April 15, 2007
Pastor: Richard Pfeil

“From a Good to Great Church”
Numbers 14:1-5, 27-32; Joshua 3:1-5

This could have been the first Sunday that church was called due to rain. It could have been the first time, but you guys are hardy souls. Good to see so many of you. I really am encouraged by that. This would have been a good excuse to stay home. Am I right? It is raining; it could flood. It is after Easter so it is a little bit of down time. 
During the Easter season we were focusing on transformations, conversions. I would like to continue that theme today. We thought this would be a good day just to talk about vision. What is God’s vision for his church? I am going to use the theme of conversions and look at the conversion of the church. What would it take for a church to go from good to great? 
We are going to carry the theme of transformations or conversions over to next week also. 
Next week we are going to look at how God transforms brokenness. Everyone has an area of brokenness in their lives. Some people are broken relationally; some people are broken in their marriages; some people are broken intellectually or in their mind; some are broken emotionally due to abuse. Sex can be broken and that is just one of the areas, but not the whole focus. People can experience brokenness but God can come into a person’s life and heal that brokenness. It really is going to be a message for everyone- how we can experience God’s healing from the brokenness in our lives. 
Today we are just going to talk about what it would take to go from good to great. Part of the reason for this message today was the result of the leadership retreat we were on in February. A question I was asked, that I didn’t have a good answer to, was “Pastor what is your vision? What do you see happening?” As the staff and I were talking about it, they kind of prodded me to use a Sunday to share what my vision is. 
To answer that question I want to go back to the desert, which was our fall focus. We are going to go back to the desert of Paran where we find Moses and Joshua. So if you will turn in your bibles to Numbers 14:1-5, 27-32 and Joshua 3:1-5. I find that as I look at this desert wandering, or Israel’s journey with God, from Egypt to the Promised Land, I find it is a powerful analogy for the church today. Everything they experienced, we experience. All the different types of people that are traveling with Moses are in the church today. We experience the same trials, the same struggles, the same leadership issues, the same scenarios, the same cycles of church life. There isn’t anything that they experienced that you don’t see in the church today. And we see, with them, what it takes to go from a good group of people to a great nation. 
What does it take to go from good to great? What I want to do is read these passages and then compare the two and identify one key ingredient that made it possible for Israel to take the next step towards the Promised Land, and ultimately get to the Promised Land, to go from good to great, that is how I phrase it- to go from good to great. What is that one ingredient and what are some things that don’t matter? Here is what it says. 
“That night all the people of the community raised their voices and wept aloud. All the Israelites grumbled against Moses and Aaron, and the whole assembly said to them, ‘If only we had died in Egypt! Or in this desert! Why is the Lord bringing us to this land only to let us fall by the sword? Our wives and children will be taken as plunder. Wouldn’t it be better for us to go back to Egypt?’ And they said to each other, ‘We should choose a leader and go back to Egypt.’
 “The Lord said to Moses and Aaron: ‘How long will this wicked community grumble against me? I have heard the complaints of these grumbling Israelites, so tell them, ‘As surely as I live,’ declares the Lord,  ‘I will do to you the very things I heard you say: In this desert your bodies will fall—every one of you twenty years old or more who was counted in the census and who has grumbled against me - not one of you will enter the land I swore with uplifted hands to make your home, except Caleb son of Jephunneh and Joshua son of Nun. As for your children that you said would be taken as plunder, I will bring them to enjoy the land you have rejected.’ 
--
“Early in the morning Joshua and all the Israelites set out from Shittim and went to the Jordan where they camped before crossing over. After three days the officers went throughout the camp, giving orders to the people: ‘When you see the ark of the covenant of the Lord your God, and the priests, who are Levites, carrying it, you are to move out from your positions and follow it. Then you will know which way to go, since you have never been this way before. But keep a distance of about a thousand yards between you and the ark; do not go near it.’ Joshua told the people, ‘Consecrate yourselves, for tomorrow the Lord will do amazing things among you.’” 
Let’s pray. 
And Lord, that is really our prayer. We see the two scenarios. There are those who die in the desert and there are those that you do amazing things amongst. I think everyone here would agree we like that second scenario a whole lot better. We would love to see you do amazing things amongst us. What does it take? Show us. We pray this in Christ’ name. Amen.
Well, when you compare the passages, what is the one ingredient that made the difference? One group fell in the desert, died in the desert, was buried by Moses; and the other group took that final step and made it all the way to the Promised Land. What is that one ingredient? Was it a grand vision? Was it because Moses and Joshua went to the people with this incredible vision? Did Joshua say, “Hey people, I want to show you something that I’ve been thinking about. I wrote it down on this piece of paper. I’ve got a great plan that I think God has given to me. Here’s what we are going to do to take the city!”
 Was it because Moses provided a great vision for his people? How would you answer that? Yes and no.
 Moses tried it one time. He tried to provide a great vision but it didn’t really work. He got himself in trouble, messed up, exiling himself for 40 years. Moses spent 40 years tending sheep which I think he’d  have been happy to continue the rest of his life! He was happy to stay right where he was. It wasn’t until God tapped him on the shoulder and said “I’ve got some things to tell you”  before Moses even talked to the people. It really had more to do with the fact that God provided a great vision for his people, rather than Moses. Moses was just content herding sheep. And if you remember the burning bush story - when God revealed this grand vision Moses really didn’t want to go. God had to talk him into it. Didn’t he?
Well how about Joshua? Did Joshua have a grand vision for his people? No. He shared the same vision that God shared with Moses.  That vision was repeated back to the people. He tried (now remember the story of Jericho- we talked about this in the fall), Joshua tried to give a grand vision for attacking Jericho, but what happened? God said “Here is what I want you to do. I want you to walk around the city seven times. That is my vision.”  “No God you don’t understand military strategy.  Here is how it is supposed to happen.” 
So Joshua, I am sure, had these wonderful plans. He sent out spies and had a pretty good idea what needed to be done according to current war strategy, but God had a different idea, a different vision. You notice in the passage, in Joshua 3, God told Joshua exactly what to do. Joshua repeated it to the leaders and the leaders took it to the people. So again, what enabled Israel to make the next step to the Promised Land, to go from good to great? Was it because they received a grand vision from Moses or from Joshua? No! What they did get was a grand vision from who? God! God always sets vision for his people. You get this in the first chapter of Exodus, “I have seen the suffering of my people and I have come to rescue them. I will take you to a land filled with milk and honey.” It was the fulfillment of the vision that God gave to Abraham—that he would bring his people to the Promised Land. 

I keep getting asked this question, “Pastor, what is your vision for White Clay?” My answer is this and this is the God’s honest truth: I do not have a vision for White Clay at all. I don’t have a clue where God is taking us. I am not a guru. I can’t see into the future. I am not a fortune teller. I don’t think, as I look at scripture, that it is my role or my job to tell you my vision for the church. That, I think, is God’s area. When you look all through scripture you see this pattern that God sets a vision for his people. Was it Paul’s idea to evangelize the world? No! In Acts 13 God taps Barnabas’ and Paul’s shoulders and says, “Set them apart to be missionaries to the Gentiles.” It’s God who set the vision for their lives and they simply responded and reacted to it.
 I know a lot of churches spend a year or two years trying to come up with a nice vision statement for the church, and I really think it is a waste of time because we already have one, and I don’t think you can improve upon it. Who is the head of the church? This is one of the key Presbyterian confessions. It is in the first sentence of the entire Book of Order and Constitution. Who is the head of the church? Yes, God, Jesus Christ.  Colossians 1:18. Christ is head of the church and as the head of the church Christ casts the vision for the church. 
What is the vision for the church? If I could reduce it down to two statements it is these two statements. God’s grand vision for his church is captured, one, in the Great Commission, and the great commission says this (it is in Matthew 28), “Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit teaching them to obey everything I command you and surely I am with you always even to the end of the age.”

 The second vision statement is captured by the Great Commandment. It is also in Matthew (Matthew 22). “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind; and love your neighbor as yourself. All the laws and the prophets (which means all the scripture) hangs on these two commandments.”

So we do not need, I think, and you do not need, my grand vision for White Clay. We do not need a new vision statement for the church because we already have it, and I really believe (I didn’t create this but I love this statement):  “A great commitment to the great commandment and the great commission makes for a great church.” Don’t you love that? I love that. 
Now what is my role as your pastor? My role and Jody’s role as pastors is simply similar to that of Moses,’ simply to hear what God’s vision is for his church and to walk with you and enable you and prod you and challenge you and cause you to fulfill the vision that God has for us.
 I could tell you honestly, everything I do, every thing I do, is in an attempt to fulfill the Great Commission and the Great Commandment. When I first came, one of the first tasks that was given to me was deacons. When I first came they were in a bit of turmoil. They argued with each other a lot and were a  bit disorganized. The purpose of developing a strong deacon ministry is fulfillment of the great commandment to love your neighbor as yourself, to care for people. That is what we try to do by developing (and we are still developing) the deacons’ ministry,  to care for people better, to “love our neighbor as ourselves.” Everything I do - whether it is choice of songs or music, or how I preach, or the addition, now, in the second service, of graphics and Power Point - is simply to find a way to best communicate the gospel to people so it touches their hearts and lives and makes them disciples. Everything we do sermon-wise and worship-wise is with that fundamental goal - to get better and better and better at simply sharing the gospel - which is our calling - to make disciples of all the world. 
The leaders and I and Jody and the staff went on retreat, and on that retreat we identified some things that we would like to do, all of which are simply living out the great commission and the great commandment. I asked all the elders to come today. If you are an elder…. now these are the people to blame for everything! Just kidding. If you are an elder (I know I am in trouble aren’t I?), all current elders stand. These are your leaders. So I just want you to see who your leaders are if you ever want to talk to them. Don’t just talk to them to tell them what is wrong with your church, also tell them what is right with your church! Okay? 
On the retreat we set some goals. One of the goals was better outreach, and the goal within outreach was simply to make ourselves better known in the community through advertisements in the paper and the radio. Kim is heading that. Kim, what are some other areas? Banners, website, direct mail cards, new mover program - the reason for those things is simply in fulfillment of the great commission. Go and make disciples. You can’t make disciples until people come, so we are simply inviting people to come. 
Facilities set a goal to have a new lighted sign. Now, every church on Polly Drummond has a new lighted sign. I’ve seen an old church that only has 20 to 25 people coming to worship that has a new lighted sign. Why do we want to do lighted sign? Simply so we can tell people what is going on here. When we look at the responses of those who visit for the first time, the majority of people say they came to visit because they drove by the church. Our best form of advertisement is people driving by the church, so if we put a sign up that tells people what is going on. When they drive by, what might happen? They might come in. And as a result what might happen? They might be touched by God and they may become disciples themselves. So it is simply a living out of “go and make disciples.” 
Fellowship identified that at all fellowship events we should help people connect. Now what is that a fulfillment of? As more people are uprooted from their hometowns and are isolated from their families, they need to connect with others, make friends. This is a very transient area. People moving into the area don’t know anyone. What a wonderful service to help people connect and have fellowship events where they can come and have some fun and get to know people. What does that fulfill? Which of those two - the great commission or the great commandment- does that fulfill? Yes, the great commandment: love your neighbor as yourself. That is just living it out.

We identified small groups as an important ministry to grow that, to me, fulfills both the great commission and the great commandment at the same time. Small groups are the best way that I know to help people to grow in their faith, become real disciples, and express love for one another and care for one another. You can’t care for people on Sundays. On Sundays there are too many people. You can’t get to know everyone, but you can get to know people in a small group, and small groups become incredible caring communities that can follow up and be aware of what is happening in people’s lives. They are also the best vehicle for spiritual growth as your learn from each other. I can do some things for you, but I can’t do it all. I can’t teach you everything. The Holy Spirit is also in every person in this room if you are a believer. It means the Holy Spirit can teach you by using others and I think that is the best way to learn. 
We also identified finances as an area of focus.  Let’s be very clear. I didn’t like the last newsletter in which I wrote an article on the financial class we are doing, and just behind it they stuck the stewardship letter saying we want you to give more. That was a wrong message. I’m teaching the Good $ense class because money is an important part of life. It can have a significant impact. If you are in debt it can have a significant impact on your life. All we are looking at is teaching ourselves to obey what God has commanded.  Jesus talked a lot about money and we are just looking at what Jesus had to say about money.  We know that money is a significant part of life, and if you are in debt, you can be in depression or have a lot of problems.  God wants us to be free. We are teaching the class on finances, not because we are trying to talk you out of your money, ( to hammer you on giving!) but because we care about you and want to teach you how to experience financial freedom and all the benefits that comes with it! 
That is exactly what next week is about as well. All we are trying to do next week is to fulfill what Jesus said “teaching them everything I have commanded.” He said “everything.” We are to be followers of him in our financial lives, in our spiritual lives, in our relational lives, and that includes our sexual lives, because again sex is a big part of life. And if it’s fallen it can devastate people’s lives. People can die as a result of brokenness in this area, and it is part of loving our neighbors as ourselves. The biblical model for human behavior is the most compassionate model there is and that is why we are presenting it.
 So when it comes to grand vision I don’t have one. That is a relief to some of you but not a relief to others. But God has a great vision for us, so as I look at the passage, the key ingredient in making it to the Promised Land wasn’t in the fact that Moses and Joshua presented a grand vision. It wasn’t even really because God presented a grand vision, because God could have presented the grand vision and they also could not have made it; and a lot of them didn’t did they? A lot of them did not even make it one step into the desert, did they? Some of them took a couple steps and that’s all. Some wanted to go back to Egypt. A lot of them did not make it to the Promised Land despite the fact that they had a grand vision. Am I right?
 All right, so what is the key ingredient? Is it a charismatic leader? Was Moses a charismatic leader? What I mean by charismatic is this. I have seen some people who are charismatic leaders, and I am not a charismatic leader. A charismatic leader is a person whom people will follow without question. Blind faith! Now I have seen an interesting phenomenon, of people who are willing follow other people blindly without question. Was Moses that kind of person? That is charisma, right? Was Moses charismatic? No. They were always trying to leave him, weren’t they? He lost his whole church at one time. They were always trying to leave him it seemed. He isn’t really inspiring them to get to the Promised Land. In fact he, himself, didn’t get there. His entire church didn’t get there. 
Was Joshua a charismatic leader? Read Joshua chapter 1. Nine times God said “Be strong and be courageous.” Why did God have to repeat it nine times? Because Joshua was fearful and he was a wimp; that’s why.  He was the opposite of those things. So Joshua was not an inspirational leader. If you were to compare the two historically, who is the most charismatic, Moses or Joshua? Moses, yeah. In Judaism Moses reigns supreme, yet Moses did not take the people to the Promised Land, Joshua did. When you look through all of scripture at those who lead God’s people, are they specially gifted people? Are they charismatic leaders? Are they people who wow you?

 Think of all the disciples, the twelve disciples, everything you know about them. Were they flawless, perfect people? No, they were not! This is one thing about the bible that I find helpful—it tells me about all their flaws. They are so stinking human. After you read these stories you come away thinking, “God, how could you have ever picked those people?”  Look at the twelve patriarchs. When we studied them, people were appalled by their lifestyles. These people were, I mean, way more sinful then the average church member today. During our series on conversions we looked at the flaws in Abraham’s and Sarah’s lives. They were very broken people- a pattern you find in scripture that God picks very average, very normal, very broken people to lead his church. Why? Because of this one verse, 2 Corinthians 4:7 “But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all surpassing power is from God and not from us.” Let me read that again. That was so good let me read that again. “But we have this treasure in jars of clay” (meaning salvation, the presence of God in us) to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us.” 
So who does God choose to serve him? God plucks up average, normal people and they actually become some of the best leaders of all. The largest Methodist Church is in Tulsa, Oklahoma. The leader, the pastor of that church only has an eighth grade education. He never went to seminary; he was a farmer that got plucked up. All he did in developing the church and its programs was to remember what reached him and helped him to grow in his faith and he started offering those things to others. As a result he has grown or, better said,  God has blessed his ministry so that it has grown to the largest Methodist Church in the country. 
Who does God use? Just average, normal, broken people. He uses shepherds, fisherman… Amos was a vine dresser. He even used an IRS agent! Can you believe that? (Laughter) Who am I? Who is Jody? Jody and I are just average people that God plucked up and, for some reason, made us leaders and put us in this church. As leaders of the church we are looking for a few good people. We are looking for real, down-home, genuine, average people that want to be used by God. 
We identified some ministries that we would love to begin but we need leaders. We can’t do it ourselves. We would like to have leaders for women’s ministry. I know some have risen to that. Jody and I have been talking to people about men’s ministry. Has God called you to be a leader of men? Don’t say, “I can’t because I am not this great charismatic male leader.”  God doesn’t want to use them - God wants to use people who are so genuine, who know what helped them what does not help them in their faith and will create a ministry around that. 
We would like to have single people…. you know 60% of those around us are single. It is an odd area, I was the director of Christian education at another church, my first church. I had two jobs I was called to do. I worked with the Sunday school program and developed it. I was also asked to begin a post-high school ministry. 
Now this is an oddity. Same person, same vision, and same goal. The Sunday school went from 65 to 95 while I was there. The singles ministry went from 0 to 1,000. Now what caused that? It wasn’t me because I was in charge of both areas. It wasn’t a grand vision because the vision was equal for both sides. What was the key ingredient? I am going to get to that pretty soon. 
We also would like to be in college ministry. We need people who are called to college ministry and Stephen’s ministry. Stephen’s ministry helps us to care for people better. Again, we can’t do it without leaders. We have been waiting on you and on God to provide the leaders for these areas. 
One of the key things Moses did do was wait on God to move. He didn’t move until God moved. That is a good model for the church. We shouldn’t move and do anything new unless God provides it. Whether it is financially or with leadership, we should wait until God provides. And that is what I am going to do. 
So what was the key to going from good to great? If it is not a grand vision, if it is not charismatic leadership, what is the key ingredient? It is this. It was a great people, it was a great people. Note when I say great, I mean a people who are willing to be great. A people willing to take the next step, a people willing to come into obedience to God and trust God no matter what.
 If you were to compare Moses and Joshua, note they were leaders with a great vision, and yet one took them to the Promised Land and one did not. What was the difference? The difference was in the people. The people that Moses ministered to decided that is not what they wanted. They didn’t want to move ahead; they did not want to move forward. They wanted to go back to Egypt, and God said, “Okay, I am willing to wait. Even if it takes burying every one of you, I am willing to wait.” 
Then the next generation comes along. It is Joshua’s people now. They could have said the same thing: we are not going. But they said yes because they wanted to come to obedience to God and take the next step. 
So the key question for you is who do you want to be? Do you want to be those people who get stuck in the desert, who never make it to the Promised Land? Do you want to be a good people?  Or do you want to be a great people? Do you want to come to obedience with God and take the next step with him?  
One of the early things we hit upon as a leadership team is that we really would like for Jody to go full-time. We know that may be possible this year, we also know it may not be possible. What will tell the difference is you. If that is what your desire is, then you can make it happen. It has always been that way. It has been that way with Moses; it has been that way with the early church. It is when people are coming into obedience to God that God can do great things. Which do you want to be? Again, it is all about him but it is up to you. What choice will you make? 
Let’s pray.

Heavenly Father, that is the truth of it all. I know as a pastor I can do nothing. It comes when every one of us, individually, in our hearts and lives says yes to you, and yes we are going to step out together. Sometimes we have to wait, and Moses would have liked to go to the Promise Land, but he was willing to wait. Lord, help us to tarry for you, and help us to decide in our own mind who we want to be and where we want to go. Do we want to be like Moses’ group or do we want to be like Joshua’s group? Help us to make a decision which way to go. We pray in Christ name. Amen.
