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A quiz for you.
Aside from being TV characters, what do Tigger, Mork, Edith Bunker and Maxwell Smart have in common?

According to one website, they are characters with A.D.D.—attention deficit disorder.  And they are not alone.  Such characters are common in TV and movies.  They include Bart Simpson, Dory of “Nemo” fame, Polly in “Along Came Polly,” Jack in “Will and Grace,” all of the dogs in the movie “Up, and whatever character Jim Carrey happens to be playing at the moment.  All show signs of A.D.D., including difficulty paying attention to details, being easily distracted, disorganization, a failure to complete tasks, and difficulty keeping one’s mind on conversations.

It is good that those who have been diagnosed with A.D.D.—the folk who write on the website, for example--have a sense of humor about it.  After all, in many  ways A.D.D. is not funny.  A quarter of children with A.D.D. develop learning problems that can limit their success in school.  These and others often have difficulties getting along with others and may be identified as lazy or troublemakers.   For adults, A.D.D. can cause mental and physical problems, job difficulties, financial struggles and relationship woes.

While it can produce humor, A.D.D. is a serious affliction for those who have it and those who deal with them.

I am not sure if whole groups of people can suffer from A.D.D., but church consultant Robert Dale suggests that whole congregations might well suffer from what he calls I.D.D.  “I.D.D.” is “Intention Deficit Disorder.”  And according to Dale it may be one of the 21st century’s most common ailments.

I.D.D. comes in two types.  The first can be found in those churches that lack clear purpose.  They do not understand who they are or why they exist.  A lot of neighborhood churches are afflicted this way.  Many were formed to provide religious nurture for people in a particular area.  Many of those were formed when the church was the center of the community and folk walked to it on Sunday morning.  But as neighborhoods changed, people became more mobile and folk started church shopping, many neighborhood churches floundered with I.D.D.  They lost their sense of identity and purpose.

The same thing has happened to many denominational congregations.  If you read the founding documents of most such churches, they will cite as their reason for being the promulgation of the faith as espoused by a particular tradition.  Their intention was, at best, to fill a theological void in the religious community.  At worst, it was to correct all the other churches with which they did not agree.  But today many mainline churches suffer from I.D.D. because their distinctive pleas no longer matters.  Lutherans are just as likely to have open communion as Disciples.  Episcopalians are no more dogmatic about creedal allegiance than American Baptists.  And Methodists are generally no more biblically committed than Presbyterians.  All of them might continue to moan about the Southern Baptists or the evangelicals or new paradigm churches, but such polemics have not produced growth since the 1950s.  When they realize they are fighting theological battles about which no one cares against enemies that no longer exist such churches flounder.  Their reason to exist is lost.

As one writer put it:  “Their only real ‘intention’ is to continue to meet Sunday after Sunday, balance the budget, keep the building in good repair, and put on a good Christmas pageant.”   The deficit is in their reason for being.

The second type of I.D.D. consists of congregations that have intentions, maybe even good intentions, but the wrong ones.
In the book The Lazarus Project, Mike Simpson tells of a small congregation that had a terrible run of bad luck with ministers.  Every time they called a new pastor all was well for about a year, but then a group of people would rise against him and he would either leave or be fired.  Eventually the church called a woman as its pastor.  And after months of listening to the church’s oral history, she discovered that many years before one of the pastors had left his wife and run off with the church secretary.  But in this case, the betrayed wife was still in the congregation, and every time she thought a pastor was getting too friendly with someone of the opposite sex, she would begin undermining him.  The congregation felt bad about what had happened to the ex-wife and so they would rally to her side and against the pastor.  Their intentions were good.  They wanted to ease her pain, to make her happy.  But they were the wrong intentions for the well being of the church.
But that is what happens in churches with I.D.D.  They often have the wrong intentions.  In some congregations the purpose can be to please the members or a particular group of members or the pastor.  In others the purpose can be to protect the bank account or maintain the plant or project a particular image.  Those intentions are often perceived as good, but they undermine the church’s true purpose.

Fortunately, I.D.D. is treatable.  Congregations can overcome it.  But it is not easy because it begins with a hard pill to swallow.  It begins with obedience to God.  In every time and in every place, the church exists to do the will of God, to live out his purposes for us.

That was the declaration that Peter made in our reading.  Soon after the resurrection, the apostles found themselves in trouble with the Jewish religious leaders.  It began when they healed a man who had been lame and intensified when they proclaimed that God had raised Jesus from the dead.  So offended were the leaders that they had the apostles arrested and at trial commanded them to never again teach or preach in the name of Jesus.

And, yet, what did they do?  

They went right back to preaching and teaching in the name of Jesus.  

And when they were arrested again and hauled back before the council, what did Peter say?

“We must obey God rather than men.” 
Here is the ultimate intention of every Christian and every church—to obey God, to do his will, to fulfill all that God-in-Christ has commanded.

Of course, who would argue?  The hard part comes when we realize what obedience entails.  It is two-fold.  First, it means loving God and neighbor.  When asked the greatest commandment, Jesus said, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and soul and mind…. And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  If our intention is to obey God, then we can do no other than love God and others.

But obedience also means fulfilling the Great Commission.  “Go,” Jesus said, “and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them and teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you.”  Evangelism is not optional.  It is not a by-product of something else.  It is not what we pay others to do on our behalf.  It is fundamental to our life with God. 
If our intention is to obey God, then we have to love and evangelize—not love or evangelize, not love and hope that people figure out we do it in the name of Jesus, but love and evangelize, care for others and share the Gospel.    

Churches--communities of faith--committed to the right intentions prosper in God’s work.  That doesn’t necessarily mean they grow, although they often do.  They prosper by being effective tools for God’s work.
Take First Christian Church in Aransas Pass.  The little church there has floundered for year.  Oh, it has always been a loving group.  Member took care of each other, but the congregation suffered from I.D.D.  It either did not believe or did not grasp that obedience to God meant caring and sharing.  

But that is changing.  Over the last year or so, it has more than doubled the average worship attendance because its members have committed themselves to loving others and sharing the Gospel.  They now take a van through the community to pick up mostly poor children whose parents won’t bring them to church.  They have joined with other churches to form a resale shop and are generating more than a $1000 a month for helping the area’s needy.  They started a contemporary service—which is now as large as the old congregation—to make worship meaningful for younger adults and children.  None of these changes are huge, but they reflect their intention to obey God by loving people in very concrete ways and proclaiming the life-transforming faith.  While they will never be a mega-church, they have been blessed.  Because they are committed to the right intention, they have prospered.

Obviously, my words today are not uttered in a contextual vacuum.  A little while from now we are going to go over to Fellowship Hall, share in a fellowship meal, and discuss a proposal for the future of the congregation.  It is a proposal to re-orient First Christian Church around family ministry, including calling a pastor of family life.  It is an expensive proposition.  One we cannot painlessly afford.

Yet at the heart of that proposal is a commitment to obey God by loving not just each other but the people of the larger community and by sharing with them the good news of God’s love and grace through Jesus Christ.  The whole of what has been proposed rests on the intention of obeying the Great Commandment and the Great Commission.  Whether or not the congregation decides that doing so in this way is God’s calling for us, whether or not we choose to fund it as proposed—let us embrace its intention.  Let us set aside every other purpose, every other agenda, every other goal, every other aim, and make obedience to God our only reason for being.  Let us renew our commitment, whatever the outcome of today’s discussion, to fulfilling the great commands--to loving God and one another and to sharing the good news in our community.  Let us face the future with one very clear intention—to do the will of God the Father, Christ the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
