To be a Prophetic Witness in the City
The gospel reading from Matthew 21:33-46 invites to consider the way Jesus donned the prophet’s mantle. Jesus is a teacher, healer and the compassionate One but in this vineyard story those who control religious, social and political power are confronted about their stewardship. Questions are asked...What have you done with what you have? What are the fruits you have produced from the vineyard of the people of God, the community called by God and expressed in and through law and covenant. 

Questions are implied not only about stewardship but how is it you are not able to hear what the Lord requires of you? To embrace justice and kindness, to walk humbly, love mercy, to live with hope, to make peace, to forgive and work for reconciliation. 
And then comes the word of judgement that will leads to the rebuilding. Why even the edifice you have constructed, the society, the empire you have made for yourselves will come tumbling down and the covenant of love you have rejected, the cornerstone of the whole, will become the cornerstone of the new and this new reality, that you see and hear, is already dawning and present among you. 

A few years ago at one our Synod meetings in South Australia members were invited to identify their gifts for ministry. Each a choice from several colours and asked to cluster into several groups...pastoral gifts, caring ministry, teaching ministry, serving ministry and so on. And then the few who were left were invited to put on the colour red, those with the prophetic gift. About 400 people were present and about 8 members decided that they had the gift of prophecy? 

There are several reasons for this. People may think that a prophet’s primary role is to be some kind of seer, anticipating or forecasting the future. Or maybe like me you are put off by the Rundle Mall Friday night preachers who think they are called to condemn sin and call people to repent and live godly lives!
Prophetic tradition indeed is about confrontation and critique, but it is two sided. The prophetic mantle is about comforting the afflicted and afflicting the comfortable! When living in exile the prophet’s word is about binding up, restoration, pointing to new possibility and reassurance for those broken and in distress. 
The prophets word is also about working for the welfare and good of the city; welcoming the stranger, caring for the dispossessed, those who are lost and alone. And on the grand stage of international politics the invitation is turn swords into plough shears and spears into pruning hooks! 

The prophetic calling involves critique of the Empire; the present state of things. When the needs of a few are served at the expense of the many. When self interest and social policy is driven by those who profit from the suffering of others. 
If the Pilgrim congregation is to live out of this vision we will need to recognise the different contexts and take account of the changing times. The church in Australia today has a very different social standing than it did just a few years ago. So we will need to wrestle with the forms and the way we go about witnessing to justice. 

The Uniting Church has a long time commitment to making public statements about its view on social policy, concerns for the welfare of all in relation to powerful vested interests. In the early years of the 20th century the church was a preoccupation with Six O’clock closing, Sabbath observance, gambling, dancing and sexual morality. And then in the sixties the church responded to the upheaval and major social change that came with the Vietnam war, secular city and god is dead debates, along with land rights, the women’s movement and the impact of a growing multi cultural society. 

So here we are, every Sunday being reminded that Pilgrim’s vision is focussed up with being a prophetic witness in the city. There are many implications that follow from this vision. Our identity, character and ethos are marked by the way we understand and practice prophetic witness. 

We could begin by recognising that prophetic witness is not just about formal statements but in the practice and actions we take in standing in solidarity with the least and those on the margins. And there are many pathways and dimensions in practising our prophetic calling. 

We celebrate with those who place themselves on the front line, those working with the dispossessed on a one to one basis. This ministry by our members is often unknown and unacknowledged. 

We support those who work with organisations and movements, education and campaigning to develop a greater consciousness of the impact of globalization on local communities and the many issues that have emerged about fairness in the distribution of wealth, developing right relations, human rights and care of creation. 

We celebrate those who work to improve, reform and develop public policy and legislate and campaign for the greater good. Those who through their daily vocations seek to make the city a better place to live. 

And we should ask, what is the work of justice for those who lead, plan and work to make our worship time a resource and inspiration for our ministry to the wider community? The story that we rehearse in worship may at first seem distant and remote from all the troubles and struggles, the injustices and distress that confront us in our globalised world.  

The justice task for those who lead here Sunday by Sunday is about encouragement, stimulation, an ongoing conversation or dialogue, reflecting together how our activism informs our worship and then in turn about the way the gospel informs our practice. 

Our worship invites to recall the enduring narrative of a God who cares and reaches out, who has expressed purpose in sending love, in calling people into a covenant relationship. Our worship here reminds us that whatever the circumstances or issues faith, hope and love work in and with us. 

We are politically active in preparing our liturgy because are bringing with us our lives, hopes and expectations as we join this community week by week. We bring what we have and then our songs, prayers and reflections work on us. We hear them speaking to us, forming us into a people, resourcing our hearts and minds, engendering hope, that even in the midst of the impossible there is possibility. Encouraging us even to consider the impossible possibility. Faith leaves us hanging on a prayer for the impossible. Faith leads us to spill out our passion into situations of social, economic and political need. Faith is in the ability to inculcate hope as subversive power.  

Hope leads us to dream, to try again, to imagine that even in despair and brokenness of the desert there is new life and light. Seeds are sown and watered here, foundations are laid, visions are uncovered: the desert shall rejoice and blossom like a rose! 
The gift of love leads us to nurture possibilities. Love poured out nourishes us and evokes a consciousness over against the dominant culture of Empire. To birth and nurture in us another way, a discernment of another way for the sake of life
Our actions and engagement in prophetic witness informs our liturgy and the enduring gospel narrative celebrated in our liturgy informs our actions and priorities. Thanks be to God. 
Dean Eland
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