Recovering Joy in the Church

Just as it was said once that the trouble with Christians is that they do not look redeemed, it is being said that our parishes grow tired and joyless.

Certainly they are being stretched. Digesting Child Protection and the Disability Act and their demands, maintenance of ancient buildings, financial pressures, lack of weekly attenders – these are just some of the strains we bear.

Can a church lose joy? Only if it loses its defining preoccupation with ‘the God of our joy and gladness.’ Psalm 43:4.

The quality of joy is something literally out-of-this-world.  It is the presence of the Holy Spirit anointing those determined towards God and detached from material concerns.  The infectious nature of joy is key to the sharing of faith since it flows from the God who, as Trinity, will not keep himself to himself.

Christian joy shines even from suffering meaningless in a human perspective because of the wider perspective Jesus brings by his dying and rising.  

The loss of joy in the church very often links to her self-preoccupation and chasing after novelty rather than after the Jesus who is ever-new to those who seek him.

Growing churches are those that have gained courage to detach themselves from trivial pursuits to seek a deeper engagement with ‘Christ…faithful over God’s house as a son, and we are his house if we hold firm the confidence and the pride that belong to hope’ Hebrews 3:6.

Asked why it should be that some Christians seems to have more of the joy of the Spirit than others, the Russian Saint Seraphim answered that they were simply more determined in their faith.  The same could be said of churches.  Where a new seriousness towards the things of God emerges in a congregation the Holy Spirit is not slow to send an anointing of joy.

In my own experience as a parish priest working in the outskirts of Doncaster during the 1984-5 mining dispute a most powerful stream of joy engaged a church where working and striking miners held together for Jesus’ sake against much opposition.  The parish church grew as it set itself to live and serve the reconciliation of Jesus in a divided community.

The tiredness and joylessness of many a Christian community can quickly be energised when it gains fresh awareness of the human needs around it and moves outwards from its self-preoccupation into service.  ‘For the kingdom of God is not eating and drinking but righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. The one who thus serves Christ is acceptable to God and has human approval.’ Romans 14:17-18.

As a mission officer a major part of my work is helping parish churches face up to discouragement’s of one kind or another. As a congregation is led to turn afresh to God, entrusting the past to his mercy and the future to his providence, a whole new scenario can open up.  Just as individuals who detach themselves from regret about the past and anxiety about the future gain energy and joy, so it can be with congregations.

Any recapturing of life in Christ in the present moment, setting free from unhealthy preoccupation with the past or future, brings joy.  The Holy Spirit has been described as God living in the present moment and joy is one of his fruits. ‘In the Lord’s presence there is fullness of joy’ Psalm 16:11.

Evangelisation in the western world founders very often on an apathy towards spiritual matters.  Particularly where the Gospel is communicated in words alone people seem deaf.  As at Thessalonica, effective communication of Jesus Christ is ‘not in word only, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and in full conviction’ St. Paul goes on to speak of the Thessalonians receiving the good news ‘in much affliction…with joy inspired by the Holy Spirit (RSV)’ 1 Thessalonians 1:5,6.  

At a recent Christian conference a powerful healing service brought many participants to do individual business with God.  One of the conference site staff was intrigued and deeply moved to see Christians streaming with tears seeking the sacrament of Confession, laying on of hands or anointing with holy oil.

The recovery of Christian joy is inseparable from the ‘affliction’ of pride and self-sufficiency since the Holy Spirit can only fill empty vessels.  Where people are prepared to admit their need of God and turn to him there is always an infectious joy, as Jesus promised.

How can our churches develop such a sense of need for grace and such a renewal in joy?

They can pray.  Where prayer for renewal persists in a congregation it can only be honoured from above. Sometimes such prayer leads a church to deeper repentance.  

Abba Isaiah, one of the desert fathers, compared ill-will towards one’s neighbour to a scorpion: ‘if a man is stung by a scorpion, its venom spreads through his whole body…shake off this scorpion of malice and ill-will.’  

With prayer and repentance there is often at times the need to submit things afresh to the perceived will of God.

Small congregations wearied by large buildings readily lose joy, submerged as they are by the legacy of the past.  In these circumstances a fresh entrusting or submission of the building back to God in faith can bring renewal.  Just as a bather faced with a strong wave can attempt to stand his ground and get submerged, or dive into the wave to rise above it, so, on occasion, the way for Christians to rise joyfully on top of such a problem is to submit to it. The building may remain but it no longer overwhelms the people of God now its joyful stewards rather than its burdened proprietors.

Joyless, tired congregations are congregations that have grown forgetful that they are stewards.  Only a refocussing outside and beyond themselves upon Christ can effect a lightening of spirit and recapturing of joy.  Such a refocusing can be achieved by a return with renewed expectancy to the scriptures and to the sacraments for a fresh definition of the people of God.  It may also require doing less as a church but doing what is done more wholeheartedly.

Recovering joy is inseparable from recovering such spiritual discernment.  Just as an individual Christian’s commitment to daily prayer lends something of God’s eternal perspective to their daily decision making, so the corporate spiritual discernment of a congregation relates to the depths of its commitment to prayer.  

Unless individuals or congregations can discern from among the things that press upon them the things that are part of God’s agenda for them, they will be overstretched. The regular capturing in prayer of God’s eternal perspective aids discernment in planning priorities and helps people and churches to make ‘the joy of the Lord…their strength’ Nehemiah 8:10. 

