Make Way for New Growth <slide 1>
Punchline: From the beginning of scripture, God has been pruning and regrowing his people.  The challenge is we must prune our church.  The good news is that Jesus will prevail for us and in spite of us.

I met with stewardship this week and we were looking at our budget for 2010 and I have to be honest with y’all: things are going to need to change.  We’re okay for the time being – for a year or two, but there are a number of pressures that are going to force us to look at the way we spend money – our building is getting older, our people have less ability to give, and our church is shrinking.

We have an impression in the church in America that things should always be growing.  That to lose members or budget or programs means that we are a failure and that we are doing God’s will.  We’re ashamed of it.  If you’ve ever been to a conference people ask, “What’s your name?  Where are you from?  How big is your church?”  They don’t mean any harm, but there is an understanding that a bigger church is better.

Let me give you a brief history lesson: <Slide 2>
1) Reformation Sunday 

a) 1500’s – Roman Catholic church (only church in Europe at the time) was selling indulgences among other things

b) Luther, followed by guys like Calvin, protested and were eventually irreconcilably split from the church.  The beginning of the protestant church.

This was called the Reformation.  For the most part, Presbyterians believe in the Reformed theological tradition.  (Others have changed a little bit – Methodists added Wesleyan theology, etc.)

c) One very important points they made - “The church reformed and always reforming.”

i) Literally, the church made again and always being made again.

ii) Basically Luther and Calvin said that no human being was perfect so the church was never perfect so we must constantly be on the lookout for areas to change and grow for the better.

2) At the time, this was a crazy idea

a) The pope can be wrong?  Priests can be wrong?  The church tradition can be wrong?

b) But if we look in scripture, we see throughout that God is reforming his people over and over again.  <slide 3>
i) The wandering in the desert (the old generation had to die)

ii) Exiles – Isaiah, Jeremiah

c) And even in world history we see the church being remade

i) Constantine – and the legalization of Christianity

ii) The reformation

iii) Today the areas of greatest growth are Africa and South America

3) Jesus talks about this in our reading from John today: <slide 4>
a) “I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener.  He cuts off every branch that doesn't produce fruit, and he prunes the branches that do bear fruit so they will produce even more.”
b) One of the primary ways God corrects the church when it’s headed in the wrong direction is pruning – exiles, floods, wandering, deaths…God prunes the parts of the church that do not bear fruit so that those that are fruitful can produce even more.
4)  To many this may sound like God’s judgment and in some ways it is.
a) Are we being judged?
b) Are we dying because we don’t bear fruit?
But when we take a look at the bigger picture, it becomes good news: <Slide>
God’s will for the world does not depend on the health Oakhurst Presbyterian Church, or the PC(USA) or even the church in America.  As we look at our budget, we might start feeling discouraged, and we hear all the time about how the church in America is in decline and so we might get a sense of dread, like, “Oh no.  What if we end up like Europe where nobody goes to church?”  So what?  South America and Africa will grow even as we are being pruned and God’s message will flourish.

Jesus is the vine and he cannot die – in fact he already died and in doing so, defeated death itself.  The gospel can survive the pruning of every branch on the tree and still bear fruit – God has shown this time and time again.
But this idea of the church reformed always reforming, this vision of God the gardener pruning the vine, is also a challenge to us.  As we look at our budget and our ministries and programs, God calls us to prune.  Christ is the vine and all of the branches need to bear fruit.  We need to prune any of the branches of our church that aren’t bearing fruit.  Are there programs or ministries, ideas and mentalities, habits and structures that need to be pruned?  Can Oakhurst Presbyterian Church be re-formed?  

As we head into a new year with a new vision and new leadership, let’s take a look at some of the places that suck up our time, our money and energy, and really think about whether they need to be pruned.  Are all six ministry teams, a coordinating council, and a long range planning team in addition to our session bearing fruit?  Or can we prune?  Are all our circles and fellowship activities and meals bearing fruit?  Or can we prune?  Is all the money, time, and energy we put into our building bearing fruit? Or can we prune?  What about our staff?  Does every position on our staff bear fruit?  Or can we prune?

Brothers and sisters in Christ, often times when we think about being forced to change, we tense up and feel afraid or anxious.  But we are not the gardener, God is. <click> Change is God’s way of reforming the church and pruning is God’s way or making way for new growth.  We are the church reformed and always reforming.  As God removes dead branches, we create opportunities for Christ to bear new fruit in our church and in our neighborhood.  And we trust that no matter what branches are cut back, Christ the vine and his body, the church, will always grow again.
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