In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, Amen.

In 1998 in Pakistan I started a school with the intention of creating a space for young children and adults to think independently and to arrive at their own conclusions on matters of life. In a context like Pakistan this was a huge undertaking. The government in Pakistan prescribes a certain curriculum which has to be followed to the iota by all public and private schools. So much so that the safest way to follow the government guidelines is to make sure that only the words published by the state run publishing company are uttered in the classroom and that only those words are memorized by the students. This is done to prevent any introduction of “false” knowledge.  
Well, I said no to that and I invited people to take the state prescribed material, use the instruments of research, and to come to their own conclusions about facts.  Of course in an environment where it is the state policy to promote hatred towards all non-Muslims, it was inviting trouble. 
My premise for taking such a huge risk was that if no one dares to change the status quo, the only option left will be to revert to the 7th century vision of Islam which the Taliban, the Al Qaida, and other such zealous Islamic groups are busy promoting. 
So one day as I was feeling down and exhausted from my efforts to convince parents that this change was actually good for their children, a Muslim friend of mine said to me, “do you remember the story of the Israelites in the wilderness?” I responded, “Yes of course, what about it?” He said, “Don’t you know that God gave them Manna to eat, promised them a land flowing with milk and honey, and they still complained and wanted to go back to Egypt where they were slaves?” And then he added which I will never forget, he said, “My friend if God through all his prophets could not change a people, what makes you think you can?”
Well, he was a Muslim and I am a Christian. There is a difference in how we experience God.  I believe in a God who demands constant change.  I believe in a God who wants us to be unreasonably wise so that we may see much beyond our needs today and can see the entire scope of eternal life. I believe in a God who sacrificed His only Son for this change, for this ability through wisdom grounded in faith to experience eternal life. I believe in a God that kept the Israelites wandering in the wilderness till all those who resisted change were dead! Yes, friends, this is the context of our first lesson today.  It sounds harsh, I admit, yet in the final analysis that is the story being told in the Book of Numbers. 
It is the story of a generation that was brought out of slavery and that kept on complaining and wanted to go back to it. It is the story of God showing Moses that God is the God of a multitude, the God of Hosts. It is the story of organization of this multitude for a purpose. It is the story of God assigning responsibility to every tribe and every people and every person for the care and nurturing of a community.  Moses alone was not to be responsible for the vision and leadership of this community.  Now that was a huge change.   
And when a young man told Moses about the two prophesying in the camp and when Joshua out of his inability to accept change said to Moses, “My lord Moses, Stop them”, Moses’ response was indeed the voice of God for he prophesied the day when you and me will have the gift of the Holy Spirit and when all of us together, regardless of any distinction, will be able to prophesy.  Now that is change; a radical change.

And that is what our God is calling us to.  Today in your all parish meeting, you will be giving your authority to a handful of people who will select a list of potential rectors. These people, the members of the search committee, will be working for you. They will be from you, by you, and for you. They will be exercising the power that you will give them today.  Their job will be to find a number of suitable candidates out of which list will come your future rector. Then once that long process is done, they will hand over this list to the vestry, to which also you have given authority to run the church. 

So while it sounds very democratic, let my caution you that this democracy, unlike the other that we exercise, is not exactly about you, your preferences, and your visions; this democracy, just like the one we find in the Book of Numbers, is about experiencing God’s Holy Spirit and then working with God to move the faith community ahead. Your action today is your affirming your faith in a God who walks with you to take you forward not backwards.   

And that is why we have wilderness.  I find it amusing that while the Greek translation, the Septuagint gave this book the title, “Arithmoi” that is “Numbers” the Hebrew title for this book is “Bemidbar” that is “Wilderness”!  So while the Greek translators were fascinated by the amazing detail about the organization of the community; the Hebrew tradition focused on the purpose of wandering in the wilderness.  
It was in the wilderness that people complained. It was in the wilderness that God organized the community for change. It was in the wilderness that God decided to wait just long enough for the new generation to emerge as leaders, the generation that had no experience of the old and had therefore no desire to return to the old. 

Yes friends, there is a message here and the message is no different from what Jesus is saying to his disciples, we cannot stop people from moving ahead! We can not be a stumbling block. Our job as the followers of Jesus is to facilitate change. This change we can facilitate only when we know who we are, only when we retain the essence of being a Christian can we dare to seek change.  

Yes, friends, while in the Book of Numbers, God chooses to let the old die in the wilderness so that the new may inherit the promised land, today Jesus’ death has given us the opportunity to let our old self die so that the new may emerge to inherit eternal life.  That is the Christian message. That is why I dare to change, for I know, that being concerned about my own life, my own well being, and my own self interest can only be a stumbling block, a tiny hurdle in the wilderness, that ultimately God will lead us forward. That is why we Christians are called to be a people of hope and not a people longing to recreate their old glory through death and terror.  
While in the past few weeks we have heard so much about Iran, and Qaddafi, and the four terror plots, all with the purpose of moving the world backward, today in your all parish meeting you will be acting out your vision for the future.  Right here is your contrast. 
But before we drown in the sound of our own trumpets, I invite you to examine our Christian life.  What are we as a faith community doing to further this beautiful vision and this enormous responsibility that we have been given by God?  
Before we can even answer this question, I feel we need to ask ourselves, what is so unique about us as a Christian Church?  It is certainly not all the good things we do in the world, because there are many non-profit organizations that do a lot of good in the world. It is certainly not our voice for justice, peace and reconciliation, as there are many movements that seek justice and peace. What is the uniqueness, where is our uniqueness?
I believe the only thing that is unique to us as a Christian Church is that we seek a relationship with God in an ever changing world.  Interestingly, the only ways that we can build that relationship is either through prayer, which is a link between God and us, or through reading the story of how others walked with God and found the promised destination. This story is the Scriptures. 
Isn’t it amusing that the only two ways that we can build this relationship that is unique to us as a Christian Church is by immersing ourselves in Prayer and Scripture. And when churches ignore these two or begin to have a third much before these two, we witness the process of death and decline.  

Therefore friends, like James, I pray today that we would recognize God’s desire for us to move forward, each bearing the responsibility of this faith community by the sea, and that having received the Holy Spirit we would allow for the old self to die so that the new may inherit eternal life, and that we would do all this through immersing ourselves in a life of prayer and commitment to the word of God that tells us the story of how those before us marched forward with God. May God help us retain our Salt as we march on. Amen.  
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