It was good to spend a little over a week on vacation with Joan.
We are grateful to have had the opportunity of carrying out our planned vacation in ways that let us effectively disengage from regular life for a while.

It was a great time for recreation… or as I like to pronounce it, a time for significant re-creation.

In addition to spending much time out-of-doors, I was also able to do some theological reading and study that I haven’t been able to get to for a while… so thank you for the opportunity.

And now I’m back to continue the interim processes begun earlier this year.

As I told the council in my written report and today’s “From the Desk…” writing included in the bulletin, I see a shift in focus points as we move into the fall season.

For instance, we have in October a stewardship emphasis with the “Walk with Jesus” program in which we will think about our WALK with Jesus, LISTENING to Jesus’ call toward discipleship, and GIVING of the blessings we’ve received in life.

That emphasis culminates on Reformation Sunday with a challenge to consider each of our plans to share of ourselves in supporting the life and ministry of St. John’s with our Time, Talent, and Treasures (that Sunday will provide the background for a confirmation service as well.)
Supporting the Stewardship Emphasis is a prayer board in which the Stewardship Committee and I encourage people to participate.

People are invited to pick up a “leaf” that has a prayer concern… participants are asked to hold that concern or person in thoughtful prayer throughout the worship service.

Additional to that, beginning today, I’ll offer a number of what I’m calling “Prayer Switch” opportunities throughout the service.

Let me explain a “Prayer Switch” just a bit more.

Part of my reading this past week included some brain science concepts.

One of the concepts is similar to how computers worked while I was in high school.
In 1970 our school only had a couple interface machines with which we carry out our little basic programs, recorded on this ticker tape paper with codes represented by little holes; the actual computer we used was located in downtown Minneapolis at a Honeywell corporation building.

That computer worked with, as I understood, over a few hundred interface sites… I’ll explain the switching process.

The computer didn’t work with any one interface site very long… small parts of a second at a time.

It would work with only one interface problem for a small bit of time, then switch to the next for a bit, and the next… etc.

It wouldn’t finish our interface’s coded-in process but would hold the progress it made in the millisecond until it switched through the whole set of other interfaces before returning to work some more on our particular problem, continuing the switching until things were complete and sent back to our own interface machine.

This switching happened fast, going back and forth throughout the system… never working on more than one thing at a time.
Our brains kind of work in a similar way; that is, even when we think we are multi-tasking, we working on one thing at a time, switching back and forth between several tasks… unless we linger on one thing or another in focus… it’s called “concentration”.
A good example of the switching process is driving and using a cell phone at the same time.

Cell phone conversations (or even listening to radio or conversations) can be distracting to the driving task… because of the needed and constant switching between focus points… the road, the car, and the cell phone.
As a well-seasoned driver I know it is possible and sometimes very helpful to provide some switching processes for my brain in order to stimulate some energy for safer driving.
And, I know that too much focus on one aspect of the switching process can divert too much attention from the main task: driving.

The concentration needed for cell phone conversation or especially what is called “texting” can distract too much energy and focus… there are always optimal balances that in themselves shift about.
Using this analogy, I’m inviting people over the next six weeks to do some “Prayer Switching” during worship… to the extent that one might be helpfully stimulated in the main task – worship – while also lifting somebody or some concern to God in prayerful thought.

It’s meant as invitation, not “requirement”.

Prayer Switches are meant to be short term focus points that move back and forth from the liturgy task at hand to the prayer you’ve chosen.

Let the regular P.S. invitations (P.S. – short for Prayer Switch) stimulate your prayer AND your liturgical worship.
(I should add that the meaning of the word, liturgy, is literally “Work of the people”… yes, WORK of those who gather in worship.)

Choose people and concerns that come to mind in a P.S. invitation and switch into and out of it every few seconds perhaps.

It’s like doing two things at once but it actually is a switching process… and it can serve to stimulate and enhance your attention to all of the tasks you are attending to.

I should mention that if you are choosing to concentrate on one of the prayer leaf concerns… do just that… let the Prayer Switches simply be reminders about the defined concern or person.

Prayer is a primary resource of the people of God… and praying for one another, ESPECIALLY during worship can enhance the whole life of the congregation as we move through toward better and clearer understanding or defining the future life and ministry of St. John’s in coming months.

I won’t describe the Prayer Switch process as much in upcoming Sundays, but I wanted to take a few minutes on this concept today.
So… this is another way in which the overall focus of the interim process is shifting… toward enhancing relationships and strengthening self and one another through regular prayer.

Another focus shift is to encourage others to join us in worship.

Invitations to others to come to St. John’s worship is most effective with a one-on-one invitation, a personal invitation to a friend, family member, or acquaintance.

It is said in some evangelism circles that a person often needs at least three personal invitations before responding.

An example… I was going to join into the annual bishop golf outing a few weeks ago but eventually decided not to (it’s been my one annual round of golf in the past few years… not a high passion.)

But, then at an interim meeting, three of my friends did the, “aw, come on… join us at the game” invitation… and I changed my mind back to the original intention… I joined into the golf outing.
We sometimes need more than one personal invite before we respond.

Another thing is sometimes said in evangelism circles… that the average Lutheran member invites another person to worship once every 5 to 7 years.

Do the math on that one… it might take a couple decades for one of us to do an effective invitation job…

Is it a wonder that our evangelism is not always particularly strong?
But, I’m suggesting that we can use this stage in the life of the congregation to make some concentrated, repeated efforts to invite others to join us on Sunday mornings.

Reaching out could become a vibrant focus point at St. John’s (it’s a part of the current mission statement, remember.)
We do that, not out of desperation, but with a real sense that we have a vibrant life of worship in which people can experience something about God’s love and grace through our varied liturgy, through the shared word of song and speech, through the experience of the sacraments in which our Lord makes us his own (in baptism) and nourishes us to BE God’s people through the bread and wine of Holy Communion.

We ARE the body of Christ in this place and time.

We HAVE something significant to invite others to.

I conclude my thoughts today with some reflection on the second reading of the day, the Philippians text.

As I pondered that reading I heard and envisioned myself – and you gathered in worship today – in two different parts of the reading.

First, I envisioned us as the writer… the Paul disciple, the missionary who was reaching toward and encouraging people of faith.

Let me walk through the first part of the reading in this mindset… as though you and I are in the place of the writer, for that is part of who we are as God’s people… missionary people encouraging others and experiencing the challenges that come with the calling.
21For to me [Paul states], living is Christ and dying is gain.  
Now that is an interesting perspective… but it is part of our own experience sometimes… Living is Christ (to be anointed… and therefore touching the reality of the passion of Christ… struggle).
The life of the missionary (apostle – sent one) is by nature not comfortable and easy… and when tired or weak, it might just be easier to no longer want to be in that role.
22If I am to live in the flesh, that means fruitful labor for me; and I do not know which I prefer.  23I am hard pressed between the two: my desire is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better; 
Sometimes that is the mindset of being an older congregation, especially when the past seems so much brighter than what appears in the present and is likely for the near future.
24but to remain in the flesh is more necessary for you.
I guess we are always in a place in which it is necessary for us to BE the missionary ones… for there is always another “you” who needs to be touched or strengthened by the life and proclamation of a congregation and its people… by YOUR role as missionary.
  25Since I am convinced of this, I know that I will remain and continue with all of you for your progress and joy in faith,  26so that I may share abundantly in your boasting in Christ Jesus…
Yes, there is always a future in the kingdom of God… and all of us, each of us, is a missionary in carrying and proclaiming that kingdom to others.

We share in Paul’s tasks… Paul’s struggle… Paul’s mission in Christ.

As I thought about the second part of the reading, I found myself listening from the perspective of the one MISSIONED by Paul, as one who heard Paul’s good word in Christ and seeks to live as one in community who is touched and created by that gospel.
27Only, live your life in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that, whether I come and see you or am absent and hear about you, I will know that you are standing firm in one spirit, striving side by side with one mind for the faith of the gospel,  
Yes, we are called as God’s people to be in one spirit, working with one another in the body of Christ cooperatively, patiently, kindly, compassionately… in ways that need to be evident to others… that we have been touched by the freeing, grace-filled message of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

Sometimes, we miss the mark in the endeavor of BEING the Body of Christ in this way.
Sometimes we can look more like a body with tremendous inner struggle, as with a runaway, out of control virus or cancer… or like a body lacking any kind of coordination or same-mindness… able to only exhibit spasms or outrageous, meaningless movements that amount to little even though involving much energy.
But, we can, as Paul encourages, be firm in one spirit… not being subject to oppositional and sabotaging forces… as the reading continues…

…being of one mind for the sake of the gospel  28and in no way being intimidated by your opponents. For them, this (oneness) is evidence of their destruction, and of your salvation. 
As mentioned, much effort of the recent months of intentional interim ministry has focused on dealing with problems and conflicts which have emerged over recent years… but the focus needs to shift now toward that which enhances oneness, toward that within the parameters of the congregation’s own mission statement: Worship God, Love Each Other, and Reach Out To All.
That which is exhibited outside of this mission statement might well be the stuff of the “opponents”, mentioned by Paul… the stuff that messes up the sense of oneness and same spirit Paul prescribes for the Philippians, who are the missioned ones… who are like you and me… who make up a congregation.

And when such oneness is observed and experienced by the people of God we can proclaim the rest of the second reading… that…
(And) this is God's doing.  29For he has graciously granted you the privilege not only of believing in Christ, but of suffering for him as well —  30since you are having the same struggle that you saw I had and now hear that I still have.
So, concluding these reflections on the second reading… the privilege of being the missioned ones brings with it the responsibilities and challenges of being the missionary as well.

We are called toward the peace of God that for God’s people can pass all reasonable understanding… as we proclaim and live out what we are called to be as God’s people… the very body of Christ in this time and in this place.
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