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Grace and peace to you from him who is, and who was, and who is to come: Jesus Christ! 

Amen.

A philosopher and a priest are having an argument about the question which of both diciplins – philosophy or theology – might have the highest rang. Deridingly the priest says: “You know, philosophy is like blindfold searching in a darkroom for a black cat, which does not even exist.” The philosopher thinks for a moment and responds: “You know, theology is like blindfold searching in a darkroom for a black cat, which does not even exist and shouting: Gotcha!”

Dear friends!

That´s the way it goes, if you don´t know what are you talking about.

That´s the way it goes, if faith in our lives remains a big questions mark. That´s the result, if the purpose of a church remains cloudy. And if the purpose of a church remains cloudy then everything we come up with at church is like spinning round; then everything remains uncertain.

So, what is really the purpose of a church? Why are we in this worship service today? Obviously because I will be installed. But what is the deeper reason for worshipping? What is our purpose? And what is actually a pastors function?  - Let´s think about this in three steps.

1. Jesus searches

2. Jesus assembles

3. Jesus sends

1. Jesus is searching 
I was buzzing with excitement. It happened again and it was just annoying. I felt confident this time that they were where they were supposed to be. I was virtually certain that they would hang where they should. But they were not. - What I do mean? The keys of course. I don´t know if you knew it but I am just great in misplacing my keys and I do it frequent and in the most strangest spots. 

- Anyways. The keys were missing and the appointment coming soon. No way to leave the house without keys. I was searching in all trouser pockets, I was searching in the kitchen, in the living room. Aha! They must be in the study; - neagtive. – A thought pops on my mind. Wasn´t it Moni, who had the keys this morning. And in an instant I hear me calling: “Moni, where are the keys? Did you misplace them somewhere?” Bad idea. Of course, she didn´t. Finally after another fifteen minutes of intensive searching there they were in the chink of the couch.   

- Do you know this kind of situations? Searching. Seaching in despair. The ultimate will to find because everthing will be mixed up if you don´t. I am sure that all of us by some means or other have had these kind of key-experiences. 

It´s all about seraching. Jesus tells us the parable of the lost sheep. He tells about a shepherd and his search for a single sheep which was lost. It simply disapeared, it was neither in the sheep pen nor on the pasture. It was gone. The shepherd was alarmed. This meant highest danger. The sheep was exposed to all kinds of dangers. In the ancient Israel lions, bears and wolfs were a common threat. A single sheep straying around was fairly defenseless. So, what is the shepherd doing? What does Jesus say? 

4"Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one of them. Does he not leave the ninety-nine in the open country and go after the lost sheep until he finds it? 5And when he finds it, he joyfully puts it on his shoulders 6and goes home. Then he calls his friends and neighbors together and says, 'Rejoice with me; I have found my lost sheep.' 7I tell you that in the same way there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent.
That´s the way the shepherd acts. He starts running and searching. There is only one intention. He must find this single sheep. He must save it. He simply can´t bear the thought that this sheep got lost and die somewhere. Therefore he leaves everything and starts searching. 

That´s God. God started running. He started his search for us. You need to know: this parable is central if we wont to understand God. This parable is central because it displays God´s character. What Jesus is telling here is how father in heaven feels for us. And this feeling is impassioned love, impassioned devotion, not ending desire for us.
That´s God: an impassionate man-seeker. That´s God: all of his love he is craming into a search move, into his fervid search for man. It is his desire for you and me. Yes, that´s God. HE sent Jesus his only son on planet earth. And God´s vehement love began in an abject stable in Bethlehem. In the midst of affliction. In the midst of the foul-smelling diapers of a new born child, as Martin Luther says. – God is a searcher and seeker. That´s why he sent Jesus.

And Jesus himself again starts running and searching and finding. 

God´s love is forthgoing. God´s love does not stop in Bethlehem. God´s love is moving on. In Jesus God is running the rocky road of human ups and downs. In Jesus God meets your illness, your worries, your loneliness.

God meets both: those who live on the edge, the whorses, the lepers and the criminals. 
And those who are strong, affluent and successful but still searching for a lasting meaning in life. Jesus talks to them all. He runs after them in passionate love. For all of these he finally walks the most bitter, bleak and lonesome way to the cross. It´s the cross where he was butcherd for our sake. It´s the cross were he was dying our darkness, our detachment from God, our most secret foveas. Jesus himself steps in for us. And at that very cross HE overpowered our detachment from father in heaven, because we are not capable to do that. – Yes, that´s God: an impassionate man-seeker.
A jewish legend tells about a man, who got lost in a forest. In spite of all efforts to find his way out he couldn´t. After a while another man walked deeper and deeper into that forest and got lost, too. Sure enough he met the first one and with hope he asked him for the way out. “I don´t know the way out”, the first one said, “but I can show you the ways leading even deeper and deeper in the forest. And now, let us start and find our way out.”

Well, it´s not easy to find the way out. It´s not easy to escape from darkness. Two lost strangers without compass. Two lost people and no way out. But they know: We won´t make it ourselves. We can try but we will not succeed. 

“I can´t change my life by my own power. I will not find a direction and a lasting purpose. I must gridlocked in the darkness of angst, of dejectedness. I am caught in poverty or in the namelessness of my decorum.”

If you feel like this, listen: Just stop trying and get found. There is one who is already searching for you. What a relief! There is no need to struggle anymore. There is no need for fruitless searching. There is one who already longs for you and seeks you. There is one who is searching you with unconditional love: Jesus the impassionate man-seeker. 

2. Jesus assembles

Jesus is searching. This search is double aimed. The first aim is to congregate. Jesus builds his congregation. His goal is to find lost people who will follow him. He wants to congregate lost people. But where? The place to congregate lost people is the local church. That´s Jesus place. Nowhere but in the local church. I am convinced that the local church is the hope of the world. I am convinced that being a christian is not a private matter. I am convinced that being a christian means living in the community of a local church. Being a christian means having the need of being strenghtend by Gods word, growing spiritually and reading the bible and praying. 

Therefore Jesus congregates his people under his cross. It´s the cross where you can find security in the incertitudes of life. It´s the cross where you can hear the full sound of Jesus saying YES to you, even if you can only say No to yourself. It´s the cross where you find a lasting base for life, a fundament you can truly build on.

This is the reason why the cross is a congregations meeting point. Paul stresses this point over and over again. Paul, who was a great scribe in his time, who had studied with the greatest teachers and was a teacher himself. When Paul became a christian the cross became the center point of his life. He knew: Jesus died for me on the cross and this is once and for all and satisfactory. – See, that´s the simple reason why it is vital to tell people of the power of this cross. It is vital to tell people of the power of love, revealed in Jesus death on the cross. For this Paul gave up his academic career as a scribe. How again did he say this? 

1When I came to you, brothers, I did not come with eloquence or superior wisdom as I proclaimed to you the testimony about God. 2For I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified. 3I came to you in weakness and fear, and with much trembling. 4My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit's power, 5so that your faith might not rest on men's wisdom, but on God's power. (1. Cor. 2,1-5)
This word of the apostle impresses me for a long time. It is radical. It is unheard of. Or to put it in simple words: Jesus alone. Theresa of Avila, a spanish saint, understood this and put it like this: Deo solo, basta. – God alone, that´s enough. 
That´s it. For this I stand as your new Pastor. That´s what I am for here. To assemble you under the cross. For cross is trump. The cross reaches in every situation of life. The cross of Christ will lead you and me and that means that the cross of Christ is the ruler in church growth and leading a congregation. Together we can do a lot, but not all what we could do we should go for. The cross is the ruler.   

Let me say this in a different way. Everything we will begin, erverything we will start at this church, will start with the question: Is this going to serve the people? Is this going to grow the congregation? Ist this a great tool to lead lost people to faith? People matter to us because people matter to God. We will serve people because Jesus served people.

So, we will examine what was done in this congregation till now and together we will ask: Did we do well? Are there changes we need to do to improve? Or do we even have to abondon things? As your new pastor I am standing for the word of the cross. But I am not an all-in-one device suitable for every purpose (“eierlegende Wollmilchsau”). This is to say: I am not a Pastor “Hans-Dampf-in-allen-Gassen”, not a Johnny-on-the-spot-Pastor. Church growth is all about serving but not a a pastoral one man show. Church growth is all about sharing one anothers very different but also very indispensable talents and investing these talents in the local church. Everybody is invited in such a way of growing the church. 

My job is to assemble people for Jesus because he wants me to.

3. Jesus sends

Jesus is searching. And this search is double aimed. The second aim is to send. Jesus is sending us. I feel privileged to be a pastor in a synod which calls itself: The Great Commission Synod. This is very ambitious and I am looking forward working also in different synodical levels. What the ELCA-SES wants was part of my research during my years of teaching in Greifswald. We did research on how to fill the Great Commission with live and we started several new projects in Greifswald.

18Then Jesus came to them and said, "All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 19Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age." (Mt 28,18-20)
This is a very ambitious mandate and probably the worlds first mission statement. We as the German Congregation can serve this mandate if we are willing to let us sent to those people who are alienated from God. We are sent to those who might think that a german worship service is nothing else but another cultural event somehow important but easily do live without.

Are we ready to meet the unchurched? Are we ready to start thinking like unchurched Harry and Mary? Are we willing to step out of our comfort zone?

Ordinary is the hero in a recently published book by Bruce Wilkenson.
 Ordinary lives in the land familiar. He is just ordinary, a nobody surrounded by nobodies. Ordinary lives an established live. Cosy and comfortable in his comfort zone. Every day is pretty much the same: getting up, going to work, coming home, watching TV, going to bed again. But one day Ordinary detects that in spite of all the cosy comfort he lives in there is something in him dying. His big dream he used to have ist going to die. The certain feeling that there is more, that there is purpose for his life beyond the comfort in his comfort zone is fading. And so he decides to leave the land Familiar. Ordinary starts an exciting journey. The journey to find his dream again and to live it. 

If we as a congregation want to grow, if we as a congregation are willing to let us sent then we need to get up and leave our comfort zones. We are to find new ways to reach the approximately 10000 Germans in Atlanta and their american families. We are to find new ways to do church growth.
If we want to grow as a congreation we need to find the dream of a living local church again. And when we find this dream we can start to live it. 

Dreams play a decisive role in the bible. Paul dreamt one night in Corinth in the midst of a turbulent church growth such an amazing dream: 

9One night the Lord spoke to Paul in a vision: "Do not be afraid; keep on speaking, do not be silent. 10For I am with you, and no one is going to attack and harm you, because I have many people in this city." (Acts 18,9-10)
Do you know what is really astounding about this dream? After all it is not Paul who is dreaming here but God. Yes, God has a big dream of his people. He says: “I have many people in this city." I can see see them. I do know yet who is willing to follow me. Yes, I have many people in this city.

That´s how God acts. That´s how God dreams. God is a great dreamer. Therefore we as a congregation can dream of a church which is growing and reaching out for those who are unchurched. We don´t need to eat humble pie because we are invited to dream and to live Gods dream.

Last week I went for a walk in Pietmont Park. I saw quite a few jogger. One young woman attracted my attention. Strange to say she was jogging like sinuous lines. First I thought she might have a problem. But then I began to undertstand. She wanted to add up the distance. She wanted to run a longer way. She wanted to do her training as best as she could. Then she made another strange move. She began to run in circles. 

Jogging in circles. That can be an image for superseding but also it can mean to train very aware for a great goal. 

As a congregation we can be very active. We might add just a few more groups or circles and keep telling ourselves: ”Wonderful, we are doing something.”  But we should not just do something but the right thing. We need to know WHY we are doing what we are doing. We need to know what we are here for, what our real purpose is. As a congregation we need to dream of a growing congregation which is following the great commandment by dreaming, praying and living it. That´s our purpose in a servant way.
And then, not earlier, we can say that faith is by no means at all like a blindfold search in a darkroom for a black cat, which does not even exist. We will see and experience that God is in our midst and that he is acting in ways we never have dreamt of. 
I advisedly chose these words of the bible: the parable of the lost sheep, the importentness of Christs cross and Pauls dream God is still dreaming of us. I did it because that´s me, that´s my theology, that´s my preaching. Maybe not a great sermon, maybe a theology not everybody agrees with. But this is my calling. This is what I am sent to do. And I ask your help. Please help me to lead and build this congreation. Let us grow in faith together, lead people to faith and grow a church, which is willing to be sent because Jesus searched and assembled us first. There is nothing more beautiful to do. 

Amen.

� Bruce Wilkenson: The Dream Giver. Multnomah Publishers, Sisters (OR), 2003. 16.99$
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