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FROM THE GOSPEL OF LUKE
Has the Church Become Irrelevant?[footnoteRef:1] [1:  A sermon by the Rev. James D. Herron, Senior Pastor, First Congregational United Church of Christ (UCC), 310 N. 27th Street, Billings, MT 59101. Delivered Sunday, June 7, 2009.  All rights reserved.] 

Luke 14:15-23

‘Go out into the roads and lanes, and compel [the] people to come in…’
- Luke 14:23b[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Unless otherwise indicated, all scripture quotations are from The Holy Bible: New Revised Standard Version copyright © 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of Churches of Christ of the United States of America.] 



I.

I would like to buy three dollars’ worth of God, please.  Not enough to explore the soul or disturb my sleep, but just enough to equal a cup of warm milk or a snooze in the sunshine.  I don’t want enough God to make me love an Indian or pick beets with a migrant.  I want ecstasy, not transformation.  I want the warmth of the womb, not a new birth.  I want a pound of the Eternal in a paper sack.  I’d like to buy three dollars’ worth of God, please.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Canadian pastor Freda Moosehunter, quoted in Peter Sawtell, Eco-Justice Notes http://www.eco-justice.org/E-020906.asp, p 2.] 


Has the Church become irrelevant?  That’s the question.  The answer is yes.  Yes it has.  Thank you for coming.  Now let’s all go home.
You weren’t expecting it to be that easy, were you?  “It can’t be that easy, that cut and dried, that black and white,” you want to say.  “We’ve invested too much.  Look at all the time, the energy—the love.”  But if you look at all the data, instead, it’s pretty clear that the Church as we know it is dying.  And not just this church—but THE Church.
One researcher, Kristin Aune, has written that in Britain alone more than 50,000 women a year leave the Anglican communion.[footnoteRef:4]  The men all departed a generation ago. [4:  Cited in Ben Hughes, “Is the Church Irrelevant for Modern Women?”  http://religioustolerance.suite101.com/article.cfm/is_the_church_irrele-vant_for_modern_women/ , p 1.] 

Why do they leave?  Because of the continuing struggle over Biblical authority, women in ministry, homosexuality, and what these women perceive as Church hypocrisy when it comes to the recognition of single-parent families and unmarried couples.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Ibid.] 

Where do they go?  Some give up religion, altogether.  About half turn to some combination of environmentalism and Wiccan, or pagan, sensibilities.  For it’s in such typically smaller and often informally gathered communities that these women are able to do a far better job of living out the ideal of inclusive love for all peoples—rather than the exclusive/conditional love of patriarchal Christianity.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Ibid, p. 2.] 


II.

In New Zealand, 80% of the population—a number comprised of both believers and nonbelievers—no longer attend church at all.  Not even during the holidays.  The reason they give is that they seem to go about their daily lives throughout the week just fine without the Church.[footnoteRef:7]  I’ve heard that same indictment from a few of our families—individuals and families who were previously faithful attendees, and who yet remain with us as members, but whom we never see anymore because what goes on here no longer registers of the scale of their lives. [7:  Wyn Fountain, “Is the Church Irrelevant?” in Salt Shaker  http://www.saltshaker.org.nz/is-the-local-church-irrelevant/, p. 1.] 

“Well, it’s the young people leaving…that’s where we are failing,” someone will say.  “Our youth have too many other things that compete with the Church for their interests.”  And that’s true; and when the young people grow up or stop coming, their parents are often not far behind in exercising their own hiatus, as well.
But a study in Amsterdam suggests that the problem is not really our young people at all.  The problem is us!  “Do you believe in God?” was the question put to a large sample of teens; 100% responded, “Yes.”  By contrast, when asked, “Does the Church help you understand God better?” 99% of the respondents said, “No.”  In fact, only 1% said they thought the Church still played any role in how they thought about their faith.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Ibid.] 

Consider, too, this anecdote.  When a representative of former Russian President Vladimir Putin requested of Orthodox, Baptist, and Pentecostal churches that they provide a written admitted they could come up with nothing.  The excuse given by both the Pentecostal and Baptist groups was this: “[We are in the business of] preparing people for the next world, not [helping them live in] this one.”[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Ibid.] 


III.

That, folks, is where we have to begin.  A church content with becoming, or remaining, irrelevant is a church that places no importance on helping people get through their week.
Hear me out!  I’m a pastor.  I’m not like you.  My whole life (too much of it, sometimes!) revolves around this church.  A big chunk of the time I invest in my job each week actually revolves around this service.  But if our programming, and our work of ministry as a staff, fails to address the needs and concerns you have and live with the other six days of the week, this church will eventually become irrelevant to you, too!  
It may not fall off the radar screen as it has for some; but what we do here will grow less and less important until it no longer matters!
Irrelevant churches allow what they do to become disconnected from the issues, needs, and hurts of the world.
Irrelevant churches remain silent with regard to offering prophetic commentary and moral insight on the largest issues we face—not just as believers, as Christians, but as Montanans, Americans, and citizens of the world.
Irrelevant churches limit their role to providing emotional stability through a comfortable and calming presence.  That’s very different from the kind of “bush-rattling, throne-toppling, culture-transforming” ministry that Jesus engaged in.
Irrelevant churches keep “talking church,” keep talking love, faith, hope, heaven, hell, sin, and disbelief while refusing to develop programs that relate to what people consider the priorities of life.  This allows those attending to go on reciting what they believe—without ever having to actually LIVE what they say and sing they believe.

IV.

Now.  What do churches who wish to become and remain relevant have to do? 
I’ve already given you a few hints.  First, we have to treat what happens the other six days of the week as equally, or MORE, important than what happens on Sunday.[footnoteRef:10]   [10:  Ibid, p. 2.] 

Why?  Because this is not where we are going to build community.  This is not where we are going to be made to feel a part of something great.  No service is going to make any one of you feel like THIS is why I am a part of this congregation, THIS is why I come, THIS is why I believe, THIS is what God has called me to do! 
Unity?  Community?  From the Sunday service alone?  No.  Look around.  You came through the outside doors, maybe grabbed a cup of coffee and a donut hole before entering the sanctuary, then found your way to your usual seat.  You said hi to a few people, perhaps, and then during the “Passing of the Peace” you greeted those adjacent to you.  But how many people here this morning do you really know?  How many names can you remember—even though you’ve attended here for 20, 30, 50 years or more?
On Sunday we come in and sit in rows facing the front, only seeing the preacher, the pianist, and the backs of the heads of those in front of us.  Other than a few programmed moments of making connection, and perhaps a polite, but casual “How are you?” in which we feign real interest, what is there besides singing and the Spirit that really brings us together?[footnoteRef:11]  Absolutely nothing. [11:  Ibid.] 

Building a house for the homeless would.  Going on a mission trip to help hurricane and flood victims would.  Preparing a thanksgiving meal for those alone through the holidays would.  These are the kinds of things that bring us together, when we roll up our sleeves and don gloves and aprons to help others in need.
Kim helped our youth experience that on a small scale last Sunday when she gathered them to paint her office upstairs.  There were kids who came for their very first time just to participate in that.  
Many of you have tasted the special bond you have with other IHN (Interfaith Hospitality Network) volunteers from this church who, like you, gave time to preparing meals for and serving as a host to homeless families sheltered for a week in our building.
You see “community” doesn’t happen in a service; it happens out there.  Worship is instead aimed at recharging your battery so you can offer help to those in need—and build community with others of this church working alongside you.  This may be worship (I’m not denying that), but it’s at 11:05—or 12:05 much of the year—that real service begins.   
And so, we become relevant by focusing the bulk of our energies not on putting together an uplifting time in which we gather for worship, but by our engagement as a congregation with real life issues—issues like how to address the limited resources some in this church contend with, offering parenting classes and relief day care in the evenings and on weekends, or helping people know how to deal with family and workplace relationships.
We build community by programming for relevancy.  We address head-on the problems that come with aging and declining health, or center on the hard task of raising teens.
We make ourselves NEEDED by having something valuable to say and offer regarding education, personal finances, career direction and employment, even grief recovery and surviving divorce.
As much as we all dislike going to the hospital, we’ll go when we need what’s there.  The Church has to be the same way. 
Too, we have to cease this nonsense of thinking our clergy should remain unengaged regarding health care reform, labor issues, immigration policy, marriage equality, failing markets, and corporate profitability.
We can be no longer a “social work church.”  We cannot remain content with doing what we can to pick up the pieces of those whose lives have been shattered because they were driven head-long over a cliff.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Ibid, p. 4.] 

We have to instead be a proactive church, a “front-end-salvific“ community where we are constructing fences and whatever barriers are needed at the cliff’s edge to keep people from falling off.  Simply mopping up failures after the fact will no longer do!

Conclusion.

I don’t like Robert Schuler very much.  I find his “Hour of Power” broadcast from the Crystal Cathedral an affront to almost everything I believe and stand for.  But you know what he does well.  Every week he has someone (always a lay person, for credibility’s sake) stand up in church, tell what he or she does for a living, say something about some struggle they were facing, then recount how their faith and their church helped to bring them through.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Ibid, p. 2.] 

People don’t come because they don’t need us.  We don’t give them a paycheck, nor do we offer the meaning they find in work or recreation.  We don’t offer products they can’t possibly live without; we don’t write prescriptions, do surgeries, or apply dressings to a wound.  Being a member here no longer increases your status in this community (like it once did), and doesn’t make one wit of difference in whether your business or, sadly, your family succeeds or fails.
People have to need us or we become irrelevant.  And if we are irrelevant now it’s because we are doing little to nothing to make a difference where folks are and live.  We simply aren’t addressing their fears, their struggles, their passions and their dreams.
The west end fundamentalist mega-churches will continue to grow.  They’re all growing.  You know why?  Because the people attending there need to be affirmed in what they believe and how they live by the pastor—or else they truly believe God will be displeased and their lives will fall apart.  For many of them, their whole world revolves around the church and its programs.
But we’re Congregationalists.  We’re not like that—whether right or wrong.  You don’t need me, Kim, or Teresa, holding your hand, walking you through every important decision.  And nothing I say or write, or that you read in scripture, is going to convince you that if you don’t come, if you don’t give, hell will be your eternal destiny!  
We simply don’t operate from that kind of worldview. Instead, this church is only going to remain relevant to people like you when here we refuse to shy away from controversial topics and the hard choices people have to make, when we give you something you can’t find anywhere else.  To be relevant to your life, your family, your faith—that’s my goal.

I would like to buy three dollars’ worth of God, please.  Not enough to explore the soul or disturb my sleep, but just enough to equal a cup of warm milk or a snooze in the sunshine.  I don’t want enough God to make me love an Indian or pick beets with a migrant.  I want ecstasy, not transformation.  I want the warmth of the womb, not a new birth.  I want a pound of the Eternal in a paper sack.  I’d like to buy three dollars’ worth of God, please.

Don’t let that characterize how you feel.  And help me, as pastor, to ensure that it certainly never characterizes the limited impact of this church on those things that matter most.


Single page copies are available by request from the church.  Please call (406) 245-6477.  Questions or comments regarding this sermon are to be directed to firstchurch@firstchurchbillings.org.
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