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| love our psalm reading for today, and especially these lines:

36:7 How precious is your steadfast love, O God! All people may take
refuge in the shadow of your wings. 36:8 They feast on the abundance of
your house, and you give them drink from the river of your delights.

Yes! In God’s love we find refuge and abundance and delight; we find a
home. And who are the “we”? All people. All of us. There is abundance in God’s
house. Room for all.

I’ve called my sermon today “Many Rooms”, and I want to begin by
considering how God’s dwelling on earth, the Christian church, globally has many
rooms, and houses different cultural constituencies. Think, for instance, of the
broad demarcations of the Roman Catholic Church, and the Eastern Orthodox
Church, and Protestantism. Then, within Protestantism we have free churches and
state churches, and within the free church tradition we have congregational
governance and conference governance. Even among congregationally governed
churches we have traditionalists, and evangelicals, and fundamentalists, and
charismatics, and progressives.

What I am seeing as various rooms in God’s abundance, though, we can also
see throughout history as a dizzying series of rancorous schisms, splits, and
divisions, can’t we? Unfortunately, each side tends to explain the divides
doctrinally, with our spiritual fates dependent upon proper adherence. Yet in
retrospect these supposedly spiritual divides often appear to be motivated by
political or cultural or personal predilections or desires. Issues of power, wealth,
and authority emerge, as do issues of who might threaten our power, wealth, and
authority. What we recognize all too often is that the rancorous divisions in the
Christian church are not a result of living in God’s house, but of coming to see our
room in that house of abundance as the one all must fit into.

How do we prevent our own human desires from turning God’s house into
OUR house? By being mindful of, by praying upon, and by acting out the two
commandments Jesus saw as the core of our faith. You of course know them.



When in Matthew 22:36-40 the Pharisee asked Jesus which commandment was the
greatest, he replied:

87 «“Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul
and with all your mind.’& ¥ This is the first and greatest
commandment. 3 And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as
yourself.”[1 4 All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two
commandments.”

Here is the core of our faith, its lynchpin. Love of God encompasses and enables
love of neighbour. Love is a generous, generative, out-pouring, a creative force
which we, created in the image of God, return to God as God has poured it out
upon us. And as we, in faith, return our love to God we inevitably pour it out on
our neighbour, creating in turn refuge, abundance, and delight—a home—for our
neighbour as God has done for ourselves.

We at Grace are in a transitional phase as we respond to Pastor Beth leaving,
and Pastor Doug retiring, and as we search for supply pastors to assist us as we
discern our way forward into the future. While we are experiencing an “in-
between” time, which naturally brings with it a certain anxiousness about how
things will turn out, | believe we have good cause to be hopeful about how things
will unfold. I want to have us think somewhat about the dynamics of this
transitional period, and how certain characteristics of our Grace-pace position us
well for a fruitful next phase of our congregational life. But as context | first want
to read a focusing passage from John’s gospel:

John 14 Do not let your hearts be troubled. You believe in God; believe
also in me. 2 My Father’s house has many rooms; if that were not so,
would | have told you that | am going there to prepare a place for you?...

151f you love me, keep my commands. 1 And I will ask the Father, and
he will give you another advocate to help you and be with you
forever— 7 the Spirit of truth. The world cannot accept him, because it
neither sees him nor knows him. But you know him, for he lives with
you and will be in you. 81 will not leave you as orphans; | will come to
you...

23Anyone who loves me will obey my teaching. My Father will love
them, and we will come to them and make our home with them.”


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%2022%3A36-40&version=NIV#fen-NIV-23910a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%2022%3A36-40&version=NIV#fen-NIV-23912b

Beyond Jesus’ reference to the many rooms in his Father’s house, and to the
commandments we need to keep—both of which I’ve commented on already—this
scripture is fascinating to me in the way it time travels. Jesus will ask the Father to
send the Spirit, but then the Spirit is already living with the disciples; Jesus is with
the disciples now, but will come to them; Jesus will go to prepare a place, but will
also come, with his Father, and make a home with anyone who loves him. Here is
Pastor Doug’s clock with no hands, from his sermon two weeks ago. The three-
person God is with us now, but is also someone we can look forward to with
anticipation; has responded to our call, but also calls us into being. But the C-major
chord of this passage is its gift of comfort to us, isn’t it? “Do not let your hearts be
troubled ... I will not leave you as orphans; | will come to you.” There again is the
essence of Psalm 36: refuge and abundance and delight; we find a home.

It is such a chord in our scriptures that encourages us to Dare to Imagine
God’s reconciled, peaceful world, as we did during Advent, or to take Envisioning
the Future as our theme for the season of Epiphany. Epiphany is the season which
celebrates the revelation of the Good News to the gentiles, the manifestation of
Jesus’ divinity through his baptism, and through miracles. The wondrous nature of
this revelation and manifestation is that it is a gift which calls to us from our future,
which shapes us into beings who can respond to the call, and who in turn shape a
world as a response to the continual call into being. The writer James K. A. Smith
calls such a shaped life living “futurally”. This is not a matter of simply waiting for
something, which puts our life on hold. Living futurally, is “to inhabit the present
in such a way that the future is the beating heart of my now. ... to live futurally
means that my very mode of being-in-the-world is infused by anticipation. Instead
of being defined by waiting, my active life is shaped by what | hope for. | receive
myself from the future. | am what I am called to be.”

In last week’s sermon Jan shared a closer look at John the Baptist. John is a
clear example of someone living futurally. He didn’t sit there waiting for the
messiah. He actively prepared a way for the one who was to come. He baptized,
preached, castigated, and was both revered and punished for his actions. Jan ended
her sermon by speculating that John in prison heard from Jesus and felt reassured
that he had answered the call, that he had prepared the way, that he had fought the
good fight. Likewise, Jan’s hopeful speculation about John was an instance of her
living futurally. Her message became what she was called to say.



So, what message is Grace being called to say? | believe we can get a sense
of Grace’s futural living by looking at how our faithful witness has shaped us.
When we take such a look, as | said earlier, we have cause to be hopeful about the
future we are being called into. I’1l look for a moment at two aspects of Grace’s
shape: the place, and the people. Briefly, first of all, our place—the physical space.
When we drive into the parking lot, we can see a series of apartments behind the
church. The Grace-Linwell seniors’ housing we were instrumental in establishing
IS a tangible witness to our values of generosity and pastoral care. Inside the church
building we have created space for an Anglican congregation and for a daycare.
Again, tangible expressions of our values. We have created a beautiful courtyard
where—once covid permits—we will again gather for peaceful reflection,
community celebrations of poetry and music, laughter and food. But we also have
other space which could be shaped in creative ways: the nursery, the balcony over
the gym, the gym itself, the stage area. We could certainly house another
congregation who was willing to hold afternoon services. And it might well bring
children and youth with it, and maybe guitars and drums and maracas. We have the
space. We have been and can continue to be good stewards of God’s resources.
There are many rooms in our house of God. | think of Isaiah 56:7, “my house shall
be called a house of prayer for all peoples....”

| want to turn now to our people. I’ll take a glance at one dimension today,
numbers of people attending service. Given our demographic it is not surprising
that there is a certain feeling that we are shrinking, and that perhaps our
congregational life is winding down. But that is not true. Speaking in rough
figures, if we have 40 to 45 members out to church on a good Sunday, about a third
of these people have joined Grace since 2015. We have lost members, and we
continue to mourn them, and more members are unable to attend in person due to
frailty or ill health, and we work to include them in our weekly services and
community life. But we have maintained or even slightly increased our numbers
since 2015, when Jan and | arrived. And who are these newer people sharing our
room in God’s house? Well, they are not young families with children, and that is
also something to lament. But these newbies—with the varied gifts they bring—are
also something to celebrate. They are for the most part younger retirees, people in
their late 50s or 60s who find Grace to be a congenial, welcoming place. A number
of these folks are retired pastors, most of whom have served here at Grace and find
our room in God’s house to be a good fit with their own spirituality. Some are
retired academics or teachers who appreciate thoughtful preaching, a rich and deep



and multi-hued music ministry, and a liturgical worship which honours the deep
drama of our faith without becoming overly solemn. Some are retired or still-
working farmers (do farmers ever retire?) who appreciate the traditional nature of
Grace’s faith, while, being wise-weather-watchers, also value how we attempt to
discern the direction of the winds of the Spirit. And all of these people, with years
of experience in church, education, and the school of life, value the open-handed
generosity characteristic of Grace, and the opportunity to participate in the shared
approach to ministry we are nurturing here.

The shared ministry team approach that is emerging at Grace is not simply
good shepherding of resources (though it is that). It is an emerging recognition that
there are a multitude of gifts in our midst, if only we are open to seeing them.
Listen again to these central lines of our epistle reading today:

1 Corinthians 12: 4-7
* Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit;
> and there are varieties of services, but the same Lord:;
6 and there are varieties of activities, but it is the same God who activates
all of them in everyone.
" To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.

Being open to seeing and embracing and appreciating these gifts involves, again,
the generative, creative love of neighbour we identified earlier. Differing gifts, but
the same God. This is not an irresponsible free-for-all. This is a generous
orthodoxy, our sharing in the abundance of the many rooms in God’s house.

Amen



