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· from the moment humanity determined that there existed a divine being, humans have strived to know the mind and will of the divine 

· all faiths, all religious endeavor, in one form or another, seeks to know and respond to what God is doing in the world

· Wherever the belief exists that God is engaged with his world, that God acts with intention and through history, there is an invested interest in understanding and living in accordance with what God is doing 

· Wendell Berry writes,  “A belief that God acts with purpose in the world must lead to attempts, however feeble, to discern how my own actions might be attuned to God’s one action.”

· The community of God: the ancient Hebrew community in the OT and the early Church in the NT, engaged regularly and often in a process of discernment 

· Throughout biblical history a variety of ways were employed and trusted as a means for determining what God was doing among his people and discovering what God was calling his people to do in response 
· Everything from dreams to angel sightings, from prophetic declaration claiming, “thus says the Lord” to the seemingly more rational approach of, “it seemed right to us and to the Holy Spirit”, the people of God have understood themselves to be a people seeking to know and act upon the direction of God
· The history of discernment, however, reveals that at various points in their history, some pretty strange approaches – they drew lots, probably the practice of drawing straws – they sought the advice of seers 
· the urim and thummin was one of the earliest methods the early Hebrew community used at times to discern the mind of God – little is really known about this method – most scholars think it was pair of stones, one black and one white which were drawn from a pouch, to settle a question or establish the right choice – Saul employed it at one point when he became frustrated with what he perceived to be a lack of direction from God – it kind of backfired on him – the urim and thummim were part of the garb of the High Priests who carried them in their breast plate – it probably sounds to us, more like the flipping of a coin, than a reliable method to discern the what God was doing and what they should do
· then there was the ever popular setting out of a fleece – in Judges 6 we have the story of Gideon who, wanting to know whether God was going to cause Israel to prevail over the Midianites, set out a fleece on the threshing floor   – a wool blanket – if, in the morning the blanket was covered in dew, but the ground around it was dry, they would win – so in the morning, it was just as he had hope, the fleece was soaking wet and the ground around it, dry – but Gideon then, just to be sure, set out the fleece again and asked God this time, to make the ground all around wet and keep the fleece dry – while this practice only appears once in the bible, it has actually became a way people still seek to discern Gods leading – set up an condition saying, if such and such occurs, it is God’s will – put the house up for sale, if we get an offer within two weeks, we’ll know we are supposed to move to Florida! – if there is a Mercedes Benz on that used car lot when we arrive, I will know that it is God’s will that I buy it!

· most of these methods were based on a test, an act carried out with the assumption that God would override their actions – flip a coin and God will make it land as he determine – set a process in motion a and leave it to God to make it succeed or fail – these methods, one might argue, at a different time in history or in a different cultural setting were considered very trustworthy

· all these various methods of discerning just might suggest that God in his grace, has accommodated the cultural norms of society throughout history

· But, in terms of the question we are seeking to discern about planting a church in Strathcona, I’m guessing that if I were to suggest to you that we flip a coin and have someone call it in the air – that heads means yes, and tails means, no – not many of you would say, good process, Tim!

· But here is what I want us to see, whatever the method, as bizarre as it may have sounded, it was almost always an attempt to discern what God was doing among them – it was less about figuring out what they should, and more about coming to grips with what God was doing 

So how will we discern? What is it we are seeking to discern? 

- we’re not going to fully answer that today, but I want to do two things: 1) identify some basic assumptions we are making as we enter a discerning process as a community of faith, 2) draw out a principle from Jesus’ telling of the Parable of the Sower 

Identifying Some Basic Assumptions about Discernment in Community

· the very notion that we can somehow discern God’s leading assumes certain things – the very process discernment itself celebrates some wonderful truths we hold about our relationship with God as a community of faith
1. it assumes that God, as Wendell Berry asserts, acts with purpose in the world – there is nothing to discern if God is aloof and disengaged from his creation – there is no purpose for us to discern for ourselves, if God does not act with purpose in the world – the very act of seeking to discern what God is doing among us, is a celebration of our conviction that God is in the world and is active within his creation

2. it assumes that God is a revealing God – that God, not only acts with purpose in the world, but that God reveals what he is doing in the world  – reveals his purposes –if God is not willing to reveal his purposes in the world then it’s not discernable – it is a vain effort to try and pry from God what God does not want us to know – so, we must believe that God is a revealing God if we are going to ask him to reveal anything to us      – the act of seeking discernment is a celebration of our God as the God who speaks  

3. it assumes that God invites us to participate in his purposes – this is central to our being a community of faith – this is the assumption that underlies our vision statement – the very foundation of the whole idea of even having a vision statement – we assume that we are called to participate in what God is doing in our community – if we are missional, then we believe that we are invited to participate in what God is doing in the world – and seeking to discern what God is doing is the celebration of God’s invitation for us to participate in his purposes

4. it assumes that we, together as a community, can actually hear and discern and act upon what God is doing among us – there is a trust factor here – an act of faith in which we actually expect to hear – it suggests that not only does God speak, but that God enables us to hear – this is really what the concept of the Holy Spirit is about, to a large extent – that the Spirit of God indwells us, and because the spirit indwells his people, his community of believers, we can hear and understand and discern       – the act of seeking to discern what God is doing among us is the celebration of God’s Spirit in the midst of our faith community
- What we are engaged in through this process discernment in regard to the proposed church plant, is at its essence what the church is all about – it’s the community being attentive to the purposes of God in the world so that we can determine our place in what God is doing in our world and community
The Parable of The Sower, and Discernment in Community

· the parable of the sower is not precisely about the process of discernment, but it teaches a principle which I believe is essential to understanding what discernment is about

· suspend for a moment all that you know about this familiar parable – what it is ultimately about and instead just observe the process that is involved here

· Jesus tells a story to a group of people gathered – a crowd so big that Jesus gets in a boat a little way off shore so he can address the people

· A sower went out and sowed some seed – some seed fell on the hard path and was eaten by the birds, some fell on rocky soil, quickly sprang up, but quickly withered and died – still other seed fell among weeds and was choked out – and finally, some seed fell on good, fertile soil and grew up and reproduced

· that’s it – no explanation – just the story – and this rather unsettling punch line, let the one who has ears to hear, hear
· Try to put yourself in the place of the original hearers – we know the explanation that comes later in this chapter – so it’s hard for us to hear this familiar story without referring to the explanation

· But they were not given the explanation – imagine just hearing this story – nothing more 

· So the disciples, likely tired of people asking them what the parable meant

· Perhaps, beleaguered by the complaints about Jesus’ teaching methods, brings their protest to Jesus – why do you speak to the people in parables? 

· And Jesus gives them a rather harsh lesson - I speak in parables because, seeing they do not perceive, and hearing they do not listen, nor do they understand – then he goes on to quote an OT passage about people with dull hearts and closed minds and plugged ears

· But blessed are your eyes, he tells his disciples, for they see and your ears hear 

· Wow, sounds harsh, sounds very exclusive – but is it? – it almost sounds like Jesus is suggesting that they are purposefully being kept from hearing and understanding – but that’s not what it actually says

· What if Jesus is saying to his disciples, I am not going to explain it to them, they have to figure it out

· They have to lean into it – they have to discover it, because if I just hand it to them, they won’t embrace it – what if Jesus is saying, they have to be engaged in the process – they have to search – remember that he said elsewhere, seek and you will find, knock and the door will be opened
· this is the treasure hidden in the field, Jesus talked about in another parable, the pearl of great price – it’s accessible, in fact it’s right there, but it needs to be uncovered – it requires an investment of effort and sacrifice

· We might ask the same question of God, why don’t you just tell us what we are supposed to do – why isn’t your will always clear – just say it plainly     – and the answer might come back, because hearing you probably wouldn’t hear me anyways, and seeing you’d likely miss it

· if I make it obvious, it will become oblivious – but if you have to seek, if you have to lean into it and inquire and engage in the process, then you will discover what I’m doing and you will discover where you are in what I am doing

· In our instantaneous society, we undervalue process – in our “ends justify the means” approach, we underestimate the significance of the struggle, the wrestle, the debate – we want results, we need answers – you know what, we could get it right, and miss all that God wants to do in us through this process – we will make a terrible mistake if we think that the point of this is only the product at the end of the day, a new church in Strathcona (or not), and miss seeing what God is doing in us through this very process of seeking to discern

· So what are seeking to discern? – I would suggest to you we are first and foremost seeking to discern what God has done and is doing among us – and secondly, what that suggests about what we should do

So, we must sit with and pray through some questions:

1. What do we understand to be God’s purpose in the world and what do we understand to be the role of Christ’s church within the purposes of God in the world?

2. What has God done in us as a community of faith that has made us we are? What are the values instilled in us? What are the shaping events in our story?

3. What is happening in our city and our community? What issues draw us in, what concerns pull us forward, in what ways do we want to make a difference?
