I had an interesting encounter the other day.

· I briefly met a man who was one of those guys who stands on a street corner holding a Bible and a sign with some Scripture references on it.

· All the while, yelling or singing at traffic going by. 

In my encounter with this man, he boasted of his witness and ordeals.

And he criticized me (and by extension St. Paul’s) of failing to get out and move against the spread of evil on a particular social issue.

· I tried to talk with him.  

· But his mind was made up.  

· He was right.  I was wrong.  

· And therefore I and St. Paul’s was going to hell.  

I share this with you simply because something struck me when I was sharing this experience with a friend of mine the next day.

· My friend said, “I’ll give the guy one thing: he makes you think as to whether or not you are fulfilling God’s purpose.” 
--------------

And you know what, my friend was right.
· As much as I don’t agree totally with the tactics of this man I met, he did succeed in making me think, “Is there more that could be done?  
· Am I, is St. Paul’s, fulfilling the purpose God has placed us on this hill for?”
So let me ask, “What is St. Paul’s Episcopal Church’s purpose??”
Do you remember a sermon you heard 10 years ago?  

· What about an adult forum 5 years ago?  

· A prayer said a year ago?


Maybe you do.  Maybe you don’t.

· It doesn’t mean that they weren’t important or didn’t bless you at the time.  

· I can’t even remember what I had for lunch 3 days ago.

· But that doesn’t mean it wasn’t good and didn’t nourish me to get to today.

The point simply is:  As time goes on, things get lost.

· The sermon fades.

· The service becomes a blur.

· The class, the gathering, the song, the prayer, the outreach get lost in the shuffle of everything else.

Why?  

· B/c there’s more to live for.

· More to fulfill our purpose as St. Paul’s than just another program, event, service, or get-together.

It’s God Himself.

-------------

In our Old Testament lesson today, the prophet Jeremiah tells the people of Israel to return to the Lord.  

· To put away the things that have overtaken them and choked out what truly matters:  their relationship to – and only to – God Himself.
· The Israelites, to their shame, have exchanged a pure love for God with idolatry and immorality.

It’s easy to think that we’re different.  
· (haughtily) We don’t worship so-called gods named Baal or golden calves today.  

· But it wasn’t obvious for the Israelites either.

They too were a religious people.

· They had priests, temples, laws, customs, rituals, prayers, and songs.

· The problem was that it was all being used for their OWN glory and vanity – making sure THEY looked good and had a good show for others.

· Oh yeah, there was confession of sin.  They had prayers for that too.  

· But there was no repentance.

Enter Jeremiah.

· He had the unpopular task of calling the people to the mat. (Read 3:21-23)

You see, all the numbers, traditions, gatherings, prayers, services, programs, and outreaches are but delusions too – idols – if devoid from a love of God Himself.

· Religion ends up substituting for relationship.
And all the good intentions OF GOD merely are an excuse for the fact that it’s not an actual return TO GOD. 

For the last 2 weeks, I have had all the good intentions of taking down my Christmas

 tree.  

· But as the home group that meets on Saturdays can attest to, it hasn’t happened.  

· Oh yeah, I can tell you why it hasn’t happened.

· And they’re good reasons (I think, at least).

· But that hasn’t changed the fact that my Christmas tree has not returned to where it should be right now.

-------------

So again, I ask the question: “What is the purpose of St. Paul’s Episcopal Church?”
So what if we have more services, increase numbers, offer bigger/better programs, reach out to people and do good things?

· So what if people recognize us and say good things about us?

We too will get lost in time.

· People will move on.

· Services, classes, programs, and studies will cease or change.

· There will be ebb and flow.

If numbers, looking good, making ourselves known, having enough money is the reason for our being here, we – just like the Israelites – will find ourselves living for way too little, settling for less than God’s best, and missing out on his true call.

· Instead of counting my blessings, I’d much rather have blessings that count.

Last week you heard Fr. Bill talk about our desire to become a tithing parish.

· A church that gives 10% of our income to the specific goal of outreach – meeting needs in our community.

· You heard of our clergy salary cuts to free up the money for that to occur.

· You heard of the need to increase giving, so we can have a balanced budget.

All true.
· But whatever God has laid on your heart to do, make sure you do it for Him.

· Make sure you do it out of your love for Him.

· Don’t substitute religion and good causes for your relationship and purpose to live for God.  

We at St. Paul’s Episcopal Church need to return to our pure love of God and live for Him alone.

· Yes, we want people to know us and come be with us.

· But only for what God is doing in and through us, b/c we….got out of the way.

------------------

This doesn’t meant God don’t care about our services, prayers, songs, sermons, liturgy, etc.  

· He does, b/c they are supposed to convey our faith and life with Him and for
 Him.  

But a gut check needs to be asked:  “Where, St. Paul’s (even winter visitors) is your

 heart??? 
· If we live out our Episcopal life in our unique context with pure faith and love for God and others, GREAT!!!  

· God cares, b/c He cares about us.

He sent His one and only Son, Jesus Christ, to die for us that we might live for Him.  

· But we must give Him our best in every area.  

· In our worship, in our outreach, 

· In our classes, in our prayers, 

· In our songs, in our office management, 

· In our website, in our newsletter, 

· In our Bible studies, and ministry groups,
WE MUST GIVE ALL WE GOT FOR HIM.
And if we grow, we praise Him.  

· If we get a balanced budget, we praise Him.  

· If we have more opportunities and better structures, we praise Him.  

But if we diminish, we still praise Him.  

· If we go in debt, we praise Him.  

· If we don’t make a significant impact in the community, we praise Him.  

We’re just called to give Him all we got and leave the results to Him.

 So, St. Paul’s Episcopal Church, what… is… your… purpose??? 

