Where there is no vision, the people perish 
(Prov. 29:18, KJV)
Acts 2:17-21 (NIV)

 17'In the last days, God says, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your young men will see visions, your old men will dream dreams. 

    18 Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days, and they will prophesy. 

    19 I will show wonders in the heaven above and signs on the earth below, blood and fire and billows of smoke. 

    20 The sun will be turned to darkness and the moon to blood before the coming of the great and glorious day of the Lord. 

    21 And everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.'

What is the difference between a stone and a snowdrop, between a cow and a car, between a person and a picture, and between a local church and a church building? 

In elementary biology one learns that there are 7 characteristics that distinguish living things from non-living things:

· They breathe and respire

· They reproduce

· They excrete

· They need food

· They grow

· They move

· They are sensitive

Some non-living things may show or appear to show one or more of these characteristics, but living things show all seven. When something dies all these functions also stop. Can we extend this analogy to the local church?
What is the difference between a live and living church and a dead or dying one? Change, movement, reproduction, feeding, sensitivity are marks of a living church. Churches die when they lose their vision, when they forget they are there to grow and move and reproduce, not to remain static and try to conserve the traditional ways of doing things or to keep the building in repair. Tradition is important but not if it stands in the way of doing God’s will or if it gets in the way of God’s purposes. The early church had no buildings to maintain - they met in houses and public spaces. Many churches today are hamstrung because they are shackled to old buildings or to buildings that are too large or too expensive to keep up. Mission is confused with maintenance and evangelism with fund-raising. 

The early church tried out new ideas and new ways to reach people in fulfilling the great commission. The Christians were living stones, comprising the temple of the living God. Living stones are always more important than bricks and mortar. The living church is more concerned about the present and the future than it is about the past. It is a church led by the Holy Spirit where the young men see visions, the old men dream dreams and young men and women prophesy. All these are signs of spiritual life and power. If there is no vision and no dreams then there is no evangelism, no missionary activity, no growth in the church. One of the deadliest things one can hear in a church is the phrase: we’ve not done this before and we want to stay as we are. If the church stays in the 20th. century, or the 19th. century, or the 16th. century, or even in the 1st. century it will die, because we have to live and witness and work in the 21st. century. Our God is a living God; who says now is the day of salvation, not then. We cannot repeat the past and we are not meant to live in the past - this is a disaster for an individual or for a church.

As a church we have a big decision to make in the next week or so. We have already decided that we should move to a larger premises, as we cannot properly accommodate our present numbers or activities. It may not look like it on some Sundays but always remember the children downstairs in the Children’s Church, which was a stop-gap measure to prevent overcrowding. To do nothing is to stay the same or decline. Churches can only grow as far as the space available and when they near capacity they stop being attractive and welcoming to newcomers. 

What we need to decide as a church is whether the move to The Source premises on the Old Cork Road is what the Lord wants us for us - it is not about our personal feelings or our attachment to a building or to the past. We are trying to discern the mind of God in the matter and our goals should be to glorify God, to fulfil our purpose as a church and to extend the Kingdom of God in Limerick. We need to pray for the mind of Christ in the matter. Each of us needs to submit our personal interests to the interest of the church - our brothers and sisters. In the Christian life it should never be about ‘what I want’, but firstly what God wants, secondly what is best for the church as a whole, and lastly what is best for me personally.  Sometimes we get that order the wrong way round. If you base your decision on your own personal feelings or comfort, then it will be the wrong decision.

We must ensure that we do not lose sight of the vision that God has put before us a church: to grow by reaching more people with the gospel; to move forward as each Christian grows in grace and develops in their own personal lives; to be sensitive to the needs of people inside and outside the church; to feed on God’s word, to depend on the very breath of God for life through His Holy Spirit; to reproduce as God brings people to saving faith through our witness as individuals and as a church; to get rid of sin in our lives with God’s help. These are the marks of spiritual life and each of us must ensure that we are listening to God through His Word and His Spirit, and are willing to act in obedience. 

A church that ceases to grow will wither and eventually die. Unless we have a vision from God and pursue that vision, then we will perish. A live church is prepared to take risks under God and to step out in faith and through the doors that God opens. Christians have been meeting in this Hall since ~1850 but by the 1950s the local church meeting here was dying and eventually closed. The building was handed over to another group around 50 years ago and there was a new beginning. We are the church that took over this building, still held in trust for Christian work, and Phyllis is (I think) the only remaining member of that new church. God has blessed us over the years and has added to our numbers and we should thank God for our overcrowding and for the large number of young people in the church. This is a sign of life and blessing but also creates space problems. But perhaps now is the time when God is showing us that we need to make a new start, not a new church but in a new place, the same local church but in a new premises. 

May God give us the wisdom and insight to discern His will and the faith and courage to act as God directs.
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