
A “Back to Church” Sermon

“You are the Body of Christ”                                                                                     
Bible Reading         1 Corinthians  12 verses 12-20                                                                         An old joke.  










        “I don’t want to go to church!”                                                                                                                             “But you’ve got to!” 








                “But it’s too early in the morning, I don’t want to get up, and it’s so boring.”                                         “You’ve got to go!”                                                                                                                                             “Do I have to?  They’re so horrible at the Church, everyone hates me, and they make me feel miserable.”                                                                                                                                                               “May be so, but you still have to get up and go, it’s Sunday.”                                                                 “Give me one good reason.”                                                                                                                       “You’re the Bishop my dear”. 
I am aware of enough of my own heart and longings as well as the fact that clergy on holidays quite often take Sunday off, to realise the question is not a straight forward one.  After all, we live in a ‘non-joining’ society.   Isn’t spirituality the real issue and isn’t ‘just as possible to be spiritual on a walk, in the bath, or in the garden?’ Besides which, ‘you don’t need to go to Church to be a Christian’, has become so much part of common wisdom that to challenge it is tantamount to questioning that the sun rises at dawn and sets at night.

It is a difficult question – but a rewarding one, to explore why you are here today!  If you don’t know why you go, then it is difficult to be curious about why others don’t. 
 Here are my reasons and I offer them wondering if some may resonate with your own!
First – the church is a place that has allowed me to ponder the difficult questions.  It has been amazingly gentle with me over the years, patient even.  As I have sounded off about this and that, kindly older people have obligingly given me warm cups of tea, and demonstrated their own strength of faith by not being troubled by my lack of it.  Where else can I ask about suffering and evil, and perhaps harder still, where else can I wonder why the world can be so completely wonderful and amazing?  In the Gospel, I find coherence; it makes sense of the world I live in, and in the Church a rational community that allows me to explore faith in a reasonable way.
Second – the church is a place where I can belong.  I’ve always needed to belong to something that is larger than I am.   The Church is family, not a club of the likeminded.  The Church is a family of all sorts.  Here I have been accepted as I am. Here I have been invited to accept others, reaching out beyond my comfort zone into the rich realm of human diversity.  In the Gospel, I find community; a sense of self in discovering others, and in the Church, this theory becomes a tough but wonderful reality.
Third – the church is a place where I’m expected to grow up.  My wife gave me a card many years ago that said, ‘God loves you as you are, but too much to leave you that way!’   God hasn’t finished with his creation, including my faulty and sinful heart; I long to be different! There is in Scripture this extraordinary expectation that God trusts people.  God trusts me to use the gifts, graces, opportunities, challenges and chances of life in a way that good can happen.  He trusts me with my relationships, roles, and responsibilities.  God’s apparent reckless ability to trust is matched by an extravagant willingness to help;  that ‘he sent his only son’, is the powerful statement that God wants me to become the person I was designed to be and that he continually expects and trusts me to be.  In the Gospel, I find conversion, and the church offers me a place where, ‘watched over in love,’ I have people on my side who want to keep encouraging me to keep on keeping on as I grow into maturity.
Fourth – the church is a place where people gather who know in their bones that, ‘things ‘aint the way they’re meant to be’.  The deep-seated, heart aching certainty that the world wasn’t meant to be a place where little children die of hunger, the poor are oppressed, and clever, intelligent, wonderful people throw their lives away on useless things, transitory status and short lasting pleasure.  We don’t need to learn this from a textbook, nor do we need to imbibe it at our mother’s knee, it is far too deep for that.  This knowledge is hardwired into our beings created as we are in the image of the creator.  In the Gospel, I find a longing for change; and the church is a place where others share that longing.  Not only do I long to be different, but also I long to make a difference, and am more likely to do that with you.
Fifth – the church is a place where I sing; sometimes silently in prayers other times in full voice!  I sing because in Church I’ve never been sadder.  I sing because here I’ve never been so happy.  Here we have mourned the passing of those I love.  Here I promised to love ‘till death do us part’.  In such a gathering, my children were baptised, welcomed into membership, married and here my grandchildren were baptised and welcomed.  Here, one day, others will gather to say their farewells to me, and I admit to having already chosen my hymns!  In the Gospel, I find celebration; words for times when words aren’t enough and in the Church a place to express the fullness of what it is to be human, alive and rejoicing, struggling and weeping.  

But none of this is enough.  Not the understanding or the belonging, not the growing or the struggling, not even the praising and the praying.  None of this is the main reason that I come to the Church.  I can put it no more simply than to say, “Here I found God for here I found Christ.”  Here I found the creator of all things, ‘lover of my soul’, my beginning and my end, our beginning and our end. Here I found the invisible God, made visible in Jesus.  For I found Christ in the thinking and the loving, in the challenges and the changes in the singing and the praying – among his people.  For however unlikely it might sound, ‘you are the body of Christ’.  You reveal Christ to the world. This is our mystery and our challenge.  For God uses us despite all the times we have offered none of the above and have failed to be and do what God trusts us for!

To be gentle with people who explore.

To welcome people who are different.

To support people who are struggling to change.

To long and long and work for a better world.
To sing and sing the songs of Zion until God’s Kingdom comes and his will is done on earth as it is in heaven

Of course to do such tasks isn’t difficult.  Far from it.  It is quite impossible.  But God is here, perhaps unexpectedly at times, but here – pouring out such wonderful love upon us, that by his grace we become his people, ready to be sent out into the whole world, for with God, all things are possible!   

Amen


Mark Wakelin







