Hebrews 11:29 - 12:2
29By faith the people passed through the Red Sea as if it were dry land, but when the Egyptians attempted to do so they were drowned. 30By faith the walls of Jericho fell after they had been encircled for seven days. 31By faith Rahab the prostitute did not perish with those who were disobedient, because she had received the spies in peace. 
32And what more should I say? For time would fail me to tell of Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, of David and Samuel and the prophets— 33who through faith conquered kingdoms, administered justice, obtained promises, shut the mouths of lions, 34quenched raging fire, escaped the edge of the sword, won strength out of weakness, became mighty in war, put foreign armies to flight. 35Women received their dead by resurrection. Others were tortured, refusing to accept release, in order to obtain a better resurrection. 36Others suffered mocking and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment. 37They were stoned to death, they were sawn in two, they were killed by the sword; they went about in skins of sheep and goats, destitute, persecuted, tormented— 38of whom the world was not worthy. They wandered in deserts and mountains, and in caves and holes in the ground. 39Yet all these, though they were commended for their faith, did not receive what was promised, 40since God had provided something better so that they would not, apart from us, be made perfect. 
12Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, 2looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, who for the sake of the joy that was set before him endured the cross, disregarding its shame, and has taken his seat at the right hand of the throne of God. 
Luke 12:49-56
49“I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled! 50I have a baptism with which to be baptized, and what stress I am under until it is completed! 51Do you think that I have come to bring peace to the earth? No, I tell you, but rather division! 52From now on five in one household will be divided, three against two and two against three; 53they will be divided: father against son and son against father, mother against daughter and daughter against mother, mother-in-law against her daughter-in-law and daughter-in-law against mother-in-law.” 
54He also said to the crowds, “When you see a cloud rising in the west, you immediately say, ‘It is going to rain’; and so it happens. 55And when you see the south wind blowing, you say, ‘There will be scorching heat’; and it happens. 56You hypocrites! You know how to interpret the appearance of earth and sky, but why do you not know how to interpret the present time? 



One of the biggest challenges couples face in their relationship occurs when they have a child. For along with  rejoicing, celebration and excitement (usually) can come pressures on finances, new chores to be done, sleep deprivation and changes in the amount and kind of attention each of the two used to receive.  All of this can be worked through – and has been by more than a dozen couples. Still, the birth of a child often serves to prompt a focusing of what each partner in the couple really feels strongly about and may include – what should be eaten; what the child should learn and how; how does grows into a good person and the role of discipline in this; the importance of politeness and other social graces; and many other things.
Tension emerges as part of the parental tango. And the reason for that tension is good and proper – something important is now at stake. Before, “whatever” may have sufficed and melted into a “you do your thing, I’ll do mine” but with kids .... “I don’t want her to grow up like your mother or my son to be like your father or brother or ....”
The text in Luke this morning talks about tension. Jesus says it’s not a mistake. “Do you think that I have come to bring peace to the earth? No, I tell you, but rather division.” Well, there go all those Christmas cards! And then he goes on to list a number of permutations of family conflict – father against son, daughter-in-law against mother-in-law. All things that some of us have experienced, although not necessarily around Jesus. JESUS punctures that myth if that everyone could just be Christian, if everyone would just come to church, if everyone could realize we are all part of the same family – it would all be fine. Those of us who have families, much less experience with the church, know Jesus is right.  Nobody can hurt you like family; and, sometimes  I think, no one can be as vicious or mean-spirited as Church or religious people. And that just simply is true .... unfortunately ... and which we need  to confess. (Though we won’t feature that in the advertisements.)
Tension and struggle are often part of our life. The upside of this is that, at its best, it is because we know something is at stake. The downside can be that what we think is at stake may, in fact, be our own tastes and preferences and not much to do with God.
IN my job, I get to travel to very many United Church locations across the country. It is no exaggeration to say that some degree of tension exists in the vast majority. And the pressures are increasing.
There was an article in the New York Times this past week about the growing pressures in congregations and how many, many clergy – at least one in three in our denomination – are burning out and quitting. 
The NY Times article says it is not just that leaders need rest or relaxation or boundaries or any of that other, important stuff. Much of the stress can be traced back to some form of congregational pressure. One of the major conclusions of the report was that churchgoers increasingly want pastors to soothe and entertain them, to provide spiritual services and comfort in their role as Christian spectators.
As a result, leaders feel they are constantly forced to choose, as they work through congregants’ daily wish lists in their e-mail and voice mail, between paths of personal integrity and those that portend greater job security. As religion becomes a consumer experience, ministers are no longer expected to comment on moral issues or to deliver sermons that make the comfortable uneasy.  
There are things we have to be aware of both nationally and within our own midst.
The other major source of tension, both within families and within congregations, now seems to arise between generations. Now some of this is natural – children grow up, they learn and they choose either not to repeat our mistakes or to commit them with more gusto. But increasingly we are finding the gulfs between generations seem to be widening; we are hard pressed to find ways to talk with one another about things that matter.
In congregations we notice the tensions in many ways. The presenting issue can be music –“Oh man, when are we going to sing something not written in the 18th century!”; it can be worship style; governance – the way we do our business as a community; the way power gets exercised. Women of a younger generation seem to have particular difficulty often with older patterns when men seemed to make decisions while women exercised their power in more lateral ways. Even things supposedly as simple as welcoming people can become an issue. Many people of an older generation like to be recognized when they are visiting – Is there anyone here from Moose Jaw today? Stand up, introduce yourselves, tell us about yourselves, your family, and the highlights of your medical history. For people of a younger generation that usually leads them to flee. So we have leaders who are scrambling to learn how to do ministry with one group while other groups look on critically, telling them what they are doing it wrong as they try to lead a community in faith and into faith.
Tension ...
The only time we do not feel tension is when we are all the same – or when we have beaten or bullied anyone who disagrees with us into silence or choose to give up our power.
Now, it appears to me, that here at Oak Bay United you/we are trying to be something different. And it is not easy. For the larger ocean in which we swim, the market economy/consumer society, is increasingly geared towards separation and specialization (unless you can do mega – mega stores, mega boxes, megachurches). Now some congregations try and deal with this pressure towards specialization and segmentation by saying, well those people are welcome, let them have their space. If they want to worship differently, let them have their own service; if they want that kind of music how about Saturday night? Here we are trying to create a space where people of all kinds –not just people who are clones of ourselves – might find welcome, even people younger than 55 and people whose skin is not fair or whose cultural background is not European. We are trying to lean into being a Christian community where all kinds can gather around the table with integrity and authenticity. So we have hired staff who have, as part of their nature and calling, the impulse to be bridge builders. You have hired Gordon, who is very good, I think, at trying to tap into all different kinds of music and not letting any one group of us dominate even though it would be much better if we sang all the stuff I know and like. And we have Gaye, who works very hard at making sure children feel a real part of this church, even though they don’t act like they are 55, and that there is connection between some of us over 55 and others. So in doing these things we are saying to this community and to ourselves that we are choosing a different way. And, in our hearts, we know there will be tension but that we are prepared to work with that, with one another and God.
This is a major deal. There are very few places in this society who are trying to be these kinds of places. In these times. This is an astounding declaration; it verges on gospel, a glimpse into the kind of community of which God might dream.
AND it also means that it also puts right in the middle of some of the most difficult challenges facing not only the church but Western society – how can we live together in a way that goes beyond tolerance but which reflects justice, respect and joy. It is a good thing, maybe even a divine thing that we have so many talented people in this congregation because we will need them for we will all need to exhibit understanding and behaviour not normally associated with church but required by God. //
Why is God calling you/us at Oak Bay United to be this kind of community, to have to engage this kind of soul and community work, to be uncomfortable at times? I’m not totally sure but part of it, I think, is because something significant is at stake.
The passage from Hebrews lists a long line of people called to faith and it says that something significant is at stake about being associated with the God we know through Jesus and who is written about through the Hebrew and Christian writings. Being a Christian, a person of faith, is more than a lifestyle choice like whether or not to be a vegetarian. We, as Christians, are being called to something extraordinary because something significant is at stake – for us as individuals but more so for this world.
A friend and mentor of mine used to say that the only question really worth considering was, Who do you serve? Who do we serve?
Read the Hebrews text again, we stand in a long line of very different types of people who have chosen and been chosen to serve God. “By faith the people passed through the Red Sea ...by faith the walls of Jericho fell ... By faith Rahab the prostitute ... by faith Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David, Samuel and the prophets.” And as people called to faith they  conquered kingdoms, administered justice, obtained promises, shut the mouths of lions, 34quenched raging fire, escaped the edge of the sword, won strength out of weakness, became mighty in war, put foreign armies to flight. ... Others were tortured ... 36Others suffered mocking and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment. 37They were stoned to death, they were sawn in two, they were killed by the sword; they went about destitute, persecuted, tormented; They wandered in deserts and mountains, and in caves and holes in the ground. By faith some people were called to amazing things beyond that to which they were inclined or thought themselves capable.
These are OUR people. So we are called, in our time, here, to be a community that swims upstream, that dares to extend hospitality, that nurtures a culture that says, contrary to the market, “it’s not all about us,” a community that seeks to see and hear differently and whose heart wants to be in sync with a different heartbeat. //
Are we up to this? I don’t know. God seems to think so – “our mission, should we decide to accept it; and we seem to have decided we will.”   
Such is the good news of Jesus Christ.


Prayers of the people
Our God we give you thanks that some things are important
Place & space
We bring before you this morning the millions of your children on this globe who are now in motion or displaced by floods (Pakistan), political persecution, famine, racial or religious persecution. Let the images of thousands lining the roadways seeking a safe place and space be seared upon our hearts as they are upon yours.
We give you thanks that some things are important.
How people are treated.
Too often tension is resolved in non-respectful ways. People are bullied and bulldozed; others give away their power, “whatever,” “Yes, dear,”; “Yes, sir!” Give us courage to have respectful conversations with our children, our friends, those whose are different than us, those whose language it is difficult for us to understand.
We give you thanks that some things are important.
How we see and treat ourselves.
We pray for those who do not see themselves as beloved, as welcome at this table or any other because of their history, their addictions, their struggles or our lack of hospitality.
We give you thanks that some things are important.
How we see the world, the voices we choose to hear, the pain and grief we allow ourselves to witness and the transformation you continually bring.
Continue to work your transformation within us and within this world so that we shall seek first your will, your dream and the desire of your heart will set the beat.
For we desire to be your people, who stand in a long line of those who sit among lepers and shepherds outside the gates, asking simply that Jesus teach us a prayer. So it with them and with him, we pray.
Our Father …
Amen.
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