       FURTHER OUT AND DEEPER IN 1.		  5TH FEB. 2017
(MARK 6:7-13, 30-32)

Psalm 85: 10 presents us with an intriguing picture:

Love and faithfulness meet together; righteousness and peace kiss each other.

Eugene Peterson in the Message Version, writes, “Right Living and Whole Living embrace and kiss!”, “tsadakar” and “shalom”, “right living and whole living”, justice and peace; one, perhaps, focussing more at the core motivation of the heart, the other at outward actions of righteousness and justice, but both rich and multi-dimensional Hebrew concepts.

Right living and whole living have a lot to say to us as we seek to be a faithful Christian community. It lies at the core of the theme of “Further out and Deeper in” that will focus us this year. It is something of a “chicken and egg” situation – which comes first? They are so eternally interconnected that it is almost impossible to place one prior to the other. That is why Christians get themselves in a tangle when they try to set the practices of spirituality, study and worship in opposition to outward practices of social transformation, service and justice advocacy; or seek to give one precedence over the other. When we seek to reach further out into our communities, Jesus calls us to go deeper in, and when we go deeper in in study and prayer, he calls us to reach further out.

In our reading from the Gospel of Mark, we have Jesus commissioning his twelve disciples to go out ahead of him into the surrounding villages, heralding the message of the Kingdom of God and demonstrating its presence by works of healing and deliverance. Note:  “works”. What we call miracles, Jesus referred to simply as his “works” – the doing of Kingdom action: works of righteousness. Jesus’ example makes it abundantly clear that the message of the Kingdom was not just about issues of belief, but a whole pattern of life lived in the community. What did these twelve do? Presumably they went to the busiest, most public areas of the villages to  which they were sent, and proclaimed the message of Jesus in the marketplace, and there they healed the sick, cast out demons and set people free in whatever way they could.

Later Mark tells us of their excitement as they returned to Jesus with amazing testimonies of the things they had done in his name, and he says, “Now come aside into the place of rest and relational closeness.” It is a pattern that was already set in his own life, as Mark records a couple of chapters earlier,
That evening after sunset the people brought to Jesus all who were ill and demon-possessed. The whole town gathered at the door, and Jesus healed many who had various diseases. He also drove out many demons, but he would not let the demons speak because they knew who he was.
Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed. (Mark 1:32-35)
Jesus is the preeminent model of justice and peace, “tsadakar” and “shalom” kissing each other. He shows us whole living and right living in unity. He gives us a wonderful example to follow.
Last year the events around the “Fees must fall” protests drew us into the public sphere quite forcibly. Of course it is not just education, but social and economic inequalities, housing, access to services, entrenched areas of racial privilege and a host of issues in our society where the Kingdom of God needs to break in and bring transformation. These issues will still be there this year and there is every likelihood that the public protests will get more urgent. By the end of 2016 many of us were weary, perplexed and frayed at the edges. As I pondered this I became convinced that we will only be effective in reaching further out in social engagement if we also root ourselves more deeply in the practice of spirituality.
I believe this is what Jesus was doing when he sought out a solitary place in the pre-dawn hours to pray. Engagement in the world costs us, it pulls us in various directions, it seeks to set the agenda for us. The reason Jesus never appears harassed is that, by his own account, he only did what the Father showed him (John 5:19-20). His times of withdrawal centred him in the Father’s will. Unless we are spiritually centred we will not live as called people and a called community; instead we will be driven by our own insecurities and needs and whatever strident voices carry the day in the external world. But, if we are living as called people, we can be sure that the Spirit of Jesus will lead us into courageous and sacrificial engagement in the public square. It is about right living and whole living kissing one another. 
We stand in a long tradition of Western Christianity that has formed the church as we know it today; but the emergence of this postmodern world is raising urgent questions about the shape and function of the church as we know it. “Going to church” is not a concept we find in the New Testament, nor is there any reference to “church services” as we know them. It is all about “being the church” and gathering in a very participatory way, generally in homes, with each person bringing and contributing their spiritual gifts. We have to admit that Western church services tend to foster passivity and anonymity. At worst they also foster a consumer mentality. That is not a context that produces courageous and called “Kingdom Christians” it neither fosters whole living, not right living..
Willow Creek Church in Chicago launched a survey called “Reveal” and this was its finding (I quote from an article in Christianity Today):
‘The study shows that while Willow has been successfully meeting the spiritual needs of those who describe themselves as "exploring Christianity" or "growing in Christ," it has been less successful at doing so with those who self-report as being "close to Christ" or "Christ-centred." In fact, one-fourth of the last two groups say that they are either "stalled" in their spiritual growth and/or "dissatisfied" with the church.’
What the folk at Willow came to realize is a principle that human development teaches us; simply, as you grow up, you learn to feed yourself. They recognised that the stalled and dissatisfied state of the more mature Christians in their midst, was because they still expected the bulk of their spiritual growth to come from the weekly hour or two in a church service. Willow found that the level of spiritual growth and satisfaction in mature Christians was closely tied to the depth and quality of their personal devotional lives and spirituality(whole living), as well as their active participation in small groups and areas of ministry, service and mission (right living). It is in these spheres that growth in vocation and maturity is most fostered. The best thing the church can do for its committed members is to provide them with resources and guidance in this area.
[bookmark: _GoBack]So, lest I do the very thing I have called into question and encourage passivity, I invite you to buzz with the people around you. Do you agree with the Willow conclusion that maturing spirituality and satisfaction in the Christian life becomes increasingly centred in personal spirituality and small group participation? How can you deepen your own spirituality? How does deeper spiritual engagement enable us to engage more confidently and effectively in the public sphere?

