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Late on Friday night I picked up the weekend edition of the Vancouver Courier that had arrived on my doorstep. Before tossing it and all its flyers to the side for reading later in the weekend I was caught by the front page image and words. Across the front was a picture of a sanctuary with cross and wooden pews and a preacher standing in the forefront. The headline read:  Spreading The Word. Needless to say the article invited me in. You may have seen it. Reporter Mark Hasiuk was doing a piece on the 10th Avenue Church in Vancouver.  The church has become newsworthy because its 10th Avenue location has increased in numbers and services to the degree that it now has expanded its church to include a satellite congregation which will worship in Kitsilano Secondary School. The articles reads that Tenth Avenue Church (formerly 10th Avenue Alliance) has been “transformed from a shrinking community of aging white folks into a vibrant congregation representing all social, cultural and economic backgrounds.”

I found myself with a mixture of reactions to this news item. I felt envy as well as hope and I wanted to find inspiration from it too. I was envious, of course, that the church was “successful” drawing new members and making the news headlines of the local paper.  So too, there may be cause for hope and inspiration from it. What was it that was making this church so popular and what can we take from it. Is it the preacher, is it the people, both, the music—what is the secret ingredient? Or maybe it is because they are evangelical and people come but they don’t stay very long. Kitsilano is apparently one of the most secular neighbourhoods in the country so if they can succeed here they surely have something worth noting. I found myself wanting to visit on a Sunday and see for myself what was happening, secretly hoping it is not the charismatic preacher who is drawing people in droves—1500 a Sunday to be exact. the pressure could be high.
Last Sunday Maureen Paetkau and Sabina Harpe talked to us about the self-reflective work that they want us to be about, this month, to find words and descriptors about who we are as a community here at Dunbar so that we can develop a welcome package for newcomers and so continue to build and improve the welcoming we do in this place and to share our community with the neighbourhood around us. They talked about using our reflection and the sense we have of ourselves to develop a logo—a metaphor in image—to proclaim who we are and what we are about. I do think this process is a good one—a good discipline to be about right now. We do have something here—authentic and valuable to proclaim to the outside world and community and to ourselves—to gird our sense of ministry and value. And I think it is going to be difficult to really define and describe who we are. Here in this place there is authentic community; there are many of you working faithfully to bring paths of peace and healing to those who hunger physically and emotionally; to refugees. And there is conviction and commitment to upholding the holy and sacred through worship and prayer. Even the building which we often feel is straining from age and use, houses much in this secular part of the city.

As we attempt self reflection and time to jot down some words and phrases about our identity, I am sure I am not the only one who suffers from envy at the church not far from here that bursts at the seams. I am sure I am not the only one that wonders—is there a way for us to get there? What do we need to do, what are we doing already that just needs to be talked about.
As is typical, our Gospel passage today confronts our wondering about self-identity and ambition. It confronts any wondering we may have about our future and what it really means to follow in the ways of Jesus. Today we land upon a kind of huddle Jesus is having with his disciples on their way to Jerusalem. Two brothers, James and John from Zebedee have heard Jesus say that he is on his way to Jerusalem and won’t be met there with great acceptance. Because of who he is and what he and his followers do there is going to be great resistance and even punishment of death.

But James and John have in mind that Jesus is the new messiah, about to be the new great leader who would come in and set up Israel again as the most powerful nation in the world. So they begin wondering about their place in this future. Can we sit at your right and left side they ask? Jesus, they are asking…when you get elected can we be minister of finance and attorney-general? Do you have a special spot for us? And Jesus responds: “You do not know what you are asking. Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?” They replied, “We are able. In other words, if you want to be my followers, if you are with me until I get elected to bring in a new realm…know that pathway is one that involves death, persecution, suffering. Three times in the gospel of Mark, Jesus tells his followers this but the questions on the lips of Jesus followers makes us wonder if they/or us modern disciples, really get it, really really get it.
Obviously it is a hard sell—in order to be my followers, to walk in the way of Jesus you have to be willing to die.

A few years ago I was part of a church gathering and march that took place in the downtown eastside on Palm Sunday. It was a gathering to reenact the walk of Jesus into Jerusalem before his arrest and trial and crucifixion. It was a walk that invited us to walk the kind of path that Christ walked. At many points along the way there were speeches and reflections given. Bob Smith spoke about the call of discipleship as people who follow in the way of Christ. And I don’t know whether what he said was his own or he was quoting another but I remember him saying that if you want to be a follower of Jesus you have to look good on wood. You have to walk the path he walked even if it means walking toward death.

I hear this gospel and recall such quotes much more common during the season of lent and I find myself thinking—this is a hard sell. No wonder the task of inviting people to Christian community is so hard. Can you imagine that logo—you gotta look good on wood.
We live in a country and a time when the issue of dying for our cause/our religion/our spiritual tenets don’t cause us to run the risk of death—literally. And so it may cause us to believe that this particular news of the gospel is not ours to take on. And yet even modern scholarship and exploration of this facet of Christianity suggests that following in the ways of Jesus—even in our time and place—involves a kind of dying. It may not mean physical dying and martyrdom—but it does involve a constant dying. It involves dying to the self as the center and a dying to the world and its ways of ambition and security as utmost important.

Dying to the self as we seek to follow the way of Christ means dying to any part of our identity that values ourselves as most important. We are continually formed and shaped by popular culture to focus on our own achievement, our own appearance our own affluence (the three A’s) and security as utmost important. We are like James and John—taught by dominant culture to find our place at the centre. Instead, with the way of Jesus, we are invited to a death of those motivations and into a life where we hold an identity centered on God and spirit where what is of utmost importance is transformation of lives and world to reflect the ways of God. We are invited past the ways of death and wood to the love of God being so alive in us that justice and compassion take centre stage.

When Jesus suggests to his followers that they need to drink the cup he drinks and be baptized into his baptism, he is not asking them to get stuck in martyrdom and self-pity but rather to imagine the world that God imagines and find transformation of self and other and earth. It is one where we become servants to the ways of compassion and love rather than preservation. This does not mean doing more dishes or having more committees or keeping more buildings standing or exhaustive serving. But it means continually asking and discerning what needs to die in us so that the health of God’s world is centre stage. What needs to be given up so that something more can emerge. What security needs to be let go of so that we live generously.
I don’t know…maybe a logo with the words—you gotta look good on wood could work! The life that lies beyond a dying of self centeredness is one (says Marcus Borg) that is marked by freedom from voices and messages of destruction:
Marked by joy of exuberant life

Marked by peace of reconnection to what matters

Marked by love of God loving in us

And it comes through lives continually open to transformation not lives seeking security and guarantees.
I think we ought to look longingly, maybe even eagerly at churches bursting at the seams. Not to sell ourselves out to a tradition or method that is not ours but to pay attention and to become clearer on who we are and whose we are. Phyllis Tickle who is a renowned author has published a book called The Great Emergence: How Christianity is Changing and Why. In it she suggests that every 500 years the Christian tradition has a giant rummage sale and gets rid of what is of no use and reinvents itself and reemerges into something new. The last rummage sale was the Great Reformation.  500 years after that is the time that is now. We are lucky enough, she says, to be part of this new emergence and not quite sure how or what will come of it. But we are seeing, believe it or not, that part of it is a renewed orientation to the Jesus way and to what the first followers held to in the face of great persecution.
It is true that we stand in neighbourhood of vast secularism—lack of interest, ignorance of who we are and maybe even a bit of disdain exist. We could shy away from the path that is before us. OR we could watch Jesus walk ahead and turn to us and our longing and say: “Are you able to walk this way?”—and very confidently say—“We Are Able”—our very lives are at stake.
May it be so.






Amen
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