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Text: Luke 5:33-39

What’s the thing that you associate most closely with St John’s in the City? I guess, if you’ve had some personal involvement with this church, it may well be a particular memory, ministry, set of friendships or slice of history. Many of us here today are here precisely because of that kind of personal association.

The less personal one’s association St John’s is, the more one is likely to think of St John’s in terms of something one has heard or seen. “St John’s – isn’t that the church that got all that money by selling its air space in the mid-80’s?” “St John’s – isn’t that the church that advertised on TV a few years back.” “St John’s – isn’t that the lovely church at the end of the motorway – you know, the one with an open door?”

“No, that’s St Peter’s Anglican – St John’s is the even lovelier church about 50 metres along Willis St!”

Along with St Peter’s – for the two churches were designed by the same architect, Thomas Turnbull – there’s no denying the architectural beauty of this church. It’s something visitors and tourists regularly comment on – not only the neo-Gothic design, but the fact that it’s built out of kauri. It’s part of what makes this building irreplaceable.

I was reminded of the significance of kauri when I read Scott Thomson’s history of St John’s in the City, launched a little over a month ago. The title of the book, Church Standing Tall, triggered in my mind the image of a tree standing tall and I was instantly reminded of a family holiday in Northland many years ago, during which we took a walk in Waipoua Forest, home to the largest kauri tree in New Zealand. At 1200 years of age (give or take 1 or 2 years) and 52 metres of height (8 metres taller than the St John’s spire), this huge kauri is aptly named Tane Mahuta (God (Lord) of the Forest).

Of course one wouldn’t want to be as presumptuous as to say that St John’s in the City is the ecclesiastical equivalent of Tane Mahuta. But just as Tane Mahuta stands tall in the Waipoua Forest, so St John’s does stand tall in the history of Presbyterianism in this country, if for no other reason than it spawned the Bible Class movement, which in its heyday itself spawned many future leaders of both church and society – including a Prime Minister no less! As the late Jack Somerville, in his autobiography, Jack in the Pulpit, wrote: “The figure of Sir John Marshall in his active prime could be said to typify the qualities of the Bible Class movement. … He was a St John’s, Wellington, young man who lived out the Bible Class ideal and carried it into his Christian witness, social concern and political life.”

It seems to me that the image of a kauri tree offers a starting point for reflecting upon the challenges of being Church today, and in particular the place of St John’s.

The first thing to note about the kauri is the difference in setting between a kauri seedling and a mature tree. The seedling takes root not in an established forest but in manuka scrubland in forest clearings formed by windfall or fire. In the same way, we might say that there is a huge difference in setting between St John’s 150 years ago and St John’s today. The seedling St John’s was a settler church in a pioneer society in a far-flung corner of the British Empire. In contrast to the kauri, St John’s grew and matured quickly. It did not take long for the settler church to become a settled church in New Zealand’s capital city, owing much to the vision and energy of a cluster of important personalities of the time – the likes of Sir George Troup, J.G.W. Aitken, James Smith and John Kirkaldie. These men were not only good Presbyterians; they were also leading lights in commerce, politics and civic life. In fact, in 1897, a mere 44 years after its inception, St John’s was described by a Presbytery visitation committee as “wealthy and prosperous.”

Not that this wealth and prosperity served only the interests of the church. Just as the kauri supports an abundance of other life-forms, including kauri grass and ferns, so St John’s is noted for the number of churches it has helped found or established links with – St James Church, Newtown, Wadestown, Brroklyn, St Ronan’s Church, Eastbourne, St Paul’s Church, Kaikoura and of course Kelburn Church. It’s also noted for the organisations it has helped found and support, some of which are represented here today: The Boys and Girls Institute, Presbyterian Support (Central), Scots and Queen Margaret Colleges, and Victoria House. Together with the Bible Class movement these initiatives reflect two commitments that lie at the heart of Presbyterianism: Social justice, and a liberal and holistic view of education. In more recent years, the use of the Outreach Fund, the revitalised partnership with the Boys and Girls Institute, the support of Downtown Community Ministries (DCM), the partnership with the Bible College of New Zealand and the funding of a senior lectureship in Christian Theology at Victoria University represent fresh commitments in these areas.

The third and perhaps most sobering thing to note about the kauri is that it is an endangered species. Many would say that the Church, Presbyterianism included, is in a similar category. Fifty years ago, when some of you here today gathered for the centenary celebrations, the church was reaching its height, not only at St John’s but across the country. I daresay it was an exciting time to be in the church. Along with the Bible Class, movements such as the Boys and Girls Brigades and the New Life Movement flourished. Out of the New Life Movement came the Stewardship Campaign which, together with the Billy Graham Crusade of 1959, proved to be highly successful and significant events in the life of St John’s. Those who were around at the time had good cause to think that New Zealand was or shortly would be a Christian nation.

A mere fifty years on, the situation has changed dramatically, in both Church and society. The changes, especially as they pertain to St John’s, are well documented in Church Standing Tall. The net effect of them is that the Christian Church is, by and large, an increasingly marginalised institution in a society that is variously described as pluralist, post-modern and post-Christian. It’s a time when spirituality is on the rise but organised religion is in decline, when discipleship has given way to experimentation, when civic functions once required of clergy are now fulfilled by kaumatua. Church growth, when it is occurring in the Presbyterian Church, is occurring in pockets while the denomination as a whole continues to experience significant decline. 

In light of this reality, an interesting question arises: What will Presbyterianism look like in 50 years time? What will St John’s look like on the occasion of its bicentenary? Will it have become like Tane Mahuta – a place with a certain amount of legend attached to it, a place with its own immediate future secure – not least because of a strong financial position – but equally, reduced to little more than an object of curiosity for the passing visitor?

I recall reading, some years ago, an interview of the late missionary and theologian, Lesslie Newbigin, in which he was asked upon his return to the United Kingdom if he felt optimistic about the future of the Church in the Western world. He replied along the lines that feelings of optimism or pessimism were irrelevant – the key thing was, he believed in the resurrection.

This, for me, gets to the nub of the issue – and it’s the focus, I believe, of Jesus’ teaching about the new wine and old wineskins. 

· The resurrection hints at a future that is open, not closed, a future defined by a living and loving God, not by the efforts, achievements and requirements of human beings, their institutions and their traditions. 

· The resurrection testifies to a life so complete and a love so profound that all lesser or countervailing forces – including death itself – have been put on notice that their days are numbered. 

· The resurrection points to the life of a single man, Jesus of Nazareth, in whom all that is anticipated and hoped for has embraced our human condition and already begun its work of transformation. For this reason, in his company the lame leap for joy, the blind see, and the condemned are set free. The Gospel is intensely personal and to know the resurrected Lord personally is a great joy, inspiring acts of devotion, music and art.

· The resurrection gives birth to a Jesus-movement, a community committed to making resurrection a present reality for each generation of every tongue in every nation. 

That’s the challenge, isn’t it! Making the resurrection a reality. Few us of here today would deny that if we push through society’s veneer of sophistication and technological progress we find vulnerable human beings, struggling to make sense of the world in which we live, conscious of the alienation that we feel in relation to our environment, our fellow human beings and even within ourselves. We talk endlessly about freedom, but in reality our notions of freedom hold up about as well as the current American Administration’s application of that concept in relation to the people of Afghanistan and Iraq. For all the freedom of choice that we take for granted there is a remarkable degree of conformity to the spirit of the age and a profound lack of contentment. 

In this context, I think the new wine that Jesus represents, which encourages people to think and act from a new perspective – a God perspective, a resurrection perspective – is as challenging and relevant today as it was in his own. 

Saturday week ago, I was present at the finale of the Challenge for Change programme, held here at St John’s and attended by the Governor General. Challenge for Change is a mentoring programme for young people run by BGI with assistance from Presbyterian Support and the NZ Police, and funded by a range of sources including the Wellington City Council and the Tyndall Foundation. It’s difficult to fully convey the mood of that finale, but when I hear 14 young people, some of whom have been suicidal, some of whom have a history of learning difficulties and personality disorders, and others of whom have a history of bullying and stealing, testify to the difference the Challenge for Change programme has made in their lives, and when I hear their parents talk so enthusiastically about the 13-week parenting course they undertook as part of the programme, and how the family dynamics have improved beyond their wildest dreams as a direct result of Challenge for Change, I cannot help but think in terms of resurrection. Futures that were shutting down have been opened up. Despair has given way to hope. Lives are changed. 

If the language of resurrection is rather difficult for many to grasp, then what about breaking it down into the Corinthian trinity of faith, hope and love – faith that embraces struggle, hope that inspires imagination, and love that reconciles all things.

· A struggle-embracing faith is an incarnational faith. It seeks to make us more human (not religious), in the manner of Jesus, resisting and overcoming the many dehumanising forces that impinge upon our lives, wrestling with the ambiguities and contradictions of life, and the questions that people have, from a Gospel perspective. It’s about setting people free in the name of the One who upholds the dignity of all and allows shalom to flourish.

· A hope-inspired imagination involves thinking creatively about how the Gospel might be communicated, and a willingness to try new things, often in partnership with other organisations, movements and networks. It values the use of story, poetry, music, prayer and art – visual and performing – as vehicles for opening up new, Gospel-informed ways of interpreting and responding to the world in which we live. It feeds into the worshipping life of the church, renewing its worship and opening up new possibilities for being church and engaging in outreach. 

· A reconciling love is a non-parochial, inclusive love – a love that transcends loyalties and labels that are defined on the basis of nation-state, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, status or any other category to which people appeal to set themselves apart from one another and feed prejudice and oppression. It’s a restorative love, built on the foundations of unconditional grace and forgiveness, which brings people together and calls them to be a sign to the world of what God intends for all creation.

I’m not sure what the future holds for St John’s in the City or what we’ll look like in 50 years time. But if we do nothing more in and for this city than embody in our worshipping life and translate into action a struggle-embracing faith, a hope-inspired imagination and a reconciling love, then maybe the future will take care of itself.

Yesterday, as I looked at the displays in the conference centre I came across a September 1947 edition of The Messenger, in which the minister of the time, Gladstone Hughes, wrote these words of encouragement to the people of St John’s. They are as relevant now as they were then:

The main requirement is that you face the future in a spirit of faith and adventure. St John’s will find its true security not in husbanding its resources but in daring enterprise. The work is the Lord’s, not your private enterprise, and it will prosper only if you place yourselves on the altar of His service. The victory of the Church is always the victory of its faith.

So, my friends in Christ, building on the words of one of my esteemed predecessors here at St John’s, and confident in the hope of the resurrection, I leave you with these words:

Rejoice, and be assured:

The God of ages past, whose glory fills this place, 

is opening up a future for us to embrace.





Amen.

