22 October 2006







  
 Pentecost 20
The church you always longed for: empowers each individual
[1 Samuel 16:1-13; Acts 18:24-28; Matthew 9:9-13 NLT]
In the beginning…

He was born in Shanghai; I was born in Saginaw.
He was Roman Catholic; I was Lutheran.
He was a shrewd banker; I was an unemployed missionary.

Our paths crossed in Hong Kong more than 15 years ago.

I was desperate –

I had applied to be an English language teacher.

Maybe he was desperate too –


he recruited me as a training manager.

He said, though, that he saw in me a potential I could not see.
And during a series of interviews that spanned two months,


he not only convinced the company’s vice presidents to hire me;



he also convinced me that I could do the job.

The rest – as they say – is history.

I became a training manager in the world’s second largest bank.

I not only made money in the training centre;


I also was able to make disciples.

Thanks to a Chinese Christian called Ignatius Lee,


I discovered that I could succeed in business…


and serve Jesus while doing business.

Who empowered you?

Was there a coach or teacher


who saw what you could not see?
Was there a friend or family member


who encouraged you to go on…
on and beyond what you thought possible?

Was there anyone in your life


who taught you a craft, 

gave you a job, 

lent you some start-up money?
We all dream of someone discovering us, don’t we?

We all long for someone to give us that needed break.

Who helped you?

But let’s stop here!

We not only need to consider who empowered us;


we also need to consider whom we can empower.

We, after all, are the church.
And I submit that the ideal church 

– the church people long for – 
is one that empowers each individual.
In other words, we not only need to be empowered;


we also need to be empowering.

This morning, we’ll explore what this means.
Empowering each individual

1)  What do you mean?
Empowerment: today’s buzzword – 

but did you know that the word is more than 400 years old?
When it was first used in the 17th century,


it simply meant to “enable”.

Today, though, the word has been hijacked.
Politicians and pop psychologists love to use it;


the word seems to have the ring of liberty…and license.

In business, it means – and I quote from a training manual –

“authorizing workers to take the initiative to improve operations, reduce costs, and improve product quality and customer service”


(in other words, help the company make even more money).

Even Buddhists have adopted the term;


to them it signifies an initiation rite –



an apprentice is allowed to perform a ritual reserved for the masters. 
Call me old-fashioned, 
but I quite like the 17th century definition –

simply to “enable”.

In the church that people long for…

in the church that empowers each individual,



you and I simply enable each other…




we enable each other to become all that God designed us to be.

Let that be the definition…the definition with which we work today.
Let that also be the destination…

the goal for which we work in the days ahead.

2) Why should I do it?
But why should I get involved?
Why should I seek to empower each individual in this church?

The term is over 400 years old,


but the practice is ancient.

In fact, God has been using his people to empower others 

almost since the dawn of history.

Can you recall the lessons that _____ read to us only moments ago?

Do you remember how God sent Samuel to “empower” a boy named David?

The kid became a king, didn’t he?

And let’s not forget how Jesus “empowered” a man named Matthew.

Max Lucado has described Matthew as a combination of

“embezzling executive…hokey television evangelist…ambulance-chasing lawyer… 

with a pimp’s morality…just above plankton on the food chain”.

Jesus, though, brought out the best in Matthew.

He enabled this crook to become a creative writer –


the guy who gave us the first book of the New Testament.

Could all this be part of a plan…

God’s plan for his people?

Why don’t we review that plan…and find out.

Get out your notebooks, folks.

This will be a short course that covers the basics –


what I like to call “3-M theology”.

First, God made us in his image.

You, of course, know that;


but do you know what that meant?

We didn’t look like God, but we could certainly act like him.

Have you ever stopped to think what that meant?
Just think of the possibilities…the potential that we were given.

How awesome!
Then something went wrong.

You know that, too, don’t you?

Some of us blame Eve; others condemn Adam.

But, really, shouldn’t we be pointing the finger at ourselves?

After all, haven’t we also marred the image of God?

Oh, we still like to “play God”.
But that’s about the best we can do, isn’t it?
We no longer act like God.

As we confessed moments ago,


we can’t even make loving others our passion.

Have you ever stopped to think what this has meant?

Now think of the impossibilities…


the potential that each of us lost when we lost the image of God.

How awful!
That must have troubled God, too.

The designer just couldn’t bear to see his work of art defaced…devalued.
No wonder he set out to mend the image.
He first of all sent his Son to undo the damage…

to “cross out” – did you get that? – 
to “cross out” all that we had done to tarnish God’s image.
Then he sent his Spirit to begin restoring the image…


and restoring it with a very personal touch.

A personal touch?

Yes!  The Spirit sets out to personally enable you, me, each baptized believer 

to act more and more like God…

to become all that God designed us to be.

AND – let’s not forget this – 


the Spirit also gives you, me and each baptized believer 

a personal gift – a unique ability – 
to help others become all that God designed them to be too.
That’s the plan, folks.

And that’s why we praise him (God, that is).
That’s also why we proceed to empower each other in the church.

Now, one picture supposedly is worth a thousand words, isn’t it?
However, in one of his letters, a pastor named Paul


used far fewer words to paint a picture of the ideal church.

In his “word picture”, Pastor Paul brushed in some of the gifts God’s Spirit gives.
Then he highlighted the reason for those gifts.

Finally, he portrayed what happens 
when each person is empowered to use the gift…


to live up to his or her potential.

This is what he writes:


He has given each one of us a special gift [Ephesians 4:7]
Why?
So that we become more and more in every way like Christ…like God [Ephesians 4:15]
And then he adds:

As each part does its own special work, it helps the other parts grow, so that the whole body is healthy and growing and full of love. [Ephesians 4:16]
For five years, I was part of a charismatic church –


a church that strived to fashion itself after the church Pastor Paul pictured.

We were a church that emphasized the unique gift or potential

that God had given to each individual.
This is what I observed…

When we set out to empower each other…

to help each other discover that unique gift…



to enable each other to become all that God designed us to be,




we actually started to resemble the ideal church Pastor Paul painted.

People were eager to join our community.
However, whenever individuals set out – on their own – to discover their potential…

whenever individuals opted to determine for themselves what God wanted them to be,


we looked like anything but the church.

People were eager to leave our fellowship.

Do you want to be part of a church that people long for?

I suggest, then, that you don’t try to “go it alone”.
It’s essential that you and I empower each other…


that we work at enabling each other to become all that God designed us to be.

3)  How can I do it?
How can we do this?
It’s quite simple…

as simple as A-B-C.

Begin by seeing yourself as an agent…God’s agent.

Be on the lookout for talent…raw talent.
Isn’t that what Priscilla and Aquila did?
This couple’s “M-O” was revealed in today’s second lesson.

They began by engaging someone with raw talent.
As they listened to an eloquent speaker named Apollos,


they identified the potential…



and ignored the problems.
Even though the teaching of the man was false…


even though the practice of a woman empowering a man for ministry was forbidden,



we are told that Priscilla and Aquila took the opportunity 

and took the man aside [Acts 18:26]
When you and I act as God’s talent agent in this place…


when we seek to identify potential here,



we too may have to ignore the problems.

We simply cannot afford to be constrained 

by a person’s age, gender or spiritual background.
Could the young man with long hair and an interest in technology…


could he be the one to develop our church’s website?

Could the elderly widow’s concern for others…



could that be translated into a prayer and care ministry 

to those who have lost their health or their loved one?

Could the visitor’s singing ability…


could that lead to a role as worship leader?

Those are good questions,


but they will go unanswered unless and until we – like Priscilla and Aquila –



take the opportunity to take these people aside and talk with them.

Too often, we want to determine 

whether someone – something – is good or bad 

before we understand.
Church bodies just love to do that to each other;

and bodies in the church tend to do the same thing.

Why don’t we resolve to break that vicious cycle?

Why don’t we resolve to get to know people…and their potential?

If you and I want to help empower each individual in this church,


we begin by seeing ourselves as God’s agent;



then we act as God’s banker…God’s investment banker.

Isn’t that what Priscilla and Aquila did?
Didn’t they invest a lot of their time with Apollos


as they exposed this person to development opportunities?

We are told that 

they took him aside and explained the way of God more accurately. [Acts 18:26]
In other words, they “filled in the blanks” for Apollos.
How can you and I help others develop their potential?
We may well need to invest our time.

It takes time, after all, to guide people in the right direction…


to introduce them to the right people.

It takes time to share our own expertise or experience.

Who knows?  We may even need to invest some of our money…


to pay for the training that will help another grow.

Will there be any return on our investment?

Why shouldn’t there be?
Look how handsomely one couple’s investment paid off.

After Priscilla and Aquila helped Apollos develop his potential,


we are told that Apollos proved to be of great benefit to the believers  [Acts 18:27]
If we are intent on helping this church become one that people long for,

we need to empower each individual here. 

We do this by seeing ourselves as God’s agent,


by acting as God’s banker,



and finally by being God’s coach.
Coaches made a big difference in Apollos’ life.
We are told that when he was thinking about what he should do,


the brothers and sisters – not only Priscilla and Aquila – 

encouraged him in this [Acts 18:27]
In other words, they encouraged him to serve.
Many of us – both in the church and out of it – never realize our potential;


we never become all that God designed us to be.

Why?

We simply lack courage; we are too afraid of failure.

How, then, can we encourage each other?

How can we instill courage in each other?
We may have to change the way we talk to each other.

We will need to compliment each other more; 

complain much, much less.

We will need to urge each other to take risks…


to tell each other it’s OK to fail.

We also may have to change the way we act.

We will need to spend more time of the sidelines…


to be there whenever one of us fails



be there to hug, not hold at arm’s length.

We will need to give each other a second chance…perhaps a third…maybe even a fourth.
We may also need to start carrying a cooler of Gatorade.

I understand that, in this culture, winners like to get wet.

At the end…

In a book entitled I know why the caged bird sings,

Maya Angelou tells her story 

of growing up black and poor in Stumps, Arkansas.

She relates how racism offered her an inferior education…


withheld medical care.

Her tale is grim…as grim as her future appeared to be.

Today, though, Maya Angelou is a renowned author and poet.

What happened?

A neighbor named Mrs Flowers made the difference in Maya’s life.
Mrs Flowers saw something in Maya that others overlooked.
She sensed that Maya had an ability to write


and was determined to develop that potential.

Mrs Flowers invited Maya over for afternoon tea.

That itself made Maya feel special.

Then Mrs Flowers did something special.

She exposed Maya to literature.

She also taught Maya to recite poetry.

Finally, after many afternoon teas,


she encouraged Maya to start writing.

Many Americans consider Maya Angelou to be a literary hero.

But if it weren’t for Mrs Flowers, 


it’s unlikely that any of us would know her name.

Now your name isn’t Flowers,


and I’m not a Mrs,



but God wants us to do for each other




what Mrs Flowers did for Maya Angelou.

Is God asking too much?

Do you remember the plan?

Can you recall that “3-M theology”?

Isn’t God only asking you and me to do for each other

what he already has done for each one of us?
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