What In the World Is God Doing?

Jimmy Reader

March 2010

[This article comes from a sermon preached at Immanuel Baptist Church, Rochester NY on March 21, 2010.]

I just returned from the meeting of the Consortium of Endowed Episcopal Parishes in Austin, Texas, where they were considering what they had been learning from a project about the future and what the Episcopal Church can do to prepare for what’s ahead of us. In one workshop, the deans of eight of the eleven Episcopal seminaries talked about the future of theological education and the challenges all seminaries face today. Then at the Theology After Google conference at the Claremont School of Theology, funded by the Ford Foundation, people were talking about how the internet and social media (Google being the main symbol of it all) are changing the nature of community, of the church, and of theological education. So when I read the Isaiah text for today (Is. 43:16-21) and came to this verse: “I am doing a new thing!”- my immediate question was: “What in the world is God doing?”
Glimpses of an Emerging Church

As Marcus Borg writes in several books, there is an emerging church today that is very different from the traditional church. The way we read Scripture and understand what it teaches us is changing. The role of the church in our lives and its authority to determine what we will believe is changing. To paraphrase the book of Acts, we are seeing the church turned upside down. 
What is emerging is a grassroots community of people who follow Jesus and read Scripture and love God – but who no longer follow the rules of tradition and hierarchy set down for them without question.
At the Theology After Google conference I attended, presenters and participants alike questioned what we’ve always been taught with a deep reverence for Scripture and a passionate love for God. We – and I include myself – no longer care whether we do theology and ministry the way it is “supposed” to be done – according to the traditions we have received.  We want to do it the way God wants, and we’re no longer sure what that is. We do, however, want to know and experience it. 
Philip Clayton, a professor at the Claremont School of Theology, believes that the world Gutenberg ushered in led directly to the Reformation and that the world Google (and the internet) is ushering in will lead to a transformation of the church equally as world-changing. When books could be printed and distributed widely, people learned to read and decided they could interpret the Bible for themselves and were no longer dependent on a priest to tell them what it meant. Today nearly everything that can be known is available online to anyone in the world with a computer and internet access, and people are learning what they want when they want and do not need to wait for someone to come to them. Gutenberg led to the reformation of the church, but still with reformers leading the way. Google is leading to a new transformation of the church from the bottom up, without clear leadership. 
What Isaiah and Paul were talking about

In the days of Isaiah, the faith and hope of the Jewish people was founded on the story of the Exodus when God brought his people out of slavery into freedom through the sea:  

This is what the LORD says— 
       

he who made a way through the sea, 
       

a path through the mighty waters, 



who drew out the chariots and horses, 
      

the army and reinforcements together, 
       

and they lay there, never to rise again.

Then the prophet said: “Forget about that; God is doing something new. God will deliver you again from your captivity in exile and bring you through the desert (rather than the seas) into a new freedom.”


See, I am doing a new thing! 
       

Now it springs up; do you not perceive it? 
       
I am making a way in the desert 
       

and streams in the wasteland. 

 
The wild animals honor me…


because I provide water in the desert 
       

and streams in the wasteland.

The prophet was telling the people to forget the story that had formed their sense of identity and learn the new story that God was writing in their day as God brought them from the land of their exile back to the land that God had promised them. To this day the Jewish people remember both stories – of the Exodus and the return from Exile – which have formed their self-identity. 
The apostle Paul, in Philippians 3:4-14, in the same way contrasts the good tradition of the Law he inherited and valued so much to the new thing God was doing in him and in the church – calling people to a totally new life in Christ, saved now by grace through faith and not by keeping the Law of their tradition. He spoke of the confidence he had in the traditions of his childhood and young adulthood – that he was a true Hebrew and faithful Pharisee (or teacher of the Law) …

…But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ—the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith. I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead.


Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. Brothers, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.

Until he met Jesus (the risen Christ in the story), his whole life was founded on the tradition he had received based on the Law of God as he understood it. But Jesus said: “I am doing a new thing.” Paul continued to understand the Law to be good, but that God was doing something new and different – so much so that all he had known before he considered worthless in comparison to the new thing of knowing Christ through faith and sharing both in his sufferings and his resurrection. 

Between Isaiah and Paul was Jesus, saying, “You have heard it said… but I say to you…” For instance, “You have heard it said, Love your neighbor and hate your enemy, but I say to you, Love your enemies, pray for them, and bless them.” [See Matthew 5 and Luke 6] What they had been taught both in Scripture and tradition Jesus now said was superceded by the new thing God was doing in their day with the coming of the Kingdom. 
What IS God doing today?
The mainline Protestant denominations and the Roman Catholic Church that dominated American religious life in the 20th century have been in decline for over 30 years. The seminaries they founded and supported – and that trained most of their ministers and priests – have also been in decline and many are in serious financial trouble. For the majority of Christian churches in the U.S. during the 20th century, ministers could only be ordained in order to serve those churches following at least three years of study at one of the recognized seminaries. 

Today many of the larger churches do not belong to any of those denominations, often growing up as “nondenominational,” independent congregations. Or they belong to other Christian groups without the same restrictive requirements for education and ordination. Other theological schools have grown up to serve those churches and/or ministers and leaders have been mentored and trained within the congregations they now serve. 

In the past 15 years, more and more people who feel called by God to serve in ministry are serving in leadership in congregations where they feel called. Often they have other jobs and careers, families, and homes, and they want to serve where they are. They are asking for theological education to come to them, offered in an integrated model of education with online study, mentoring, local study groups, and similar options that will enable them to be more fully educated and trained for the ministry they are already engaged in. I believe this is part of the new thing God is doing in our day.
From Isaiah to Jesus to Paul – and beyond to the days we live in – God has always been doing a new thing. And in every generation, people have resisted it. There is something within most of us that says the tradition must be true because so many people have followed it. It is an ancient tradition, and people have followed it for centuries, so it must be true. And if it is true, then we must not change it. 
I see the prophets and Jesus and the apostles as agents of change in this world, always calling God’s people in every generation to be open to what new thing God is doing. The tradition of the Exodus, the Scriptures of Moses and the Prophets, the role of the Law given by God – all of it was called into question as God was yet again doing something new.

Conclusion

How do we know what new thing God is doing in our day? How do we know when God is the One calling us to move away from the tradition we have received to something we do not yet fully understand? How do we know? I wish I knew. I really do. I wish I could say to you, “This is how we know.” But I can’t say that.

The only answer I have is suggested by two scriptures: 


No mind has conceived what God has prepared for those who love God, but God has revealed it to us by the Spirit. For who has known the mind of the Lord? …Yet we have the mind of Christ. (See 1 Corinthians 2)

I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him. Not that I have already obtained all this, but this one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on. (From Philippians 3)
Whatever this emerging church will be, I am convinced it is a new thing God is doing in our generation. So I will trust the Spirit and the mind of Christ within us and seek to know Christ and become like him – and forgetting what is behind, I will press on into the future God has prepared.
