WALKING WITH GOD TOGETHER

September 16, 2007

The question that we are pursuing during this sermon series is, how shall we walk with God and how does our Baptist tradition help us in that walk?
While these reflections were stirred by my sabbatical experience, it is important to say these sermons are not about my sabbatical.  It is all about our walk with God.

When we returned from England, we spent some time cleaning out our basement following the flood and then went to Detroit for the dedication of our fourth grandchild Conrad. While we were there, I tried to devote three or four hours each day to reading and the rest of the time to our family. The week following, Peggy stayed in Detroit and I drove down to Macon, Georgia to spend a week with Dr. Walter Shurden at The Center for Baptist Studies at Mercer University.  At the end of that week, he declared me to be a Newman Scholar, one of the few times I have been declared to be a scholar of any kind!

When we talked about my interests for the week, he laid out a reading plan that focused on documents written by early Baptist leaders. It is from one of those books, Ill Newes from New-England by Dr. John Clark that this story comes. 
A blind Baptist by the name of William Witter lived near the village of Lin in the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1651. At that time, being Baptist in Massachusetts was illegal and there were not many of them. The few Baptists there were lived mostly in Rhode Island. Dr. John Clark, Obadiah Holmes and John Crandall, who lived in Rhode Island, decided to cross the Massachusetts border and to visit with Mr. Witter in his home. When Sunday morning arrived, they opened the scriptures in Mr. Witter’s home and Dr. Clark began to talk about them. During the service, two constables knocked on the door and the little group of Baptists was arrested.  Why? In short, they were arrested for illegal worship!

That evening, the constable took them to the government approves service. Dr. Clark had warned the constable that if he was taken to that church service, he would demonstrate his opposition to it. And he did. He refused to take off his hat and a constable knocked it off of his head. At the end of the service he tried to make a statement of his own faith which was not well received.
The next morning, the magistrate sentenced each man either to pay a fine or to be “well whipt.” The fines were stiff but money was raised and Clark, Crandall, and Witter elected to pay.  Obadiah Holmes refused to pay.  
This is the way that he described his ordeal. I have maintained his spelling and grammar so that you can, in a small way, experience his voice first-hand. 
I told them moreover, the Lord having manifested his love towards me, in giving me repentance towards God, and Faith in Jesus Christ, and so to be baptized in water by a Messenger of Jesus into the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, wherein I have fellowship with him in his death, buriall, and resurrection, I am now come to be baptized in afflictions by your hands, that so I may have further fellowship with my Lord, and am not ashamed of his sufferings, for by his stripes am I healed; And as the man began to lay the stroaks upon my back, I said to the people, though the Flesh should fail, and my Spirit should fail, yet God would not fail; so it pleased the Lord to come in, and so to fill my heart and tongue as a vessel full, and with an audible voyce I brake forth, praying unto the Lord not to lay this Sin to their charge, and telling the people, That now I found he did not fail me; and therefore now I should trust him forever who failed me not; for in truth, as the stroaks fell upon me, I had such a spirituall manifestation of Gods presence, as the like thereunto I never had, nor felt, nor can with fleshly tongue expresse, and the outward pain was so removed from me, that indeed I am not able to declare it to you, it was so easie to me, that I  could well bear it, yea and in a manner felt it not, although it was grievous, as the Spectators said, the Man striking with all his strength (yea spitting on his hand three times, as many affirmed) with a three- coarded whip, giving me therewith thirty stroaks; when he had loosed me from the Post, having joyfulnesse in my heart, and cheerfulnesse in my countenance, as the Spectators observed, I told the Magistrates, you have struck me as with Roses. (Pages 50-51)
Here is a historical footnote. One of Obadiah Holmes; descendents is another courageous man by the name of Abraham Lincoln. 

So, for this little group of Baptists, what was this all about? First, it was a declaration that Christ alone is Lord of the conscience. Second, in part, it was about soul-freedom (which we talked about last week) and, third, it was about a way of walking with God together. It was about a way of being church.

Let me give you a quick review of last week’s sermon:

1. God created us with the competency, the ability to respond to God individually and personally. 

2. God created each of us with the freedom to choose either to respond to God or not and that freedom must never be taken away.

3. God made each of us responsible for the way that we respond to God.
Each person then is capable and free to seek the wisdom and counsel of God in prayer, in the study of scripture, and in the use of personal reason and experience. Your relationship with God belongs first, last and always to you.

Does that mean then that your relationship with God is exclusively an individual, personal and private matter? Let me answer that question with another question. Are you a student of Jesus Christ? Are you a follower or a disciple of Jesus?  If you are a follower or a disciple of Jesus Christ, then you never choose to walk with God all by yourself. 

Jesus invited twelve to walk with him in the most intimate way possible. Jesus walk with God was never only a solitary matter though he did nurture his own soul with long seasons of solitary prayer and reflection.  And Jesus’ disciples did not choose to walk alone. After Jesus’ death and resurrection, they bound themselves together and formed churches.

The Apostle Paul did not teach his converts to “go it alone.” He went from city to city preaching the gospel and forming churches. Why? Because while each of us is required to make decisions that are deeply personal and even private, we have also been created to walk with God together as students of Jesus Christ. The word disciple means student or follower.

Take a moment and consider your personal competency, freedom and responsibility. As a child of God, one created in the image of God, you are invited by God to pray, to seek God’s Holy Spirit, to study the Holy Scriptures, and to use the great big brain that God gave you and to respond to God according to your best wisdom and insight. God thinks so highly of your individuality that Jesus said that God has even counted the hairs on you head. That is how deeply God respects your individuality.

Now consider these things. 

1. Consider your own sinfulness and the way that it gets in the way of your relationship with God, even though you are a committed follower of Jesus. Be honest with yourself and with God; does not your sin get in the way? 

2. Consider your own limitations. Do you really know all that you need to know? Have you learned all that there is to learn? Have you experienced all that you need to experience? Has your great big brain, which is also, in another way, a tiny little brain, wrapped itself around all of the things of God? 

3. Given your sinfulness and given your limitations, how can you expand your own awareness of God?  

4. Answer: You walk with others who are serious students of Jesus. And when you walk with others who have made the decision to be serious students and followers of Jesus, you call it “Church.”

This is how church happens. Using all of the resources that God has given to you; your reading of Holy Scripture, your prayers, your openness to the Holy Spirit, your study of the life and instruction of Jesus Christ, your experience, your best thought, using all of the resources that God gives to you, you see the counsel and wisdom and guidance of God and you bring it to the church. You bring it to Sunday School and the small group and you bring it to the church business meeting. 
And how to you bring it? You bring it with a profound sense of your own sinfulness and a profound sense of your own limitations. You come with a profound sense of humility knowing that in some matters, you may be absolutely right and in other matters you may be only partially right and in some matters you may be dead wrong! You come in humility.

And you expect precisely the same thing from each of your sisters and brothers in the church. You expect that each will come seeking the mind of Christ and each will come with a profound sense of humility and you come expecting to seek God’s heart together, each sharing his or her insights, each sharing with a profound sense of humility and each listening carefully to the others. Each of us has both insights and experiences to share and each of us does so with a deep humility. 

We both listen carefully to one another and we say what we have to say with a deep sense of humility.  And in this spirit, together we seek the wisdom and counsel of God. And our experience is that the Holy Spirit of God blesses this way of being church in ways almost too deep for words. 
Church happens as we come together in a particular time and place. It happens in the here and the now which is why Baptists believe that the local congregation is the primary expression of the church. 

It is in this place that we seek God’s counsel and grace. It is in the here and now that we worship and pray and study scriptures and think together as we seek the mind of Christ. It is here and now that we experience God’s Spirit moving among us. 

It is from this base that we freely choose to join with other congregations to form associations and conventions and even the denomination. To say it crudely, the denomination does not own us, we own the denomination!  

Sometimes, I will be asked a question that begins with the words, what do Baptists believe about…? And my only answer is, which Baptist in which church? The denomination does not tell the churches what to believe and how to do ministry. Church and ministry happen in the here and now of the local congregation!  

Church happens in your Bible study group and in your Sunday School class and on the mission work trip and in the committee meetings and church meetings where we meet to pray and consider scripture and think and talk together in the quest for the mind of Christ.

I wish that I had more time to talk about the Body of Christ and spiritual gifts but I will simply have to say today, it all begins with Christ and you and Christ and me and you and me walking together with Christ.  
So, what does that say about a way of walking with God? Our way of walking with God is to walk together; praying together, thinking together, studying the scriptures together, and worshiping together in mutual respect and humility as we seek to be faithful to God.
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