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Today at lunch we hold our spring church meeting, so this is a good day to talk about church.  What makes us a real church?  But sometimes when we hear the word “church,” we may revert to childhood memories of sitting through long, boring worship services that made you squirm and yawn.  This reminds me of the story about the little boy who went to visit his grandmother, and he went with her to her church.  As they walked in the front door, the boy noticed a large plaque on the wall with a lot of names on it.  He turned to his grandmother and asked, “What is that?”  She said, “Those are the names of all the people who died in the service.”  The little boy said, “Was that in the 8:45 or the 11 o’clock service?”

 

I know that some services can be deadly; but by God’s Spirit, may worship at Watts Street bring us life—fullness of life!

 

I once heard someone describe another church by saying, “Those people want to be church more than any bunch of folks I’ve ever known.”  That congregation had made intentional efforts to accept people regardless of race, class, ethnic origin, or sexual orientation.  The people of that church felt a compelling call from God to express the spirit of Jesus, the risk-taker whose compassion reached across every barrier.  

 

I believe that we at Watts Street have this same spirit among us.  I believe there is here a deep down desire to be church—in the best sense of the word.

 

What is church?  Church is not the institution, not the building, not the organization or committees, or business meetings.  The church is not the institution on this corner; the church is the people who meet here.  When we want to be church, real church, we have a fervent desire and intention to be a people, God’s people, and to pattern our lives, as closely as possible, after Jesus.

 

The text for today is a verse in Jesus’ own words, “Those who love me and keep my word, God will love them, and God and I will come to them and make our home with them.”  (John 14:23)

 

Church is a body of people in whom Jesus wants to make his home---if we let him.  If God, if Jesus, want to make their home with us, then how are we going to welcome them?  Will we be lukewarm about their coming?  Will we be only tolerant hosts?  Will we be glad that they’re here?  Or will we be too busy to notice them?  If we genuinely want God to live with us here, maybe the central question we have to ask is:  Am I a decent companion for God?

 

That question was handed to me several years ago by a visitor to this church who said, “This is my main spiritual question:  Am I a decent companion for God?”    Are we, as a church, decent companions for God?  Are we ready to provide welcome and hospitality for God?  Is our first priority to make this church a home for God?  Do we, as church, worry about the things that God worries about?   In other words, is our goal to be builders of a liberating community that frees love in us and frees love in others?  (from Elizabeth O’Connor, The New Community)

 

These are questions we could ponder a long time.  Today I want to encourage us to explore these questions through the lens of four statements that might be considered a standard for being a real church.  These are qualities or attitudes that undergird a community that seeks to embody the spirit of Jesus.  The four statements are:  Show up, pay attention, speak the truth in love, don’t be attached to outcomes.

 

Let’s take those statements one by one:

 

SHOW UP.  You’ve heard me say it here before.  It sounds simple, but it’s difficult. Our schedules can get hectic, and we can get lax about showing up.  Haven’t we all heard somebody say, “Sunday morning is the only time I can sit out back on the deck, read the newspaper, and drink my coffee.”  

 

That routine may sound good.  But sitting on the deck can also keep one in isolation.  We show up here to be part of a community, God’s people.  What life do we have if it’s not life together?  It’s difficult, if not impossible, to be a Christian without being part of the Christian community, the church.   

 

When I go to visit a monastery (as I do from time to time), I enjoy participating in the daily ritual of the monks.  They pray 5 or 7 times a day, starting early in the morning.  It may sound too demanding; but after awhile, you learn the structure, and there is comfort in the structure.  When the bell rings, you go pray.  It’s not a matter of whether you feel like it.  It’s a matter of faithfulness.  It’s not a matter of going to get something out of the service.  You go out of faithfulness to God.  You go to immerse yourself in prayer.  As someone said, 90 percent of it is showing up.  We can be decent companions for God first by showing up.  And we can be decent companions for each other by showing up.  When we show up, we can be available to God and available to each other.

 

 

PAY ATTENTION.  It sounds simple, but it’s difficult.  Paying attention involves staying in the present moment—focusing on the person before us, the words, or the event right before your eyes.   Paying attention is really a spiritual discipline.  It’s a spiritual practice.  When we listen to Scripture, we are paying attention, to see which word or phrase is calling to us.  We may be paying attention to the person sitting near us.  We may be paying attention to the symbols—the candle, the banner, the choir, the organ, the silence.  We may be paying attention to our breathing, so that even our breathing becomes a prayer---exhaling the negative energy and inhaling the grace and mercy of God.  After we show up, our next priority is to pay attention.

 

SPEAK THE TRUTH IN LOVE.  It sounds easy, but it’s difficult.  When we live as Christ’s people, we make a covenant to be honest about who we are.  We will speak clearly about how God and conscience are leading us.  As sisters and brothers in this fellowship, we will speak our truth to each other, always with love and respect.  As your pastor, I will speak from my conscience and my faith convictions.  You have heard me state clearly that my faith leads me to oppose the war in Iraq; it’s a war that has created more problems than it has solved and stirred moral outrage about the character of our country.  You have heard me state clearly that my faith leads me to support the inclusion of all God’s children as full members and leaders in this faith community—regardless of any distinction, including sexual orientation.   You have heard me state clearly that my faith leads me to say that more of our energies and resources need to go to support those who live in poverty, the least privileged people, the people without power or influence.  I say these things not merely from the tradition of a free pulpit (which is a cherished tradition here).  I say them because “speaking the truth in love” is the call of all of us.  

 

We may disagree on the interpretation of Scripture.  We may disagree over a social justice issue. But we are part of the family.  We are sisters and brothers.  Our job is to create an open climate where all of us can speak clearly from the faith and conscience that God gives us.  Our goal is not agreement, but understanding.  

 

This means that we are open, we are vulnerable to each other, and we are honest with each other.  We are willing to accept one another and to love one another, even when we disagree.  And we are willing to be changed by the process and the guiding of the Spirit-in-the-process. When this atmosphere of speaking the truth in love is present, then the church is really the church.

 

When we show up, we pay attention and we speak the truth in love.

 

DON’T BE ATTACHED TO OUTCOMES.  It sounds easy, but it’s difficult.  This is a tough one, for we all have some vested interest in the way things turn out.  We may want this worship service to go a certain way. We may want the musical selections to be only hymns and anthems we like.  We may want the minister to stop talking about controversial subjects. We may want the vote at our church meeting today to go exactly the way I think it should go.  We may want the church to be the way it used to be, where we knew everybody and we were basically like-minded.  

 

When we give our lives to God and become part of God’s people, showing up, paying attention, and speaking the truth in love, we give up the outcome we want.  In other words, we stop judging other people. We stop insisting on getting our way.  I begin to give up more and more of my ego.  Instead, I concentrate on deepening my own life of faith and my own life of prayer.  I stay rooted in faith and conscience, trusting God to lead us in ways that I may not see and in ways that work for the greater good in God’s purpose.

 

Show up.  Pay attention.  Speak the truth in love.  Don’t be attached to outcomes.

 

When you think about it, Jesus lived by these four principles.  What about you and me?  Amen.
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