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“Faith Is No Accident”
Acts 2:37-42

Intentional Faith Development: Third of the Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations
Sunday, September 28, 2008

Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

There’s a story that many of you have probably heard before because it was told by one of your former pastors. Based on historical fact, Don Strobe gave it a unique twist when he claimed that if William of Orange had not died in 1702, today there would be no United Methodist Church.

Evidently when James II came to the throne in England in the late 1600s, he tried to make England Roman Catholic and abolish parliament. There was somewhat of a revolution and in 1688 William of Orange assumed the throne, after having married James’ protestant daughter, Mary. James fled to France in exile. Thus began the reign of William and Mary.

Now while all of this was going on in the nation, in the Anglican rectory in Epworth, England, the parsonage family had its own set of political problems. When the Reverend Samuel Wesley would offer up the evening prayers, he would end by saying, “God save the king.” Susanna, his wife, never being the shy and reserved one, would refuse to say “Amen.” She felt that William had no right to the throne.

Dismayed by her rebelliousness, Samuel said one day, “Sukey (her nickname), if we cannot share a sovereign, we shall not share the same bed.” So he left Epworth for a while and went to London and secured a chaplaincy on a man-of-war. In 1702 William of Orange died, and a new ruler, Queen Anne, came to the throne of England. Here was a sovereign upon whom Samuel and Susanna could agree. And so, as Dr. Strobe puts it, “they were gloriously reunited.” The first child born after that reunion was John Wesley, born on June 28, 1703. So he concludes, if William of Orange had not died on 1702, there might not have been a United Methodist Church today.

Don Strobe tells that story at the beginning of a booklet he wrote titled, “United Methodism, The Accidental Church.” And while it may very well look as if it were the accidents of events and times that brought us United Methodism, Don also concludes that “in the beneficent providence of God, there really are no ‘accidents,’ and while everything that happens is not necessarily the will of God, God has a will in everything that happens.”

There was much in the life of John Wesley that might be considered “accidental.” It certainly was not his intent to create another denomination of Christianity. He was an Anglican priest until the day he died. However, he was very intentional about growing in his faith and in the love of God. So much so that his intentional, methodical ways of living out his faith earned him and those associated with him the contemptible nickname “Methodist.”

We are in the midst of considering together the five practices of fruitful congregations as they have been outlined in Bishop Robert Schnase’s book by the same name. We have already looked at “Radical Hospitality” and “Passionate Worship.” We will be looking at “Risk-taking Mission and Service” and “Extravagant Generosity.” But today we want to take a closer look at what Schnase calls “Intentional Faith Development.”

The bottom line is that we don’t grow in our faith by accident. We don’t mature in our spirituality through osmosis. We can delight in the fact that God, through Jesus, has done the hard work of reconciling us to God. We can rejoice in the fact that God’s love and acceptance is poured upon us fully and freely. It is a glorious day when our spirit is moved by God’s Spirit, and a light bulb clicks on in our souls and we truly understand that we are children of God redeemed – saved, if you will – from a meaningless existence. Some of you may recall when that happened in your life. Maybe some of you have yet to experience it. But I am here to tell you; it is a glorious day when it happens.

It gives you a new perspective. It gives you a new lease on life. But it doesn’t happen as the culmination of faith development. It is the day we begin developing our faith. Up to that point God was doing all the work. From that point, we participate in the hard work of God, intentionally growing in the love of God, that we might be co-creators with God for the reality of the “kingdom on earth as it is in heaven.” There comes a day when you find that to live joyfully in God’s presence requires of us a constant and intentional effort to grow in our faith.

That’s what the early Christians found in our Scripture lesson this morning. They heard and received the good news that the disciples had to tell them about what God had done and was doing through Jesus. Acts says, “When they heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and to the other apostles, ‘What shall we do?’ ” Peter told them. And we hear that “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of the bread and the prayers.”

After we experience the grace of God in our lives, it drives us to want to participate even more fully in that grace. And unfortunately, spiritual growth and faith development are different from physical growth. When we were babies, all we had to do was eat and sleep and our bodies would grow. Now we could go off on the nuances of analogy and say all we have to do is nourish ourselves on the Word of God and rest in God’s grace and we will grow spiritually, but both you and I know that it is easier to grow physically with less intentionality, than it is to grow our faith.

Paul, perhaps, gets closer to the intentionality of physically growing and faithfully growing when he often likens our faith journey with that of an athlete. It takes great intentionality if we are seeking to hone, or to fine-tune our bodies to be an athlete. Michael Phelps didn’t win eight Gold medals by just jumping in the pool and playing around. It was intentional, regimented practice that took him to the top of that podium eight times.

But here’s the thing: I personally have never aspired to be a great athlete. And I haven’t felt the calling to be a superstar in faith (is that bad for me to say?). So while Paul’s athletic analogy is helpful, it is sort of lost on me. This is what I have discovered. I have reached that point in my life when my body does not always jump when I tell it to jump. Sometimes it doesn’t even walk when I tell it to walk. I can’t eat any amount of anything, anytime without it having some negative ramification. If I’m not intentional about caring for my body, it will fall apart around me sooner than it should. I need to intentionally exercise and eat right just to stay healthy.

And that’s the bottom line for intentional faith development. We are born into faith through grace. But, if we want to stay healthy in our relationship with God and with others, then we need to intentionally exercise that faith.

So let me ask you, what are you doing to intentionally develop your faith? What special things are you doing to exercise your relationship with God and with others? Have you found a way to be methodical about it? Are you a good “Methodist?” And you do know that to intentionally develop your faith takes more than just going to church on Sunday. Even though John Wesley made that an import part of his General Rules.

Yes, John Wesley had rules. We don’t hear much about them. They are in our Book of Discipline, and they still are supposed to apply to us. What Wesley experienced in the 18th century England is that the Anglican Church was not offering what people needed to grow in their faith. He literally had people come to him and ask, “What shall we do? We want to grow in our faith.” And so John and Charles Wesley devised a method to help people grow faithfully. He divided people up into societies, and societies into smaller groups called “classes,” and they set up rules to give structure to these entities, so that individuals could be held accountable for intentionally growing in faith.

So Robert Schnase says, if we are going to be a fruitful congregation, if we are going to be a church that is relevant in the 21st century, then we need to be a church that helps people intentionally develop their faith. That needs to become one of the five major priorities.

And so he outlines: 
Churches that practice intentional faith development not only offer high quality traditional adult Sunday school classes for learning and fellowship, they also initiate and support weekday evening studies, home groups, “Brown” Bag lunch studies, and a host of opportunities for faith studies varying times and places to make them as accessible and convenient as possible. (Pg. 73)

Congregations that practice intentional faith development not only provide new and varied small group ministries of learning and fellowship for their long term members, but they also start new groups particularly adapted to the needs of new members, visitors, and people not yet attending church. (Pg. 74)

Congregations that take seriously the practice of intentional faith development explore ways of forming learning communities using new technology – blogs, Facebook, chatrooms, listservs. (Pg. 74)

Churches that practice intentional faith development not only look to groups such as Bible studies, but also understand the powerful support and impact that task oriented groups have on faith development like choirs, mission teams, even committees. (Pg. 75)

Churches that practice intentional faith development are not afraid of failure and willingly initiate new ministries of learning in community knowing that some will take root and some will fade away. (Pg. 75)

Congregations that practice intentional faith development rely not only on their pastors to lead teaching and formational ministries, but invite, train, and support lay people to do the same. (Pg. 76)

There are others that Schnase outlines, but I would like to close on that last one. This church has done a decent job with intentional faith development. There are and have been many opportunities to participate in Disciple Bible Study – a powerful look at Scripture and its meaning for your own discipleship. We have a most lively Global Issues class that meets on Sunday mornings. There are many small groups that have formed and stayed together, supporting, challenging, and learning together. We have many short-term classes that come and go.

We have made it a priority to help our young people grow in their faith through staffing, but I think what makes that ministry particularly effective are the parent councils they have developed and the vast number of volunteers they have been able to coordinate.

Maybe it is time to do the same for adults – to be even more intentional about intentional faith development. And so I am sending out a clarion call today. Inviting all those who also have felt the burden to help this church help individuals grow in their faith. If this is you, talk to me, that we might organize and be intentional in our faith development. Because growing in faith is no accident. Come, let us be “Methodists” about it.
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