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Sermon for Easter III
I Peter 2:11-17      Psalm 66:7-8      John 16:16-22

 Peter tells us we are “strangers and pilgrims.”
 The church in our land used to make a big difference, in the local community or even in politics. Now the church’s influence is fading fast. Our place in the culture is not what it used to be. Once, we were insiders. Now, we are outsiders. We are “strangers and pilgrims.”
 We, who were once mighty in the land, are now sidelined. In days gone by, the community looked to the church as the center of civic and moral life. How true is that now?

 When church leaders, such as bishops, proclaim this or that, people listen. It is on the news.
 The Pope still makes the news, but do we?

 So, if we are no longer at the centre of society as we used to be for so many centuries, who are we now in our culture?  Peter says we are “strangers and pilgrims.”
 Peter talks to us like strangers in a strange land. Christians are surrounded by many others who don’t share our beliefs.

 In Peter’s time, in the Roman Empire, Christians were a small minority. Then, the mission of the church to proclaim the gospel to the nations was successful on many fronts.  After a lot of evangelism over many generations, Christians became a majority in the old world. And we stayed that way for about 16 centuries. We acted like it was a permanent state of affairs. It was called “Christendom.”
 Now, after about 1,600 years, we are a minority again. We are in a secular age. We are “strangers and pilgrims.”
 Can we embrace our minority status once again? Is there any advantage in knowing we are no longer number one?   Maybe it is good to be the underdog, the way we started.
 We are closer to Christ when we are humbled. We know Christ better as we walk with outsiders and the downtrodden. Jesus says in a parable, “Inasmuch as you have done it for them, you have done it for me.” 
 Now, with our new humble status in the world, we can identify better with those who have little status or power. 

 The church can be a home for people who no longer feel at home in this culture. Can the church be a spiritual home for the spiritually homeless? Maybe that is what God wants.
 Peter in his letter calls us “strangers,” “pilgrims,” “aliens,” even “exiles.” Once again, after so many centuries, we are out of place in our culture, on the outside looking in. 
 So, what should our new priorities be?
 There are some negative options. Let’s talk about them.
 One option is to grumble and complain that we don’t get the respect we used to get as a church in Canada.
 That won’t get us far. It just makes us grumpy Christians. No one wants to join a bunch of grumps.
 A second option is pretending that we’re fine inside our buildings, thinking, “We’re safe as long as we’re in here.” That just leads to isolation. Isolation is not the answer.
 A third option is to embrace every new trend that comes along. This option says, “Just relax and be the same as everyone. Blend in. Go with the flow.”
 What happens then? Nothing distinctive is left. Why would anyone join a church that looks and feels exactly like the world around it? Not much point, is there?
 So, following Peter’s thinking, there are better options for us in our new status as outsiders, as strangers and pilgrims.
 Peter tells us we are holy people, made holy by God. We are to live holy lives in the midst of an unholy world.  We are not nobodies, but precious to God, born anew, worthy of eternal life in Christ.

 Peter says that God has made us “living stones,” and we are built into a spiritual house. We are “a Holy priesthood, a chosen race, God’s own people.” As Hosea said, “Once you were not a people, now you are God’s people.”

 Paul echoes Peter, when he tells the Ephesians: “You are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are citizens with the saints, and also members of the household of God.”
 In this new situation, we try to live the gospel in front of our neighbours and co-workers. Peter says, “Let your conduct among the Gentiles be honourable.” 
 So, we don’t have the influence we used to have. But every one of us has influence in our family circle, among friends, at work, and in the community.

 Your Christian lifestyle may be the only sermon preached to someone who never goes to church.
 On the other hand, people may think we’re weird and uptight. We live in a culture, much like ancient Rome, that says we’re not healthy unless we indulge our greed and our lust. But we know better. We know that won’t work. 

 Peter also lived under a government that either didn’t care about Christians, or else persecuted them. Are Christians persecuted here in Canada? Not compared to many other countries. But we are definitely not high on a government list of priorities. 
 What should be our Christian attitude to government? Should we just agree that governments are wrong or crooked no matter what? That’s easy. But we Christians are not just coffee shop grumblers.
 Following Peter’s example, Christians uphold and honour governing authorities. God has a purpose for governments.
 Jesus said to Pontius Pilate, “You would have no authority or power over me unless it has been granted from above.”
 Peter says, “Show respect for everyone and love for the brethren. Fear God, and honour the king.”

 The Bible repeatedly calls us to pray for governors and rulers, as the Book of Common Prayer says, “so that thy people may enjoy the blessings of freedom and peace.”
 Finally, no matter what happens in our culture, Christ reigns. The Lord reigns over his church, over our world, over our hearts. Even if we feel like strangers in a strange land, we are the people of God. We are pilgrims on the way to the Promised Land.
