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“Calling and Seeing”

Since today is Reformation Sunday it seems appropriate that we devote time today to think about the church, this church.  Presbyterians like to say that our church is reformed and always reforming.  The reformed part is a given; we know what a reformed church feels like.  But the always reforming part is less clear.  How can we be a church that honors our reformed tradition while at the same time grow into a new way of being church in the world today?  This is the essence of a church that is reformed and always reforming.  

How can we be a church that honors our reformed tradition while at the same grow into a new way of being church in the world today?   It’s not an easy question to answer.  The session has been wrestling with this type of question for the past few months and, I think it’s fair to say, they’ve come up with more questions than answers.  

I’ve asked them to answer 3 questions:

1. Who are we?

2. What are we here for?

3. And who is our neighbor?

On the surface, they’re easy questions, right?  We’re a nice, caring group of people who are here to help and serve each other and God’s people.  Which is all well and good, but every church should be able to say that.  What I want to know is, what sets Faith Des Peres apart from other churches?  

Over the past few months as the Session has looked at these questions in depth, they’re proving difficult to answer because what we’re really trying to get at is:

1 What’s our identity?  What makes Faith Des Peres, Faith Des Peres?

2  What’s our purpose? One church guru puts it this way: What business are you in?  The fellowship business?  The social action or social service business?  Are you in the business of calling people in discipleship and forming them in a life-changing faith?  Are you in the music business?  The historic preservation business?  The baby-sitting business?  The landlord business?  Or in the investment management business?  

3 And whom are we trying to reach?  Are you trying to reach people who look, think, and act like you?  Are you trying to reach the unchurched or unconverted?  Are you trying to reach people who once attended church but have for one reason or another put it on the backburner?  Are you trying to reach people who are new to town?  Live in this community?  

The answers to these questions will effect what you do-all of it.  But they’re vitally important to ask, especially at a time like this when there is not a crisis to manage, because if you know what the end purpose is, the means will follow.  And so today the question is, “How can we be a church that honors our reformed tradition while at the same grow into the church God is calling you to be?”   

Bur first, what does it even mean to be a reformed church?  What makes us different from the Catholic Church, what sets us apart as Presbyterians?

Well, it all began (despite what Phyllis Tickle says!) on the last day of October in 1517, when the German monk Martin Luther nailed to the door of his parish church a long list of grievances he had with the church-the Catholic Church-the only true church there was at the time.  Luther had 95 bones to pick with the Catholic Church and he named them all.  He called them “theses”.  He chose October 31 to nail his grievances to the church door because he knew a lot of people would show up for church the next day, November 1, which is All Saint’s Day.  All Saint’s Day was a popular day to go to church.  Attendance was good.  Many people would read his theses.

Luther was a Catholic who didn’t have any intentions of starting a new church or denomination.  What he wanted to do was reform the Catholic Church, the church he loved and served.  But he’d grown to believe that some of what the Church did and believed had gone astray, so he wanted to set it straight.  What Luther didn’t realize was that posting his 95 theses was the equivalent of throwing a match on spilled gasoline.  He created a firestorm.       

One of Luther’s theses, in particular, didn’t sit so well with the church hierarchy; in fact, the church hierarchy was so infuriated by it they excommunicated him.  

That thesis was the idea of the priesthood of all believers.  It was a thesis later championed by John Calvin, the great forefather of Presbyterians.  Even if you’ve never heard of “the priesthood of all believers”, you’re familiar with the idea because it’s part and parcel of who we are.

The idea goes like this: all Christians are a part of Christ’s body, the church, and all have equal standing in the eyes of God.  Everyone has equal access to God’s grace and forgiveness.  A person does not need a priest, or a minister, to mediate with God on his or her behalf.  You can preach and teach and hear one another’s confession and offer forgiveness.  You don’t need a priest or a minister to do this for you.  A good example of this in action is the Assurance of Pardon or Declaration of Forgiveness-anyone of you can read that part and if you read it carefully you’ll notice it says, “God forgives you” or “In the name of Christ, I forgive you . . .”, never “I forgive you your sins,” because that person is not your mediator.  It’s a very fine but important distinction.  If you need to talk to God, you can go directly to the source.  You don’t need a middle man to make that happen.  That’s the idea behind the idea of the “priesthood of all believers.”

As I said, Luther first championed this idea and Calvin later picked it up, expanded it, and brought us one of the best ideas yet: namely, that all of us are called by God.  Each person has a calling, a vocation.  God calls all of us to do God’s work; how we do that varies, but God calls everyone.

To be called is, for us, a critical matter.

In our form of government, one of the few tasks a congregation is charged with is the task of calling its leaders.  A congregation calls its pastor or pastors, a congregation sets that person’s terms of call (there’s that word again), and when it’s over, a congregation asks the presbytery to dissolve that call between the pastor and the congregation.  

A congregation is also charged with calling its elders.  You do this through your nominating committee, but only you can call them.  The session cannot do that for you.

So you see, being called is, for us, a critical matter.  But it’s also very important to point out that in our system, one’s call needs to be affirmed or validated by another party.  For ministers our call to the ministry of Word and Sacrament needs to be affirmed by the Session of our home church, and then the presbytery of care, and then the church and presbytery that call us.  And for elders and deacons, that call is affirmed by a nominating committee and then the congregation when you elect, ordain and install them to active service.  

This may seem a bit harsh, especially if one’s call is not affirmed, but the reason we believe one’s call needs to be affirmed by another party is because we believe firmly that one’s calling is initiated by God, not by the person who feels called.  In other words, if God is really calling you to a certain vocation, chances are other people will affirm that.  And if God isn’t calling you, chances are people will respond with a “Really?” Or, “Huh . . .have you really thought that through?”  In other words, you might want to think twice.

And so, In our system, no one person can decide they are called by God and then go out and serve because we believe that calls are first and foremost initiated by God.

This is an important point to keep in mind when thinking about the future of the church, because it’s not a matter of what you want, but of what God is calling the church to be and do and who God is calling it to serve.  As Fredrick Buechner once said, “There are different kinds of voices calling you to all different kinds of work, and the problem is to find out which is the voice of God rather than Society, say, or (the) Superego, or Self-interest . . .The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”  (Frederick Buechner, “Wishful Thinking”)

When thinking about the future God is designing for Faith Des Peres, try to “think outside the box” because God really likes to think outside the box.  If you’ve learned anything during these past months of reading the gospel of Luke, I hope you’ve learned that what Jesus did and who Jesus called was not at all what people expected.  

Just look at Zacchaeus from today’s story.  Of all the fine homes in Jericho Jesus might have dined in, whom does he pick but a tax collector-the chief tax collector.  Remember how I told you last week that a tax collector was the ancient equivalent of Bernie Madoff?  Well, a chief tax collector would be Bernie Madoff on steroids.   

First Century tax collecting was essentially a franchise operation. You bought a license from the Romans that gave you the right to put the squeeze on your neighbors. You could pretty much collect as much as you could get away with, turn over some of it to the Romans, and pocket the balance. The fact that Zacchaeus was a chief tax collector meant that he was a local mafia don in a semi-legal extortion scheme. The fact that he was rich meant that he was good at it – depositing a hefty cut of tax receipts in his personal accounts. And of course, to top it off, tax collectors worked for the Romans, the pagans who had taken over the Jewish homeland.

Of all the fine homes in Jericho Jesus might have dined in: all those reputable

Pharisees, those decent scribes and upstanding Sadducees, and whom does he pick but a good-for-nothing tax collector?!

So when you’re thinking about the future God is designing for the church, do as Jesus did and think outside the box.  No one expected short, tax collecting Zacchaeus to be the one Jesus picked from the crowd.  No one.  In fact, not only were they not expecting it, but they were doing their best in preventing Zacchaeus from even seeing Jesus.  Here’s short Zacchaeus trying his best to see Jesus by getting to the front of the line, and what does the crowd do?  They stand right in front of him!  Have any of you been to a parade and tried to jostle your way to the front?  Or stood in line to see someone famous drive by only to have someone a foot taller than you stand directly in your line of view?  It’s infuriating.  

So it’s no wonder that Zacchaeus decided he’d climb the tree to get a good view.  

Which brings me to the second part of today’s question about the church: who is God calling you to look for today?  When thinking about the future of Faith Des Peres, it’s not only a matter of what God is calling you to do, but who is God calling you to see?  Who are you called to look for today?  Who have we barred from seeing Jesus today?  Like Zacchaeus, Who is earnestly seeking God today?  Who are you called to look for today?  

When Luther posted his 95 theses to the church door, he did it in a public way for everyone to see and read.  Originally, I was going to have you post your answers to the questions I’ve posed on our church doors.  But that’s so 16th century, and if we’re going to be a church that is reforming, we should do it in a 21st century way.  So instead, I’ll post the questions to our blog and you can answer them there.  After all, more people visit our website than visit our front doors.

Now, there’s one image or story I want you to leave you with while you all think about those questions.  It’s not my image.  Phyllis Tickle used it when I heard her speak this summer at GA.  But it’s a good one to use when thinking about how we can be church that honors tradition while living into a new future.

It goes something like this:

You have an uncle Bob, your mom’s brother, who was a bachelor and lived with his mom, your grandmother, his whole life.  Your mom and the rest of the family thought Uncle Bob was a bore and a snob, but he was your grandma’s favorite and she treated him like he hung the moon.  His portrait hung over the fireplace in her house for as long as you could remember.  

Well, grandma died and left the house to Uncle Bob, and then Uncle Bob died.  Since you’re the only relative still living in town, it’s your responsibility to clean out Uncle Bob’s house.   The first thing you do is take down that god-awful portrait of Bob that your grandmother loved so much.  You didn’t like him and you really can’t stand the fact that his portrait hung there forever.

But since you’re not entirely uncaring, you take the portrait to your attic instead of disposing of it and there you put it.

You forget about the portrait, and it isn’t until many years later, when you finally decide to clean out the attic, that you come across that picture of Uncle Bob.  It’s dusty and has cobwebs on it.  But you decide that the frame is really nice, and figuring you can use it for something else, you cut out Uncle Bob’s picture and throw it away, but keep the frame for later use.

As you think about, and try to answer, the question of how Faith Des Peres can be a church that honors its reformed tradition while at the same time grow into a new way of being church in the world today, stick that image in the back of your mind.  What’s the new picture God’s calling you to put in the frame?  And who’s in it?

Amen. 
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