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Last Sunday we heard Fern Stockdale Winder share lessons she took from her year itinerating through the Province on behalf of the ministry of health.   Change, she said, “comes when we work together, sometimes across seemingly disparate views or even strongholds”.   This is true when addressing Provincial mental health care or a building renovation.   She highlighted examples of positive change:  the collective efforts of many to help renew our church building, change being effected through community agencies, positive change coming through individual and institutional commitment.  It was a fine message.   I will compliment what she offered last week.  In the spirit of the construction puns with which she inundated us, I will build upon the foundation she laid last week; I will plumb additional lines; hopefully I will be a conduit.
The building of the 2nd Temple is the biblical story which came to mind as I considered the topic of change in relation to our renovations around here.  I find the line from verse 13 very compelling:  “the people could not distinguish the sound of the joyful shout from the sound of people’s weeping”.  New builds / renovations / change, elicit within us both tears of joy and grief.   The Apostle Paul notes that our bodies are God’s sanctuary (1st Cor 3.16; 6.19).  We know what it is like when the sanctuaries of God, our bodies, require renovations.   Knee replacements, eye surgery, by-pass surgery, pace-makers, setting of broken bones can be painful procedures.  The renewal of our spirits is often no less painful, for it requires us admitting something is broken and in need of repair.  And yet renovations to our bodies and spirits bring additional years; good years. This building is over 50 years old, and in its mid-life it has required some necessary work.  Ignoring the problems has not been an option.  For various reasons the renewal taking place in this building brought to mind the founding of the 2nd temple.  I will speak more about the linkage between the 2nd Temple and our church project in a bit.  Back to Fern’s message...
As I was listening to Fern last week I found myself thinking about the Great Creator who seems to be in the business of change.  S/He takes star dust and evolves a planet fit for human life and creatures alike.  S/He takes broken individuals and works for change in their lives.  And from the lives of these transformed persons whole communities are transformed and work for transformation in the rest of the world.  This is true of the "blessed to be a blessing" part of the Abrahamic covenant with Israel as well as the understanding of "the church" we find in the New Testament.  The church of the New Testament always refers to a people, not a building.  And the church, they and we, exist not as a self perpetuating institution, but rather as an agent of change for individuals and all of society.  Change in the biblical narrative is not optional.  It happens.  It is crucial that we locate our efforts at change in the broader Christian story of change.  Why?

It is key because many in our world and the church have low self esteem which hampers our ability to get involved with God’s project.  I, too, suffer from this.   I see the apparent self confidence with which Fern does her work, or the confidence of the Ens(s) in their advocacy, or the confidence of the Regiers in their farming, or the confidence of the Cravens in their mission of athletic proficiency and I think to myself, “wow, these people really have what it takes to change lives and the world; too bad I am not cut from the same cloth”.  I am not even sure they feel self-confident, but they certainly come across as quite capable and competent.   Then I remember the Biblical stories in which God brings about change through the most unlikely people, and I am reassured.  Moses was a murderer.  Sarai and Abram were compulsive liers.  Ruth was a Moabite and we all know about those people.  The disciples—well, there are more stories in the gospels of their ineptitude than their brilliance.   I am aware of my short comings, but compared with this lot I almost appear as a shining star.  What this sorry group had, though, was a willingness to let their gifts be used by God.  They were WILLING.    And when people willingly give themselves to God for service in this world Divine energy springs forth.   All God needs from us is a willing heart and to say “here I am”.  
Does anyone really think, for example, that I enjoy getting up here on Sunday morning to preach?  I get extremely nervous Sunday mornings I am “on”.  What sane person would dare to represent the interests of God from behind a pulpit?  How does one describe the indescribable?   What words adequately honour the mystery of Jesus Christ?  And then I remember that the renewal of souls which takes place in this space is not about me.  People come with open hearts and God does the rest.  I make myself willing and God takes it from there.  This work of change in our world has some to do with me, with Fern, and the rest of us, but it has a whole lot to do with the God we worship.  The God who is slowly but surely making all things new.  We become partners with God when we say, “here I am.  Use me as you see fit”.
It is key to locate our efforts at change in the broader Christian story of change because it keeps us pointed in a direction which builds up the world.  Every person holds a specific ideology which guides their actions.  In this respect every person, even the atheist, is a religious person.   Every person has some framework of authority which guides their ethics; I will call the authoritative framework their god.  The gods of the land vary.  The nation, the clan, the company, the political party, the economy, the self, even the church are institutions which sometimes compete with God for our allegiance.  The lesser gods can be relatively harmless, but they also have potential to unleash great harm.  Residential schools, genocide, consumerism, are just a few examples of violence which these other religions endorse.  While followers of Jesus Christ may also be part time worshippers of the company, clan or the economy, the Christian tradition and biblical testimony voices an alternative vision to these systems.  Doing justly, loving kindness, walking humbly with God is our story line.  In our upside down world we hold that God blesses those who mourn, the meek, the merciful, and the peacemaker.  Our religious history dares suggest that we are to bless those who persecute us, bless and not curse them.  And this story points one in a different direction than nationalism or individualism.  Our efforts in creating change always rub up against the competing claims of the lesser gods.  When we come together it is a chance to recalibrate our spiritual compasses.
It is key to locate our efforts at change in the broader Christian story of change because we need encouragement.  Change in the world usually doesn’t come without resistance.  It is all too easy to find oneself demoralized.  The stories of past saints inspire us.  The success stories of others in our community encourage us.  Word, song and scripture offered here have the power to console us when things don’t work out.  While we exercise our gifts in many different areas mid-week we come together to be re-invigorated and to encourage.  God seeks to renew us, sanctuaries of the Holy Spirit, for the ministry enacted through us mid-week.

It is crucial that we locate our efforts at change in the broader Christian story because many days we do not see progress.   Resurrection and the long view are important concepts for those who too often see two steps backward for one step forward.  Our own mortality aside, politicians and mercenaries have the potential to undo much of the positive change for which we and God-with-us strive.  Resurrection and God’s steadfast love are good medicine for such woes.
Owning or renting a building for church use is not essential for remembering these messages from God for the people of God.  The early church met in homes.  Mennonites initially met in homes.  A building can, though, facilitate God’s ministry to people for their ministry in the world.  This physical space allows God emotional space to meet each of us one on one through silence, scripture, sermon or song.  This physical space gives us a place to hear about the work of God in our lives, in our communities, in our world—like we heard from Fern last week.

The physical space across that wall (point east) gives us space to sit down together to break bread.  It is the space where we have gathered to comfort each other following a funeral service.  It is the place we have gathered to celebrate anniversaries, weddings, and new births.  Necessary for us to be church?, no; but it is helpful.  

The physical space over beyond the mail boxes has facilitated important conversations in this congregation.  It is where Ruth Mission society often met.  It is where Adult Education has met.  It is where the Church Board discerns congregational issues.  It is where Venture Club, Sunday School and Creative Church have sought to pass on our faith.  Physical space has been important for this church.  As we have been renovating our physical space I have found myself making links with the construction project of the 2nd Temple detailed in the book of Ezra.
The 2nd Temple represented a shift in generational leadership within the worshipping community of the exiles.  While there were elders present who had seen and presided at happenings in the old Temple, it is a new generation which oversees the building of the new Temple.   Around here our retirees have been very present to help with the renovation work, and yet the younger set has done a phenomenal amount of the coordinating.  Plans may not have unfolded in the way the elders would have done it, and may have even caused tears or gnashing of teeth among a few, but it is getting done.  A new generation is leading the renovations in their own way.  Change in leadership happened in Ezra’s time and is happening here.
The 2nd temple underwent a type of purification as it was being built.  Biblical scholar David Peterson has proposed that the laying of the foundation referenced in 3.10 refers to a “foundation deposit ceremony...known elsewhere in the ancient Near East.  Through the ritual of this festival a site of a destroyed temple was purified so that it could once again function as a holy space.  A stone taken from the foundations of the old temple was installed in the new temple during this ceremony” (Ralph Klein, “Books of Ezra-Nehemiah” in The New Interpreter’s Bible:  A Commentary in Twelve Volumes (vl III), p. 692).  In the course of our renovation project here we have learned that not all our sewage was making it to the street.  We have learned that our sanctuary linoleum is made of 60% asbestos.  We have found seriously dated Sunday School material.  A purge and purification have been in order so that this place can again function as a holy space.

In the book of Ezra “Restoring altar and Temple was a community project.  Leaders... appear without any genealogy and without the titles they might rightly have claimed.  They are at most first among equals.  No one called this assembly together; the people gathered unanimously and at their own volition” (Ibid, 693).   This is not unlike the various work groups which have appeared various mornings for the work of renovations.  And for those able to help out it has been a community building experience in addition getting done needed work on the facility.
Finally, the 2nd Temple reaffirmed God’s election of Israel to mediate an alternative message to the world.  The 2nd Temple was to serve in God’s ministry to all the nations.  The words of Jesus some 400 years later reveal that at some point Israel’s understanding of their mission deviated from God’s intention.  And this point should not be lost on us.  Buildings exist to serve God’s ministry to us inside the walls so that God might minister through us beyond the walls.  This reality is what makes Fern’s message from last week so important.  In an ever changing world we are called to be salt and light (Mt 5.13-16).  The time we spend here must invigorate our lives out there.  If we do this, I truly believe God will sustain us and our building.  And if we fail to do this, I do not doubt that our spirits and our building will languish.  Amen.
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