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Preacher: Brian Goss
_______________________________________________________________
Hymns: 
566
“Now thank we all our God”

746   “One more step along the world I go”


450   “Moses, I know you’re the man”


548
“Give to me, Lord, a thankful heart”

774
 “Lord, thy church on earth is seeking”
______________________________________________________________

Readings:
2 Samuel 7: 1 – 14a

Ephesians 2: 11 – 22

“IS GOD INTERESTED IN BUILDINGS?”
Many in this congregation will know that Leslie Griffiths, in addition to his role as Superintendent Minister of Wesley’s Chapel, and a member of the House of Lords, is also a Canon of St Paul’s Cathedral, an unusual honour for a Methodist minister.  Some time ago there was a mid-week service at St Paul’s to honour the President of the Royal College of Nursing (who happened to be a Methodist).  Neither Leslie nor Jennifer was able to go, so I was happy to represent him.  At that time the programme of renovation of the Cathedral meant that a verger had to guide me through the various temporary walkways, or I would certainly have got lost.  The renovation programme was then in its early stages and I was prompted to ask the verger, “what’s it all going to cost?” He said, “£35 million”!
Those of you with long memories may recall hat when the renovation of this building in which we are now worshipping was first proposed, there was an energetic correspondence in the columns of the Methodist Recorder between those who defended the project and those who were opposed to it.  some correspondents were clearly dismayed, not to say outraged, by the thought that in light of worldwide hunger and poverty and distress the Methodist Church was contemplating a programme of repair and renovation which could even cost as much as a million pounds!  Well, as everybody knows, the building was repaired and renovated, but only completed by means of the warm and generous support of our friends in the New World.  Over the years I can recall a good many conversations with American Methodists visiting Wesley’s Chapel, who described their money-raising efforts to help save the building.
Throughout my active ministry I was spared the task of having to devise schemes for raising money, until I got my final appointment where I inherited a building where the roof leaked, the lights failed, the heating system was totally inadequate, so there seemed to be no alternative but to instruct an architect, and embark on a major campaign to make the premises safe and fit for purpose.  It took three years, and we managed to raise the money to pay for it.

This sermon is entitled “Is God interested in buildings?”  And that title was prompted by a reading from the second book of Samuel, chapter two which Jasmine read for us a few minutes ago.  For me the value of the Old Testament, whether in public worship or one’s private devotions is the truths which are enshrined in its stories.  What counts is not factual or historical authenticity – that would often be impossible to prove – but in what they can teach is about the nature of God, how he relates to us, and how we are to relate to him and to one another.
Through the ages it has been thought that royalty and heads of state need to be seen to live in a superior style as a mark of their standing.  So royal palaces have often been sumptuous buildings.  Indeed, anyone who makes a lot of money – whatever their walk of life – invariably expresses this in the grandeur of their life-style.  Historically in this country the aristocracy have inhabited what we know as “stately homes”.  Today’s Old Testament passage is about King David.  Now David was a fairly colourful character, but it’s pretty clear that he’s arrived, so to speak.  
Listen to some verses from chapter seven:  
“Now when the king was settled in his house, and the Lord had given him rest from all his enemies around him, the king said to the prophet Nathan, ‘see now I am living in a house of cedar, but the ark of God stays in a tent’.  Nathan said to the king ‘go, do all that you have in mind; for the Lord is with you’.”  So I think we may assume from that extract that his palace, the so-called “house of cedar! Was an appropriate residence for a king, but it was not appropriate that the ark of God should remain in a tent.  And Nathan is left with the impression that the king intends to do something about it.
“But that same night the word of the Lord came to Nathan.  ‘Go and tell my servant David’: Thus says the Lord:  ‘Are you the one to build me a house to live in?  I have not lived in a house since the day I brought up the people of Israel from Egypt to this day, but I have been moving about in a tent and a tabernacle.  Wherever I have moved about among all the people of Israel, did I ever speak a word with the tribal leaders of Israel, whom I commanded to shepherd my people Israel, saying:  why have you not built me a house of cedar?’”
So in this rather quaint story from the second book of Samuel, we have a contract presented between King David, who (let’s face it) not all that long ago was a shepherd boy, but now as a sign of his eminence lives I a house of cedar, and the God whom he serves who is quite at home in a tent.  Is God interested in buildings?
Well, it would be ridiculous to deny the significance attaching to buildings in our heritage, whether we are speaking of the Christian community or society as a whole.  The National Trust, for instance, fulfils an invaluable role in preserving a huge range of buildings nationwide which provide a keen sense of our history as a nation.  We need to know where we are going to, but also need to know where we’ve come from.

And then from the Christian point of view, although decisions about whether to maintain an ancient place of worship or to it them go can be vexed and painful, one only needs to spend a matter of weeks (say) as a heritage steward at Wesley’s chapel to become aware of what a precious place this is seen to be by fellow-Methodists from all over the world, frequently challenging the casualness of their British counterparts, who take it all for granted.  But is God interested in buildings?
Remember that the Lord is reported as saying to Nathan the Prophet:

“Go and tell my servant David: Thus says the Lord:  ‘Are you the one to build me a house to live in?  I have not lived in a house since the day I brought up the people of Israel from Egypt to this day, but I have been moving about in a tent and a tabernacle.  Wherever I have moved about among all the people of Israel, did I ever speak a word with the tribal leaders of Israel, whom I commanded to shepherd my people Israel, saying:  why have you not built me a house of cedar?’”

Well, it may help us to turn to the epistle which is appointed for this day, and which we listened to a few moments ago from Kido.  It is actually entitled “One in Christ”, in which St Paul demonstrates the essential togetherness of Jews and Gentiles, made possible by the sacrifice of Jesus Christ.  “For he is our peace: in his flesh he has made both groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us.”  But then notice the imagery he uses to emphasise his theme of oneness in Christ.  “So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are citizens with the saints and also members of the household of God, built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone.”

St Paul uses the image of the Church as a building.  “In him” – that is in Christ – “the whole structure is joined together and grows into a holy temple in the Lord; in who you also are built together spiritually into a dwelling place for God.”  Of course buildings matter.  But people matter infinitely more.  In recent years it has been a particular excitement for me on Christmas Eve to be invited to share in the celebration of Holy Communion in St Paul’s Cathedral.  But although it goes without saying that St Paul’s is an iconic building, the real thrill is to look out on a congregation of two or three thousand, gathered from every nation under heaven – or so it seems - and many of them young!
By the same token, it is fascinating to know something of the plans for refurbishing the Museum of Methodism underneath the place where we are currently worshipping, and that will be widely appreciated by the many visitors to these hallowed precincts, but the sight I am unlikely to forget for a long time was that of eighteen young women and men in their teens and twenties and thirties making their promises as they were received into full membership of the Methodist Church just two weeks ago.  “No longer strangers, but citizens with the saints and members of the household of God, built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone.”
We are all familiar with the notion of foundation-stones , and the fact that when a building is being erected, it is customary to invite some luminary to lay a stone, sometimes identifying the purpose for which the building is being set up, as well as the name of the person who has been invited to lay the stone, but St Paul, possibly quoting a verse from Isaiah: “See, I am laying in Zion a foundation stone, a tested stone, a precious corner-stone, a sure foundation”, is wanting to suggest a foundation in which the whole building rests.  But metaphors are always inadequate, and as he reflects on Christ’s relation to the Church, he sees that only one aspect of it can be expressed under the image of a foundation.  Christ is not only the beginning of the Church, but continues to be the power that holds it together, and shapes it, and ensures its growth towards completion.  So the metaphor is modified to allow for these ideas.  “In him the whole structure is joined together and grows into a holy temple in the Lord; in whom you also are built together spiritually into a dwelling-place for God.”
And so we come back to where we began.  King David is seized with idea that since he as the king lives in some style, “in a house of cedar”, it is surely inappropriate that the ark of God remains in a tent.  But then David’s mentor, the prophet Nathan is made to understand that the sense of God moving together with his people. Somehow belongs to the very nature of God.  He doesn’t want to be stuck in a building.  God is not static.  His is dynamic.
Then we move to the New Testament, and in the letter to the Ephesians find St Paul using the image of a building to illustrate the meaning of the Church, not because a building is static and remains in one place, but because the structure depends on the relation of one stone to another, or of one brick to another, and fundamentally on the security of the foundation, because unless the foundation is completely firm and stable, the whole edifice will come tumbling down.  And what holds the church together are the apostles and the prophets, the saints both ancient and modern, and the 21st century Christians, who depend for their life and inspiration and vitality on Jesus Christ himself.
So the great challenge for us surely is whether we can hold together in our thinking and in our practice these two concepts, of a structure in which we relate to one another, learning from one another, caring for one another, across the cultures and across the generations, the elderly invigorated by the young, as the young can profit by the experience of the years, with all of us utterly dependent on Christ – can we hold on to that concept together with the conviction that we have to be ready to move in response to what society asks of us – street pastors, work-place chaplains, inter-faith dialogue, and so on.  

So every day, we’re on our way,
For we are a travelling, wandering race,

We’re the People of God.

May God continue to bless us and guide us on our journey.  AMEN
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