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According to a recent study conducted by the AnaeriReligious Identification Survey,
the number of Americans who identify themselve€hsstian has fallen

from 86% in 1990 to 76% in 2008.

The number who say that they have no religion hasased

from 8.2 % in 1990 to 14.2 % in 2008.

In the years between 2001 and 2008, the percenfagainline Protestants

has fallen from 17% to 12.9%Th(s survey was done by the Program on Public \&&idrinity College in Hartford,
cT).

Presbyterians in Hampton Roads are not immunegaltwn turn.

In the past ten years, the combined membershipo6® churches

has decreased by 2,000 people, the equivalensimigg@ne 200 member church a year for ten
years!

We are beginning to see several of our churches

not being able to afford full time pastors any leng

| estimate that in a five year period beginningwtlwo years ago,

we will go from 44 of our churches having a fullerpastor to 35.

In the next five to 10 years, we will probably seseral of our churches

ask the Presbytery to dissolve them, or to mergmke with another church.

We are going through a severe business downturn.

Our unemployment rate is at the highest rate we lsaen in 30 years.

The giving to our churches has decreased drasticeiome of our churches.
The largest decrease in congregational vitaliiy Norfolk,

where we have 18 congregations,

with a population that can sustain only 5 to 10sBygerian Churches.
Instead we have one 2,000 member church, and dggéitrg churches.

Given these realities, is there a word from thedl2or

Many theologians have said that the time we findelres in

is more similar to that of the Babylonian Exiletheny other time in Biblical history.
Let me share with you a passage from Jeremiateimilst of that Babylonian Exile,
because I think there is much that applies to uaton today in this words.

Listen to these words as they are recorded in Jare?9:1, 4-7, 11:

These are the words of the letter that the projéemiah
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sent from Jerusalem to the remaining elders amuoagxiles,
and to the priests, the prophets, and all the peopl

whom Nebuchadnezzar had taken into exile from aésnsto Babylon.
“Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israeglkdhe exiles
whom | have sent into exile from Jerusalem to Baibyl

Build houses and live in them;

plant gardens and eat what they produce.

Take wives and have sons and daughters;

multiply there, and do not decrease.

But seek the welfare of the city where | have seutinto exile,
and pray to the Lord on its behalf,

for in its welfare you will find your welfare. ...

For surely I know the plans | have for you,

plans for your welfare, and not for harm,

to give you a future with hope.”

50 years ago, before the exile we find ourselvdeday,
our society and our churches shared the same values

Today, Christians are a smaller percentage of tipailation than in recent memory.
People are suspicious of you if they find out yoeia Christian.
In some cases, Christians are attacked and mogkedtionally known comedians.

And yet, | get the impression that God is not fied with the church.

Last year 85% of our sessions, representing overetders, told the Presbytery
that making disciples should be the over arching gbthe Presbytery.

We hope to have most of our pastors over the nexté43years
go through a twelve to thirteen month class to ¢ginen the skills
to lead their congregations to make and grow dissifor Jesus Christ.

Already 16 are about halfway through the first sla¥our pastor has been a faithful member of
this first class.

One crucial element of this strategy will be tophelr churches see
that they must become outward focused
in order to be the kind of congregation that makas grows disciples of Jesus Christ.
Before our exile, we were quite proficient at atebiural evangelism,
otherwise know as “build it and they will come.”
Today we are being called to shift our thinkinghat of a missionary mindset —
to go where people are
instead of expecting them to show up whenever d@metever we build a church building.

This is not to say that we neglect present churembers.
In fact, every churcimust take care of its own members.
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But our congregations over the next three to faary will

study the scriptures and talk among themselvegemnd

and will come to see that the outward focus hdst@ priority over the inward focus,

again, if the church of Jesus Christ is to becdmeechurch that Jesus intended, to make and
grow disciples.

Our pastors and leaders over the next three toyieans will see

if they don’t already,

that outward focused mission has to include petsetetionships,.
That means that you don't just help needy people.

You develop relationships.

You get to know their names.

One of our churches thought they were being outfardsed

when they noticed that kids were hanging arouncthech in the afternoon with nothing to do.
So they built a basketball goal in the parkingtéogive these kids something to do.

That was a good thing to do.

But they forgot that ministry is not about doingodahings for other people.

It's about developing relationships with people.

It's about getting to know people so that at they\east you know their names.

Jesus knows us by name.
Jesus knows the unchurched by name.
How do you think that the unchurched will figuret that Jesus knows their name?

It used to be that you could tell them that, anmeavould believe it.

But today, the unchurched need to be shown beffieedan be told.
When the body of Christ starts learning the nanfi¢lseounchurched,
later the unchurched will understand that Jesusvkrtbeir name also.

Outwardly focused churched build bridges to themmunities instead of walls.
They don’t shout at the dirty stream, they gehimWwater and begin to clean it up.
They measure their effectiveness not only by irgenmeasures

such as worship attendance and finances and members

but also by the spiritual and societal effects

they are having on the communities around them. ...

Internally focused churches help individuals.

Outwardly focused churches change the [&ty.

This passage from Jeremiah demonstrates God’s wofaehe city.,
That should be our concern as well.

M paraphrased from Rusaw and Swanson, The Exteffadiysed Churgtpp. 17-18. Much of the rest of this
sermon is also drawn from the first chapter in bask. This book is one of the 13 books that astgrs are
studying to prepare themselves to lead their cayagiens from being inwardly focused to externatigdsed.
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Outwardly focused churches have moved past beiggyamth the city
to wanting to be a blessing to the city.

As | said before, we are today in exile, just like Hebrews in Babylon.
Jeremiah’s words of advice to them and to us are

“Seek the peace and prosperity of the city to wiicave carried you into exile.
Pray to the Lord for it.” (Jeremiah 29:7)

There must be a million ways to do that, but letgive you just one example,
of a church that took seriously this call be outiisafocused,
and to seek the welfare of the city.

Leaders of their church went to the elementary schoncipal to see what needs she had.

She said that they had a significant number ofesitglwho were reading a grade or more below
their own grade level.

Statistics indicated that unless those kids coedaln to read better, in their teenage years they
were likely to end up behind bars or dead.

The church organized a group of adults who coubéide one on one reading to elementary age
children four afternoons a week.

In 6 months, those students were reading at geads. |

Folks, those church members were engaged in thistnyiof saving lives.

We learn from scripture that the church ought tdikeesalt and light and leaven to the
community.

But salt, light, and leaven can only change thbjects when they are in relationship
with the object they are supposed to change.

They don’t work very effectively at a distance.

One author has noticed that John Bunyon'’s Pilgripnéggress, written in 1675, may have had an
unintentional consequence.

The story is about escaping the wicked city in otdeget to the celestial city.

He says that the theme of escaping the city hasosisigiously influenced the church for over
300 years.

“Could it be that Christians have tried to turn tteirch into a celestial city

where we educate our kids, eat our meals aftercbhand enjoy our circle of friends away from
the wicked city?”

I don’t know about you, but | stand before you guds charged.

I hope that five years from now,

we can joyfully report to each other

that a growing number of our churches have becamegardly focused,
and that they are seeking to serve and blesstihenot to control it.
That we will be learning to build bridges insteddvalls.

That we will be blessing our cities and praying ttoem.

That we will be seen as assets to the city, andiatutities.
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| really think God can do this through us,

but it will be a lot easier for God to do this

if we shift our focus from internal to external.

I hope you believe that as well.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the HoiytSp

Amen.
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