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Hebrews 10:23-25 (NRSVUE)

Let us hold fast to the confession of our hope without wavering, for he who has promised is
faithful. 2 And let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds, 2> not
neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the
more as you see the Day approaching.

Today, we approach the question, “Why Church?” To be clear, when I ask that question, I’'m not
referring specifically to Church of the Saviour. This isn’t a sermon about how great COTS is
(though it is pretty great). The question is about the church in general. With all its baggage, with
its checkered past and uncertain future, with countless iterations when it comes to Christian
churches and the seemingly endless landscape of other religious and spiritual options, why do we
need the church? And why would or should anyone choose to be a part of one?

I begin this exploration with a disclaimer. I love the church. 1 grew up in the church and around
it. My parents first took me to church when I was a toddler, so I really have no memories of

life before being part of a church. My dad became a pastor one month before my sixth

birthday, and we moved into the parsonage (a house provided to a pastor) right next to one of the
three churches Dad was assigned to. Through most of my formative years and at that time, our
life as a family centered around the church. I went to worship at least once or twice a

week, participated in Sunday School and Vacation Bible School, played hide and seek with my
friends around the church building (and sometimes in it), used the church as the outfield wall for
wiffleball games, attended Boy Scout meetings in the church basement, and went to more
potluck dinners and church socials than I can remember.

The people in that church, whether they knew it or not, were teaching me what it meant to be a
follower of Jesus and to be part of a faith community. Sunday School teachers, song

leaders, and just regular old church folks poured into me. Because Dad was up front, Mom was
always busy with teaching or coordinating something, and my older sister was hanging out with
her friends, I was a free agent. I bounced around on Sundays, sitting with different people and
getting different perspectives. Igot to know their stories, where they liked to sit, and the sound of
their voices when we read the prayers together or shared a hymnal. I distinctly remember one
Sunday when I was sick, and Mom told me I had to stay home. I went to the upstairs bathroom
and leaned against the windowsill, listening to the sound of the opening hymn floating between
our house and the church, wishing I was there. I still hold many treasured memories from the
time I spent in that church and several others over the years.

Of course, these days I am more of a realist than an idealist. I’ve been inspired and let down by
the church. I’ve studied the history of the church, so I know how often it has gone astray and
been corrupted. I’ve lived through the era of televangelists, the uncovering of decades of
predatory sexual behavior by priests, and the moral failures of megachurch pastors and local



church leadership. So I know the immense damage that has been caused and the pain inflicted by
churches that have abdicated responsibility or concealed abuse. And I know that even our
deepest affections and most cherished memories aren’t infallible. The congregation I grew up in,
including some of the people who most shaped my early understanding of Jesus, chose the path
of exclusion and left the United Methodist Church three years ago.

Many of you have had your own experiences of abandonment or disillusionment by the church.
Some of you have shared with me your stories of breaches of trust, hidden agendas, or outright
deception that caused you to lose faith in a church you once attended regularly and considered
your home. You’ve shared with me how much it took to walk through the doors of

this church the first time and how you were on high alert, ready to make a speedy exit if you felt
unwelcome or unsafe or if you detected insincerity.

Others have experienced spiritual or emotional abuse by a pastor or other church leaders, were
denied opportunities to lead because they weren’t men or didn’t fit the pattern of other

church leaders, were shamed for expressing doubts or asking questions, or were told that who
they are is incompatible with being a Christian.

If we look at the history of the church over time, the record is even worse. Church leaders
endorsed slavery and argued for segregation, relegated women to secondary status and drove
them out of the church for insisting on equal treatment, tortured and executed people for
professing beliefs that disagreed with official church teaching, and started wars and perpetrated
violence on perceived enemies. They did so using faith as a

justification and scripture as a mandate. History and experience demonstrate the fallacy of those
distortions.

And yet, for all its failings and immeasurable harm, the church has also done immeasurable
good. The church commissioned or inspired countless incredible works of art, majestic
architecture, exquisite music, and transcendent liturgy. It encouraged scholarship and
advancements in literature, mathematics, science, and technology, even as it struggled to
embrace what such learning produced. Out of the horror of the Crusades, the church began to
develop hospitals. During the first Industrial Revolution, while many Christian capitalists were
treating human beings as machines, the church led the way in opposing child labor

and advocating for public schools.

I reflected on this mixed record of achievement in the church with my friend and colleague,
Derek Kubilus. Derek has a way with words. This is how he put it:

That God still uses us, despite our imperialism, selfish ambition, greed, and lust, says a lot about
what actual grace looks like, and our willingness to own up to that stuff says a lot about
whether we’ve accepted that grace or not.

With such a troubling past and such a mix of help and harm, why bother? Is it worth pursuing
this thing we call the Church? Wouldn’t we be better off to forge a new path, to abandon the
structures and systems that are so clearly flawed and just start over?



My step-grandmother used to say that she didn’t go to church because the church is full of
hypocrites. She was right; it is...just like every other institution or gathering of human beings.

Maybe we are better off going it alone and walking away from the whole idea of the church. I
mean, you don’t have to be a Christian to be a good person or to help other

people. You don’t even have to be a person of faith. A great deal of good has been done over the
years with no motivation other than bettering humanity. Humanists can be altruistic, too. Though
one wonders if humanity gives us any more reason to be hopeful than the church over time.

For those that yearn for more of a spiritual connection, what if we simply chose the practices and
beliefs that resonate with us from multiple faith traditions — a little meditation from

Buddhism, the poetry of Islam, music of Anglo-Catholics, connection to the natural world from
indigenous faiths. It could be sort of like putting together a bouquet of flowers, taking the best
bits from several places and arranging them in a way that appeals to us. But a bouquet of flowers,
cut from their roots and reassembled elsewhere, soon withers and fades.

What if we just each in our own way do our best to follow Jesus? Individuals can do most of the
things we do in church. You can read the Bible on your own. You can pray by yourself. You can
help other people. You can even model your life after Jesus without the encumbrance of a church
building or membership or giving a tithe. Yet, in the stories of the Bible,

Jesus always directed people into relationships. He called the disciples, and even when he sent
them out, he sent them in pairs. When he healed people, he restored them to their

communities, rebuffing them when they asked to stay with him. The entire Sermon on the Mount
is basically a lesson in how to manage human relationships in connection to God.

Lillian Daniel, a pastor who has focused most of her ministry on people who consider themselves
“spiritual but not religious,” underscores the importance of community. “Anyone can find God
alone on a picturesque mountaintop, the hiking trail or in the sunset. The miracle is that I can
find God in the company of other people who are just as annoying as I am.”! My friend and
retired pastor Dave Scavuzzo says that in every group, there is always one person

who requires extra grace. If you look around and can’t figure out who that person is, it’s you.

In the fourth century CE, Augustine pursued a life of meaning beyond the faith he

had inherited as a child. He tried the joining a gnostic movement called the Manicheans. He
pursued physical distractions, philosophical endeavors, and various careers to seek meaning and
purpose. Finally, he realized that he could not create meaning for himself and turned back to his
faith. He prayed “You made us for yourself, and our hearts are restless until they rest in

you.”? An ember removed from the fire soon grows cold.

Now, it is debatable whether Jesus intended to create an institution or if he merely wanted to call
people into a deeper relationship with God. But what is apparent from his life and his teaching is
that the way of life he modeled was grounded in relationships. He gave responsibility to the
disciples to carry on his work, promising to be with them always. He taught that wherever two or
three are gathered in his name, he would be among us. He said that people would know we are
his disciples by the way we love one another.



The disciples certainly understood this, too, because they created new gatherings of faith
wherever they went. House churches became common throughout Judea. Paul and Barnabas and
Timothy didn’t just invite people to follow on their own; they created faith communities
throughout the Mediterranean Basin and Asia Minor. The letters in the New Testament are
instructions for followers of Jesus on living in relationship with one another.

The church, when it is at its best, functions as a version of the world as God intends it, a
reflection of heaven on earth. When Jesus proclaimed that “the kingdom is at hand,” he was
saying that God’s reign isn’t far off in the future, but here and now. It is our job to live the way
of Jesus in our time and to do all we can so that God’s will is done “on earth as it is in
heaven.” We don’t do that by policing the world around us through confrontation, but by
invitation — to live the way Jesus taught, offering an alternative to the self-driven, zero-

sum way humans try to live when left to our own devices. John Chrysostom, at the turn of the
fifth century CE, said “the church is not a courtroom, but a hospital.” Or, as my friend John
Edgar likes to say, “the church is the front porch to the kingdom of God.”

Through Jesus, God reconciles humanity to Godself; that is, God repairs the breach we create in
our relationship with God by offering incarnational presence in Jesus. His life, his teaching, his
miracles, his death and resurrection, all demonstrate the depth of God’s love for us. And God
passed on this ministry of reconciliation to the church (2 Corinthians 5:16-21). Our job is to keep
sharing that message and inviting people into a life-changing relationship with a God who loves
them more than they ever knew possible. Do we get it right? Not as often as we should. But

that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t keep trying.

As my faith has grown over the years, I have taken part in many different congregations and faith
communities. Now I serve as a pastor appointed to this community, and my charge is to make

us the most faithful representation of the kind of church Jesus imagined we could be. Do we
always get it right? No. But we keep trying. We will keep striving to reflect God’s love in Jesus
Christ. We will keep working to meet the needs of our neighbors. And we will keep pursuing
God’s hope within this imperfect assembly of imperfect people, and will keep pursuing God’s
hope for every life. We are not a utopian society; we are a mission outpost for God.

There used to be a message that often appeared on the back of tractor trailers: “Attend the church
of your choice this Sunday.” It was a weird thing to find on the back of a truck, and I never really
understood why. But I appreciate the message. The invitation was not to join their church or their
idea of the right church. Pick a church and go. Don’t expect it to be perfect. It never will be. If it
strays too far from what a church is supposed to be, try another one. But put down

roots somewhere and stick with it. Don’t give up. Be the change you want to see.

No church can ever be perfect, because churches are made up of people. The only way I know to
avoid being let down by people is to stay away from them altogether. But we weren’t made to
live in isolation. Faith isn’t a solo act. Look, churches are awkward, dysfunctional, and
inefficient organizations. And they can be the most beautiful expressions of grace in the

world. I can’t guarantee that being in a church will always work out. But I, for one, plan to keep
on trying to get it right. And I hope you will, too.



10 For one believes[c] with the heart, leading to righteousness, and one confesses with the
mouth, leading to salvation. 11 The scripture says, “No one who believes[d] in him will be put to
shame.” 12 For there is no distinction between Jew and Greek; the same Lord is Lord of all and
is generous to all who call on him. 13 For “everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be
saved.”

We have approached this series with some assumptions. One is that most of us who attend
church are Christians. I say “most of us” because there are some people who attend here
regularly who do not identify as Christian, but there is something about this place — the
community, the mission, the teaching — that attracts them and helps them to be better people. I'm
thankful that there are some people who aren’t sure they’re all in, and yet are interested enough
to stay in the conversation. And I’m grateful that people like that feel welcome here.

A second assumption is that those of us who do identify as Christians want others to experience

the hope and love we find in our faith. And I further assume that, to some degree, we believe we
are called to share that faith with others. If that is the case, then it behooves us to think carefully
about the faith we are inviting people to experience, the words we use to describe our faith, and

how that message is going to be heard in today’s climate.

There are many people who were raised in the church, who never left the church, and who have
only positive associations with the church. If that is true for you, then I celebrate that. It is
wonderful to have a lifelong faith and a church that has always felt like home. But you need to
know that has not been the experience for a significant number of people. There are people who
have been hurt by the church or by people who claim a Christian motivation. Instead of finding a
place of welcome, love, and meaningful outreach, they have experienced the church as a place of
judgment, rejection, and hypocrisy. Some have even felt betrayed by the church. We’ve named
some of those reasons already — political agendas, power plays, corruption, scandals and cover-
ups, racial injustice or indifference, and insistence on conformity.

That doesn’t have to be your experience in order for you to have compassion on those for whom
it is. If that isn 't your story, I’m glad. But if we want to take seriously our call to be engaged with
the wider community, or if we just look around and wonder why there aren’t more people here,
we need to understand that to a segment of the population, “Christian” has become a toxic label.
And unfortunately, that segment is growing. While we want to share our faith with the world
around us, we do not want to perpetuate those things. We want to stop the cycle of abuse so that,
together, we can grow in faith and pursue God’s hope for every life.

So, in this worship series, we’re working to better understand the dynamics at play, what is
behind negative associations with the word “Christian,” and how we can reclaim a sense of joy
in following Christ and confidence in sharing our faith with others. Last week, Lyndsey
Ratchford courageously shared some of her struggles with the witness of the church but also her
resilient determination to keep following Christ in pursuit of God’s liberating vision for all of us.
Two weeks ago, at the beginning of this series, I shared that the most basic definition of a
Christian is “one who follows Jesus.” But we also recognized that there are hundreds of
denominations around the world that each claim to be Christian, and there are countless opinions


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans%2010%3A9-13&version=NRSVUE#fen-NRSVUE-28184c
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans%2010%3A9-13&version=NRSVUE#fen-NRSVUE-28185d

about what it means to follow Jesus. And we collectively shared some of the varied ways that
“Christian” is defined in today’s world; some good, some not so good.

At various points in the church’s history, people have tried to clarify why and how to follow
Jesus. The very first church council happened in Jerusalem sometime in the middle of the first
century CE, opening the church to Gentiles as well as Jews. In Rome, around the middle of the
second century, the church codified a trinitarian form for baptism, creating the earliest version of
what is commonly known as the Apostles’ Creed. In the city of Nicaea in Asia Minor in 325,
bishops of the church gathered and created the Nicene Creed, a unified statement of faith for the
Christian church around the world. In 393, the Synod of Hippo in North Africa affirmed the 27
books of the New Testament and the 39 books of the Old Testament as the Christian canon.
Additional church councils in Constantinople, Ephesus, and Chalcedon over the next few
centuries further clarified and affirmed the belief statement adopted earlier at Nicaea.

Those early church councils created some of the most impactful, timeless, and beautiful language
of the church: “God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God;” “of one substance
with the Father;” “fully God and fully human;” and “for us and for our salvation.”

The word creed comes from the Latin credo meaning “I believe.” The creeds were written,
however, not as constructive statements of faith but to root out heresy and purify the church.
There were some teachers in the early years claiming that Jesus was never really present in the
flesh, that he only appeared to be. Some denied the divinity of Jesus; others denied his humanity.
Writings were discovered or created that claimed to be Gospels but contained little in common
with other writings with more verifiable provenance.

In first few centuries of the Christian faith, such disputes over church teaching were resolved by
coming together and hashing out theological arguments. Some latitude remained over differences
from city to city and church to church. But after Emperor Constantine made Christianity the
official religion of the Roman Empire, church councils carried the authority of the state to
enforce their decisions. Those councils were influenced as much by political maneuvering as
strength of theological reason. And, over time, they became less about central tenets of the
ministry of Jesus and increasingly focused on conformity to doctrinal purity.

Over the centuries, various attempts to encapsulate what it means to follow Jesus have been
written and rewritten, adopted and rejected, published and burned. Some of those writings have
enriched the experience of faithful disciples, while others sowed division. After the Protestant
Reformation in 1517, churches and sects began to craft professions of faith that differentiated
them from other movements. The Augsburg Confession (Lutheran, 1530), the 39 Articles of
Religion (Anglican, 1571), and the Westminster Catechism (Presbyterian/Calvinist, 1646) made
important contributions to the landscape of Christian experience while defining denominational
identity and highlighting differences of teaching.

But for all their wisdom and beauty, many Christian writings have done more to divide the
followers of Jesus than to unite us. And often they have been used as tests of fidelity or
obedience, sometimes with tragic and violent consequences. From the Crusades to the Inquisition
to the burning of heretics, efforts to enforce orthodoxy have testified more to a human insistence



on being correct than being faithful to the person and ministry of Jesus. The rise of Christian
fundamentalism in the early 1900s ushered in a new wave of tests of orthodoxy, one that
narrowly defined the faith based on concepts its proponents often erroneously claimed had been
held from the beginning. Fundamentalism unleashed intolerance that drove a wedge into the
Christian faith and paved the way for the Religious Right, the Moral Majority, and some
dangerous ideologies now being advanced by Christian nationalism.

I am not suggesting that statements of faith are inherently bad or that we should never attempt to
articulate a position on matters of theology. I'm doing that right now, in fact. My problem isn’t
with belief statements, but how they are used. It is helpful to say what you believe, but it is
problematic to insist on uniformity in matters of faith. When organizations create a belief
statement and display it publicly, it can be an act of witness. It can be a helpful gesture of
transparency. It can also be virtue signaling — a statement to make people think more highly of
them based on those declared values, genuine or not. It can be a sign that they aren’t interested in
connecting with people who don’t align with their faith. It’s one thing if the faith statement
represents a church or a religious movement. It’s another thing if they’re merely selling a
product. And a faith statement should never be used as litmus test to exclude people based on
whether they are a “real” Christian by a definition outside what Jesus taught.

John Wesley, the founder of the Methodist movement, was a religious reformer with strong
opinions about Christian teachings. He was staunchly anti-Catholic and had a longstanding
public feud with a number of leading Calvinists during his time. But Wesley believed that while
orthodoxy was important, orthopraxis was considerably more important. That is to say, what we
believe matters; but what we do to practice our faith matters more. In a sermon from 1771, he
wrote: “‘If your heart is as my heart,” if you love God and all (hu)mankind, I ask no more: ‘give
me your hand.””

Wesley wasn’t saying that differences of belief don’t matter. The many volumes of his writings
on Christian faith suggest otherwise. What he strongly believed and regularly argued was that we
too often use those differences to create barriers to genuine relationship and transformation. To
him, faith boiled down to this: love God and love your neighbor. He wrote:

I do not mean, "Be of my opinion." You need not. I do not expect or desire it. Neither
do I mean, "I will be of your opinion." I cannot, it does not depend on my choice. I can
no more think, than I can see or hear, as I will. Keep your opinion and I will keep mine,
and that as steadily as ever. You need not even endeavor to come over to me, or bring
me over to you. I do not desire you to dispute those points, or to hear or speak one word
concerning them. Leave all opinions alone on one side and the other: only "give me
your hand."!

Again, it isn’t that what we believe doesn’t matter. It matters a great deal. What we believe
informs who we are and what we do — or at least it should. But we sometimes act as if what we
believe about specific things is more important than how we live those values in our daily lives.
And we have a tendency to “major in the minors” so to speak, to make smaller things into

1 John Wesley, “A Catholic Spirit.” Edited by Dennis Bratcher. https://www.crivoice.org/cathspirit.html



critical, church-dividing issues. I don’t read Jesus as having taught that; in fact, he was more
critical of faith leaders who focused on rules than on those struggling to believe.

I have a good friend who is a pastor in a non-denominational church. Years ago, I asked him
about his church’s statement of faith. He said, “The New Testament is our creed.” I rolled my
eyes, and he did, too. But we both acknowledged the validity of the point. Statements of faith are
only helpful inasmuch as they point us back to the person and the witness of Jesus.

If you have been around Church of the Saviour for a while, you might have noted that we don’t
recite creeds very often. I’ve relented to incorporating the Apostles’ Creed in the liturgy for
Choral Evensong only because it is a long-established historic practice to do so. My reluctance to
use creeds is not because I don’t like them or value them. It isn’t because they say something
incorrect or that they aren’t accurate representations of what we believe as a denomination or a
congregation. It’s because I’'m not convinced that everyone who follows Jesus has to believe
every word of every phrase of the creeds in order to be a faithful disciple. I’m pretty sure that
some people who recite them every week don’t believe every word, either. Does that matter?
Does it matter to the people around them? Does it matter to Jesus?

Now, if you grew up with the historic creeds, you might miss saying them regularly. I get that.
And look, if you find comfort in reciting those creeds, I encourage you to do so as part of your
personal faith practice. I also encourage you to check out other affirmations of faith written over
the years by faithful Christians around the world. Some of them appear in the back of The United
Methodist Hymnal, starting on page 880. Those affirmations contain many beautiful expressions
of faith, and some of them might be an encouragement to you.

But when it comes down to it, faith is more than an assent to a series of propositions. And no
statement, no matter how thoughtfully or prayerfully written, can encompass everything we
might say about our faith. Because, returning to the definition we identified earlier, to be a
Christian is simply this: to be a follower of Jesus, in all the simplicity — and complexity — of what
it means to do that.

I memorized long ago the words to the Apostles’ Creed, and I still find encouragement in
reciting: [ believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic church, the communion of saints, the
forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting. 1 treasure that tradition
because it helps me remember that my faith is not just my own, but something I share with
countless others, living and throughout history. You can memorize it, too. Or not. If your heart is
like my heart, if you love God and your neighbor, give me your hand. That is enough. Amen.
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