians to experience Jesus Christ.”

I think that by holding to these four points – God will be pleased with us and we’ll overcome the challenges we face as Evangelicals in Canada – and that we’ll have faith that endures for the generations to come.

C – Christ

Really I think we all know this goes without saying – but it needs to be.  He must remain the head – and we ourselves in utter subjection to Him.  May we as the CECF keep our eyes focused on Him – our Lord and our God, His Word, and His Work, and may we keep our hearts sensitive to His Spirit’s leading in our lives and in our fellowship.  

The best thing we can offer our nation is a Church that loves the Lord their God, radically identifies with the person of Jesus Christ, and prayerfully seeks out the work He is doing and partner with Him in it as He reveals it.  May we offer Canada just that.  He must remain at the heart of all that we say and do – and live out the life of our fellowship in light of the grace He supplies. 

E – Evangelism 

Friends, may we cease to do this work until every Jew and Gentile has heard the good news of Salvation in Jesus

We live in one of the most culturally diverse nations on the face of the earth – we literally have the world coming to our doorstep.  It’s like God has said – if all y’all won’t go out to do the work of evangelism – I’ll bring them to you!!!  (Marcee’s work at Welcome Home)  So let’s do it!

It’s not enough for us to be called “Evangelical” – as honourable of a title that it is – it means absolutely nothing if we aren’t doing what it implies we’re about: actively seeking people who have never heard the Gospel brought into a life-giving relationship with the Lord Jesus Christ – that is the work of Evangelism.  If we don’t emphasize and act on this value we all esteem as a fellowship – we’ve got tough days ahead.  Our future will be dark and stale.  We cannot rely on the “transfer phenomenon” to last forever.

If you’re like – “Pastor Steve - evangelism just isn’t my thing” – ask God what His thing is – and He’ll tell you.  Then pray that the Lord will give you a burden for those around you who don’t know Him yet.  One way or another we know that the Lord’s work is going to get done – for you and me the question is – will we be found doing it or not?

C – Community

· In this realm we have an incredible opportunity to shine, shine, shine!

· Maybe it’s where I’m at in life as a twenty-something seeking to belong– but God has deposited this unceasing hope in my heart to see the Christian community really take shape– so this one’s really near and dear to me

· A while ago the Lord piqued my interest in this realm when I was in the presence of a large gathering of the Jewish community where those who had lived through the Holocaust were sharing their individual experiences.  [It was humbling to be among the few gentiles in the company].  I remember thinking there was such a richness in the room (not $ but culturally, conversationally, ...).  And as I was taking it all in – I began to wonder why I had never experienced this kind of richness in the church; I felt like God was impressing it on my heart that we who are in Christ are missing that richness.  In my experience with the church – the element of community has been one of our weakest points for reasons that have traceable roots – due in part to the fact the body of Christ on the whole has been so severely fragmented!  We lack unity in a lot of ways – and it shows (not only to those of us in the church – but the world sees it too).

As we noted earlier – our lack of tradition makes it difficult for people from one generation to the next to identify with each other.  In the sense of community – I think the church could do with a little tradition.  I wondered what a witness we could be to the people we come in contact with if we had occasions where people outside of the church were invited to “come and see” what the church is about over a meal and conversation.

· In the postmodern world that we are now living in, the primary unit in society has shifted from the individual to the COMMUNITY.  

· People find significance in identifying with groups or communities (eg. Jewish , Gay, Hispanic, Arts, Adult, ... to name a few) 

· We also belong to a community – a vast community – The Christian Community.  We are the Living Body of Jesus Christ on Earth – The Church (formerly known as the Catholic Church not-to-be-confused with the Roman Catholic Church).  On one hand we can be the most ugly and messed up community on the planet – but on the other by God’s design we’re the glorious living testimony of the promises of God that stand to display God’s love to a broken world that so desperately needs a Saviour.  So as the church – do we really want to take God’s Word seriously?  

· Do we really want to shine forth as a light in the dark world we’re living in?  If we’re truly in one accord by the standard of the Word of God – we really need to establish some clear parameters –we need to define who we are and what we’re going to be about as a community of people and let that shine forth in such a way that those outside the family of faith will have opportunities to engage and experience the Body of Christ on earth for themselves!

My unceasing hope and prayer is that we put our heads together on this and be proactive!  Community is where we have the opportunity to shine! 

This is the avenue God has given to us to show the world the richness of what it means to be a member in God’s community.  To the postmodern world I can think of no greater tool for evangelism – than the Christian Community! Let’s not miss the opportunity God has presented to us!

Finally – to close – 

F – Fellowship!

In our time as the CECF we truly seem to be getting this (I’ll leave this one alone )– so may it increase.

CONCLUSION

So with these thoughts in the back of our mind – in closing, I have a few questions for all of us that I’d like to linger: let’s bow.

As the CECF – in the years to come – what are we going to offer to our beloved nation?  What kind of Christianity are we going present?  Will we be bold enough to stand for all that Jesus demands – or one day will we like others belonging to other Christian traditions call Muslims to return to their Mosques, or are we going to put forth another call for the people of our nation to forsake their idols regardless of who they are – and return to the Living God – and remain consistent with the cry of the hearts of the prophets?

As evangelicals will we go on pretending that evangelism is happening – or will we purpose to surrender ourselves to God’s agenda and through hard sacrifice and trust in the One who called us to the task participate in this work of grace?

With our fellowship – will we continually bring honour to God our Father and our Lord Jesus Christ?

Where we’re going on the road ahead is really up to us.  May we be true to the high call God has placed on us as His children in this ongoing work called the Canadian Evangelical Christian Fellowship.  
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