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DYING TO BE BORN


Some ask me if I think Vienna Baptist Church is dying. I say, “No, I don’t think we are a dying church, but I hope that we are a dead church.” Okay. That’s my sermon for today. Thank you for coming. (Pause)


Perhaps I need to explain myself. No, I do not think we are a dying church, and yes, I hope we are dead. I like to quote Francis of Assisi: “For it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.” I believe that we will not look for an open door until our main door is shut. I believe that before the new can come, something has to die. I believe we cannot live fully into the new until we let go of the old. I am talking about a congregation but I am also talking about your life and my life. 


I think that’s what Paul is talking about in 2 Corinthians 5. The church members there were questioning Paul's authority as an apostle and as a leader. They said, “He’s deceitful. He strong-arms others to his point of view. He is intolerant. He’s not a good preacher. He’s not spiritual enough. He’s does not have a pleasant, extroverted personality.”  


How does Paul respond? He says, “Well, you can’t hurt me because I’m dead.” Hear 2 Corinthians 5:14-15: For the love of Christ urges us on, because we are convinced that one has died for all; therefore all have died. And he died for all, so that those who live might live no longer for themselves, but for him who died and was raised for them.

Paul says that when Jesus died on the cross, Jesus died for all of us as well; therefore, all of us have died, too. That sounds morbid, doesn’t it? As several in the office told me this week, this talk about dying and death is a real downer for a Sunday morning sermon. Paul is not as concerned with the death of Jesus as with his resurrection, and he is not as concerned with our old life as with our new life. God takes a dead Jesus and raises him to a new and more powerful life. God takes your dead past and creates a new person with hope and joy and peace for now and for the future. God takes a dead church and raises it to serve others not like we did in the past but how the Holy Spirit wants us to minister now and into the future. Before the Lord can use you, me and Vienna Baptist Church, we need to be dead. Then, God can make us, as Paul says, a new creation! (5:17). 

In the Gospel lesson for today we heard Jesus’ story of the Loving Father and two sons. We often call it the Parable of the Prodigal Son. Most of us know this story well. Please notice what the loving father says when the son returns home: “And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; for this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!” (Luke 15:23-24a). At some point the wandering son was dead. According to Jesus, we cannot be found unless we are lost and we cannot really live until we are dead. 

So how do dead people live? Paul says, Christ died for all, so that those who live might live no longer for themselves, but for him who died and was raised for them. In simple terms, dead people no longer live selfishly just for themselves but live as Christ wants us to live. 


Today we promised to help raise these six children. We have three girls--Jordan, Lily, Penelope--and three minor prophets-- Elisha, Joel and Micah. At some point we want them to die to the selfishness which is essential for them as small children. Right now everything (and just about everyone--especially you grandparents) revolves around your small child. This child needs to be the center of attention now. When this child is twenty, however, we don’t want him or her to be the center of everyone’s attention. We want our child to die of that need to be the center and the “everything” of everyone else and for this child to one day ask, “How can I serve others with my life?” The old self (which I say again is an essential stage of our development) needs to die so the new self can see beyond what he or she wants to what she or he can offer to the world. 

Dying can really change how you view yourself and your world. Years ago I heard one of my favorite preachers speak. 1 Will Willimon, then Dean of the Chapel at Duke University, said that on that very morning before coming to the preaching conference, he had been in a budget fight at Duke University. Everyone was becoming very emotional and no consensus could be reached on the budget plans for the University. 

He noticed that the librarian just sat quietly and watched the uproar. Then, the librarian spoke in a calm voice and offered an analysis of the budgetary problem and a possible solution. The group saw immediately his wisdom. Everyone listened, agreed, and shook hands. The meeting wound down very peacefully.


Willimon walked with this insightful man back to the library and asked, “Jerry, how can you be so still and calm in a budget meeting like that with all the shouting and uproar?”

Jerry said, “I had open heart surgery.”

“I didn't know that!”

“Yes, two years ago. You know, they stop your heart during that type of surgery. And I died for about five minutes on that operating table. My heart was stopped and was not beating on its own. And I heard a voice say, 'Peace! Be still!' And when you have died and been raised, they can't do anything to you.”

Jerry was dead and then alive. The lost son was dead and then alive. Jesus was dead and then alive. Paul was dead and then alive. Vienna Baptist Church is dead so we can be alive. You are dead so you can be alive. 
AMBASSADORS FOR CHRIST


Paul says, Christ died for all, so that those who live might live no longer for themselves, but for him who died and was raised for them. Robert Schnase asks in his book, Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations, “What have we done in the last six months to make a positive difference in the lives of others that we would not have done if it were not for our relationship to Christ?”  2

Our covenant calls us to proclaim the gospel through words and deeds to those whose lives ours touch. As dead individuals and a dead church, we are called, as Paul was, to mission and service. Mission is essential for each of us and for each church. If all of our money and all of our energy turn inward to us and our own needs, we will be and nice club but not be the body of Christ. 


Paul says that through Christ God has built a bridge between God and us so that we can now have an intimate relationship with the Lord. We can now see that because of what God has done in Christ, we are again friends with God. As Paul writes in v. 18, All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation. We now have the mission of showing those in our community that through Christ God is now friends with all persons and not just those gathered here this morning. 


In verse 20 we hear, So we are ambassadors for Christ. What is an ambassador? Since we live in the DC area, we know that ambassadors are from another country and come here to represent their leader and their nation. Some here work or have worked with ambassadors. An ambassador from the USA retains his or her citizenship even though living in another country. An ambassador is not the leader of the country but represents the leader and the country. Paul says he is an ambassador for Christ. And so are we. 

I think Paul knew how loaded this word “ambassador” was. The Greek word he used (presbeutes) is a translation of the Latin word legatus. When the Roman senate wished to invite a defeated land to become a Roman province with special status with Rome, the Senate sent at least ten ambassadors from their ranks to arrange the terms of peace, determine the boundaries of the province, draw up a constitution, and bring back a report to the Senate. These ambassadors were Roman citizens responsible for bringing other people into the family of the Roman Empire. 3

We are ambassadors for Christ who proclaim to others that they are still members of God’s family and are friends with God. We are ambassadors for Christ when we visit the homeless with FACETS. We are ambassadors for Christ when we take food from Our Daily Bread to needy families. We are ambassadors for Christ when we smile and greet children and families who attend Vienna Baptist Children’s Center. We are ambassadors for Christ when we travel to Mississippi to help with relief after a hurricane. We are ambassadors for Christ when we visit prisons, hospitals and nursing homes. 

These are ways we serve as Christ’s ambassadors. To be a fruitful congregation and fruitful disciples of Christ, however, we are called to risk-taking mission and service. Risk-taking mission pushes us out of our comfort zone, stretches us beyond the normal circle of relationships and practices that routinely define our faith commitments. 4

I have good news. Not all of us are called to risk-taking mission and service. Some have heard this call to go beyond their comfort zone, but not all of us have. Not everyone has the spiritual gifts, the personal temperament, or the physical stamina to step beyond the edge of ordinary mission and service. That’s all right. What we can all do, however, is support and encourage those who step out of the normal bounds of mission and service. We as a congregation can offer our prayers, our blessings, our love, and our encouragement. 5 

Some are involved in risk-taking mission and service, but we all are ambassadors—representatives for Christ. We teach these six children what it means to live not for themselves but for God. We go beyond these walls to people who are lonely, alienated, addicted, trapped, and hard-pressed. We go to people who wonder if God has abandoned them. We go to those who wonder if there is a God and if that God really loves them. We offer risk-taking mission and service beyond our walls and beyond our comfort zone because we are called to be ambassadors for Christ with this good news of love divine, all loves excelling. We are representatives bringing this message: “We are representatives from God to tell you that through Christ you are again friends God.” 


What is our response to this high calling to be Christ’s ambassadors? What will we do? Who will we be?  Well?
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