What’s Happening:  GA 2014
2 Corinthians 5:16-20

Let’s begin this morning in prayer … Pray with me …
I’m not sure if anyone has been wondering through our early time of Gathering and Preparing this morning, why there isn’t a question mark at the end of the sermon title this morning.  If anyone has been … wondering … I’ll tell you why:  It’s because the sermon title is not a question this morning, but rather an “introduction” of sorts.  I’m not asking you what’s happening this morning, I’m going to tell you “What’s Happening,” at least a little bit of what’s happening.  It started last week as our church gathered for its 221st General Assembly in Detroit, MI, but it’s not over – it’s still happening.  And it will continue happening as long as the Spirit of God moves in the world.

But, before we get to what’s happening, I want to remind you of a story I shared with you years ago.  Before I began the conversation with the Pastor Nominating Committee of Pewee Valley Pres. that would lead to a call and our mutual ministry of the past six years, I was talking with a few other churches, including one in New Jersey  that consisted of a few emails back and forth to set up a phone call, a conference call, with a Pastor Nominating Committee to decide whether or not they wanted to spend the money to fly me up north for a face-to-face conversation, or whether I wanted do that myself.  The conference call began with some pleasantries and a few connections – mutual friends and common experiences, that sort of thing.  And then we began the work of discerning whether or not we thought we might be compatible with one another, on any level.  They told me they had a series of questions that they were asking all their candidates and that they had assigned each of these questions to one member of the Committee who’s responsibility it was to ask and take more detailed notes than the others on their specific inquiry.  
On the fourth or fifth question the committee member introduced himself and “set up” the question he was preparing to ask by telling me that they had just recently experienced some “profound discomfort” with the politics of their previous minister, and he mentioned that the Committee, and the congregation as a whole, were very interested in staying away from that in their next Pastor.  The Committee, on behalf of the congregation as a whole, was looking for someone without a political agenda.  And here he paused, stopped, actually – there was a “lull” in the conversation as I waited for question and they, apparently waited for a response.
So after a few seconds, and with all the boldness it takes over the telephone (which isn’t much), I did respond:  “Well, yes, in fact I do have a political agenda,” I said.    “It’s most commonly called the Kingdom of God.”  There was another pause, another “lull,” before conversation began again, though the phone call didn’t last too much longer.  I never met that Nominating Committee, let alone the congregation face-to-face.  Which was fine, I mean they were in New Jersey, for goodness sake … (No, no, no … I’m sorry!  I just mean it helped bring me here!)
…

You should be very familiar with the realty, and even some of the “politics,” of the Kingdom of God – when it began for us and with whom.  All through Eastertide we explored this reality “in our midst” and last week we read Jesus’ announcement in Luke:   Through the life of Jesus Christ the process of making the world a more just place began.  In his life, through his love, Jesus disclosed this Kingdom to us.  He announced that the ending of the old had already begun and the Kingdom of God was already among us.  Through the life of the Body of Christ, the church, the process of making the world a more just place continues.  In our lives as children of God, disciples of Christ, members of the Church, and through our love we disclose the Kingdom of God, on earth as it is in heaven, or we should be.  We pray for it every time we get together.  And we work for it, too – reconciliation in our own personal, individual, and spiritual lives as well as in our communal, political, and corporate lives. 
In one of the most difficult of his letters to interpret, Second Corinthians, is found one of Paul’s grandest passages.  Listen for the Word of God …Read 2 Corinthians 5:16a, 17-20 … The Word of the Lord.
After affirming what Christ means to him in the previous verses, Paul here speaks of the new way he understands himself and his own life, his own ministry, and anyone’s life and ministry who is also “in Christ.”  The old way in which Paul saw people was the “human way,” tinged with prejudice and bias, with an eye toward how others may benefit his own interests.  The old way in which Paul saw the world was the “human way,” tinged with suspicion and fear, always conspiring to make it work first of all, and best of all for himself, in his own interests.  But no more!  He is a new creation “in Christ” and because of this he is reconciled to God.  
So, too, with anyone who is “in Christ.”  That’s you and me, and all others who call themselves Christians, and insofar as you and I, and all other who call themselves Christians, are the church, so, too is the church … a new creation “in Christ” reconciled to God.  And if reconciled to God, then called to do God’s work, here and now.   And what is God doing here and now?  In Christ, God is reconciling the world to Godself … the world.  That doesn’t mean God is trying to Christianize the world, no matter what others may say.  It means God, in Christ, has begun the work of making the world more just place.  The Kingdom of God is among us.  What are we, individually and as a church, doing to get with the divine program?  And here is where we take up our sermon title “announcement.”  At our biennial (every two year) General Assembly held in Detroit last week we tried once again, haltingly and imperfectly, to discern our role as members of the PCUSA in getting with the divine program of making the world a more just place.  Here’s what happened last week and “What’s Happening” in our lives ahead:
By and overwhelming vote the Assembly agreed with the Committee on Theological issues and Institution’s recommendation to send a proposal to the Presbyteries to include the Belhar Confession in our church’s constitution.  
Based on the sub-themes of unity, justice and reconciliation, the Belhar Confession was written in 1982 during the period of South African apartheid. It was adopted as a confession of faith by the Dutch Reformed Mission Church in South Africa in 1986 and has since been adopted by numerous denominations around the world, including the Reformed Church of America.  Before it can be added to the denomination's confessions, the Belhar would have to be ratified by 116, or two-thirds, of the denomination's 172 presbyteries, and if the way be clear the 222nd General Assembly (2016) would again approve it for inclusion in the Book of Confessions. Belhar would join the eleven “Eurocentric” creeds and confessions being the first addition to the Book of Confessions in 30 years.
Acting on recommendations from the Committee on Civil Unions and Marriages, the Assembly approved new language about marriage in our church’s Book of Order that would change the references from “a man and woman” to “two persons.”  This change, too, will not become church law until a majority of presbyteries vote to ratify the new language.   The Assembly also passed an authoritative interpretation that allows Pastor’s discretion in performing same gender marriage ceremonies in states where those unions are legal. 
The Committee on Ecumenical and Interfaith Relations recommendation of a policy statement entitled “The Interreligious Stance of the Presbyterian Church (USA)” was approved.  This stance articulates, among other things, that we  will be open to and will see opportunities for respectful dialogue and mutual relationships with entities and persons from other religious traditions.

Recommendations that the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) advocate measures to prevent gun violence won resounding approval.  Among other things, the Assembly’s action calls for the formation of support, healing and advocacy groups for those who have experienced gun violence in their families; opposition to “stand your ground” legislation; encouraging church sessions and PC(USA) entities that own property to declare their particular premises and gatherings to be gun-free zones; raising the age for handgun ownership to 21; and, supporting legislation to ban semiautomatic assault weapons and armor-piercing handgun ammunition.
Over the next two years, the number of Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) synods will be reduced from 16 to between 10 and 12.  It will be up to synods and the presbyteries that comprise the synods to decide where the new boundaries are drawn, and which services each synod will provide “based on an emerging sense of purpose, partnership, context and call.”  That recommendation is based on a report from the Mid Councils Commission, which worked two years and spoke to 54 synod executives, stated clerks and others in order to complete the report.  
After passionate debate over how best to help break the deadlock between Israel and the Palestinians, the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) voted on Friday to divest from Caterpillar, Hewlett-Packard and Motorola Solutions, three companies that supply Israel with equipment used in the occupation of Palestinian territory.  The measure passed by a vote of 310-303, and called not only for divestment but also reaffirmed Israel’s right to exist, endorsed a two-state solution, encouraged interfaith dialogue and travel to the Holy Land, and instructed the church to undertake “positive investment” in endeavors that advance peace and improve the lives of Israelis and Palestinians.
A proposal that would have ordered the church's Board of Pensions and Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) Foundation to immediately stop investment and liquidate any holdings within five years in fossil fuel companies did not pass but was referred, with comment, to the Mission Responsibility Through Investment committee "for action and discernment."  The Committee on Immigration and Environmental Issues added as comment that it "is deeply concerned about both the need for action and the need to remain in dialogue with companies that are in the fossil fuel industry.”

The assembly further voted to petition the President and the Department of State to remove Cuba from the list of state sponsors of terrorism and to remove all restrictions of travel to Cuba by U.S. Citizens, soon as possible; to direct the Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy to appoint a Drug Policy Task Force to promote study, discussion, and engagement among church members and congregants and develop a plan of concrete actions and policy recommendations for the 222nd General Assembly (2016); to urges the United States Congress to pass legislation governing military drones; and to directed the Presbyterian Mission Agency to create new/updated resources concerning Child/Youth Protection measures in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) that can be available for synods, presbyteries, and individual churches. 
Finally for this morning (though we’ve hardly exhausted the business of our church this past week), the assembly passed an overture to Encourage congregations to celebrate intentionally the faithful witness of John Knox on Sunday, October 26, 2014 (Reformation Sunday) in partial celebration of his  500th birthday
We do have a “political agenda” as disciples of Christ.  We must speak of the new ways we understand ourselves and our lives, individually and as the church because of Christ.  And we must organize those lives around the reality we know as the Kingdom of God.  Our old way of seeing all men, women, and children, young and old was the “human way,” tinged with prejudice and bias, with an eye toward how others may benefit his own interests.  The old way in which we saw the world was the “human way,” tinged with suspicion and fear, always conspiring to make it work first of all, and best of all for himself, in his own interests.  But no more!  We are new creations “in Christ” – individually and as the Body of Christ – and because of this we are reconciled to God.

In this past week, in some small and large way, in some confirming and  challenging ways, we as a church have tried to discern how God is reconciling the world to Godself, through us.  That is a bit of “what’s happened.”  It’s not a question.  We are not left wondering.  But neither are we done responding.  We will talk on as we walk on, for you see, “if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation; everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new.  All this,” we proclaim with Paul, “is from God.”
May it be so.  Amen.

Reverend Joel Weible, Pastor
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