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Epiphany 6

The church you’ve always wanted

Introduction

The church you’ve always wanted…


how would you describe it?

That is what an old friend in Hong Kong recently challenged me to do.

“What…” he asked


“What are the characteristics of your ideal church?”

A good question…


and one that I would like to ask you this morning.

The church you’ve always wanted…


how would you describe it?

Take a moment to think of – if not list –


the characteristics of your ideal church.  [pause]

I submit that in these United States --


where both people and pastors change churches on average every 6 years –



we all are searching for the ideal church.

So what is it that we are looking for?

That’s the issue that I want to explore with you this morning.

What is this ideal – 


this church you and I have always wanted?

What does it look like?

The church you’ve always wanted

1) What we often look for

Almost as an afterthought,


I included – in the luggage for our trip to Hong Kong –



a paperback entitled “The Unseen Guest”.

I’m glad that I did;


for that little book defined 



what we – in these United States – often want when we look for a church.

The author of the book obviously did his homework.

He went into considerable detail to describe


what we Americans think are ideal churches.

I’ll try to summarize his rather exhaustive findings


by painting three simple pictures…



three pictures of churches that seem to attract the likes of you and me.

The big and busy church

For some of us, it seems that “size matters”.

We want a “big and busy church”.

The “mega church” –


a multitude of people…



a massive budget…




and, of course, many activities (something for everyone).

This – concludes the author of “The Unseen Guest” –


this is a church that some of us have always wanted.

But is “big and busy” the better church?

If you and I only want “big and busy”,


why don’t we go to a mosque…rather than a church?

Islam, after all…


Islam – not Christianity – is becoming the biggest and busiest 

of all religions in the world today.

The old and orthodox church

Others of us, it seems, long for the “good old days”.

We want an “old and orthodox church”.

The church with a history –


a congregation that meets in an ornate, almost medieval, structure…



a congregation that maintains centuries old traditions…




and let’s not forget:





a congregation that manages to preserve doctrinal purity.

This, too, is a church that some of us have always wanted.

But is “old and orthodox” the ideal church?

If you and I only want “old and orthodox”,


why don’t we simply imitate an old and orthodox order?

Why don’t we become Pharisees?

No group has been more interested in traditions…


no group has been more insistent on doctrinal purity



than the Pharisees of old.

But no group has been more roundly condemned by Jesus than these Pharisees.

The modern mega church and the old, orthodox church –


they seem to be exact opposites, don’t they?

I think, though, that they may be nothing more than opposite sides of the same coin.

Let me explain…

In our culture, we are reluctant to admit failure;


we prefer to “spin” our way to success.

Yet, in America, the faith we hold near and dear -- Christianity -- is declining;


it is seen to be failing.

The modern mega church, though, gives the impression of success now.

And the old, orthodox church promotes the idea 

that success in the future lies in a return to the past.

In other words, both churches –


the “big and busy” as well as the “old and orthodox” –



might be coping mechanisms for American Christians 

as Christianity wanes in our culture.

The feel good and friendly church

I said that I would paint pictures of three churches.

The third church is the “feel good and friendly” church.

The happy church –


the church where both pastor and people are out-going…



the church where everyone feels good about themselves…




the church where there are hugs and handshakes for all.

Isn’t this also a church that some – perhaps all – of us want?

But is “feeling good and friendly” the picture of the best church?

If you and I – as Americans – only want to feel good and find friends,


why don’t we do what the Brits and Aussies do?



why don’t we simply “go to the pub and have a beer with our mates?”

And then there is this:


some of the friendliest people that I know are not Christians at all;



they’re actually atheists.

Please don’t misunderstand me.

God, of course, can use

a church that is big and busy

a congregation that is old and orthodox



pastors and people who are friendly and make you feel good.

And even though these may be what you and I want,


I submit that they are not the ideal.

After all, neither you nor I – nor any other American –

is in a position to set the standards for the ideal church.

The church – let’s remember – is God’s family.

He is the one who created it…


at great cost, too:



“not with gold or silver”, as Martin Luther likes to say,




“but with the innocent life and death” of his son Jesus.

And God is also the one who still sustains the church…


through the work of his ever-living and ever-loving Spirit. 

The church, then, is God’s idea


and he – not we – is the one who defines the ideal.

2)  What we need to look for

So what kind of a church does God want?

What does he see as the marks of the ideal church community?

In the Old Testament,


God insisted that his people erect tabernacles and build temples.

Why?

These buildings were to remind the people that God was in their midst.

God wanted his people to know that we he was with them;

he wanted them to be aware of his presence.

Do you remember what the poet – in the Old Testament reading for today – said?


“Look to the Lord…seek his face always.” [Psalm 105:4]

In the New Testament,


God never directs his people to build churches.

But he still wants his people to sense his presence.

What is it that he says to you and me?


“Where two or three come together in my name, there am I…with them.” [Matthew 18:20]
What, then, is the church that God has always wanted?

It is one – I submit – where people know and believe that God is present.

Let me say that again:


the ideal church – from God’s perspective -- is one 

in which the people have developed a strong sense of the Lord’s presence.

In business, the bottom line is profit;


in sports, it’s winning;



in television, it’s the ratings.




and in politics, it’s votes.

But in the church, it’s the presence of the Lord.

I can almost hear you asking: isn’t the Lord always with us?

Yes, he is;


but we don’t always remember that, do we?

We often carry out our work and conduct our worship,


unaware of the One beside us…



the One who loves and gave himself for us…




the One who has promised to be with us always.

What would happen, though, 

if we would develop a strong sense of the Lord’s presence?

Try to imagine this scenario:


It’s Sunday morning, and you’re in church.


Sunlight streams in through the windows.  

Soft, soothing music fills the sanctuary.

Everyone is quiet…except the two people carrying on a conversation behind you.

Suddenly, there he is…sitting on a chair in the front.

Within seconds, everyone sees him.

“Who is that?” one asks.

“Could it be…?” wonders another.

“I’m sure it is.” says yet another. 

“Look at the scars on his hands.  It has to be…it’s Jesus.”

What happens next?

Just think of the emotion we would feel? 

A few of us might be shocked:


“O my God! It is God! He does really exist.”

Most of us, though, would be simply amazed;


our eyes would bulge and our jaws would drop as we meet our Maker face-to-face.

But the awe, I suspect, would soon turn into a “hee-haw”;


we quickly would become overjoyed 

– tears of joy would stream down our cheeks --




as we gaze on the face of him who loves as no other.

Like Simon Peter of old, 


we would cry “Lord, it’s good to be here” [Luke 9:33]
Think, too, of the energy we would have.

We finally would have the confidence and courage


to do those things we now only dream of doing…

those things he has asked to do.

There would be no limit to what we might accomplish


as we come to appreciate that he is real…



and what we do for him is all that really matters.

Dr David Mains, the author of “The Unseen Guest”, explains 

how an awareness of Lord’s presence changes people…changes churches.

He lists eight characteristics of people who know --

eight characteristics of churches which are aware – 

that the Lord is among them…

I’ve included his list in the outline of this message.

What happens when people such as you and me…


what happens when churches such as ours



sense the Lord’s presence in their lives?

First of all, we really worship.

We praise…we pray to…we listen to the One who is among us.

We don’t simply go through the rituals of the church.

Second, we truly love each other.

We see Jesus…and we see him in the face of our brothers and sisters here.

Our relationships are no longer as flawed as those in the culture in which we live.

Third, we strive for holiness.

All of us – adults, teens, children – experience victory over sin


as we rely on the strength of him is with us always.

Fourth, we eagerly serve the Lord.

We know that the Lord is real.

We also know that “one short life will soon be past, and only what’s done for Christ will last.”

Fifth, we are hungry for God’s word.

We have an almost insatiable appetite:


we want to know more and more of the One who is in our midst.

Sixth, we pray boldly.

We know that the One who is among us


listens – and responds – when we speak with him.

Seventh, we reach out to others spontaneously.

We can hardly contain ourselves;


we are always helping others know this One who walks and talks with us.

And, finally, we enjoy life at its best.

We experience a general sense of well-being.

We finally feel – deep down inside – that we are living life as our Creator intended.

Eight characteristics.

Eight characteristics that mark a people 

– that mark a church –



that knows and believes that the Lord is present among them.

Eight characteristics that begin to define the church that God wants.

The question is:


do we want to become that kind of church?



do you want to become that kind of person?

Do you, for example, want others to see this church 

as one where “they truly love one another”?

Do you, for another example, want others to see you 

as a person who knows how to “enjoy life at its best?”

We all have the opportunity, you know.

Beginning next Sunday, we will embark on a journey.

For eight weeks, we will focus on the unseen Christ in our midst.

We will explore – and, I pray, experience – how his presence can transform our lives.

In other words, we will seek to acquire some – if not all – of those eight characteristics.

You can read about the journey on the front of the gray insert. [sample]

You can see that the journey 

-- called “Seeing the Unseen Christ” –

-- has three components.

On every Sunday morning, we will introduce the unseen Christ


and reveal one way in which his presence can transform our lives.

For example, next Sunday we will focus on seeing the unseen Christ…


and how this enables us to worship him with genuine enthusiasm.

During the week, we will gather in small groups and encourage each other…

encourage each other to become more aware of Christ’s presence in our lives…


encourage each other to allow Christ to transform our lives.

The times and places for these small group gatherings?

You will find them on a notice board in the entry way.

Finally, in daily journals – one version for teens, the other for adults – [sample]

in these daily journals, we will find helpful hints  – as well as practical exercises --  



for becoming the kind of person – and church – that God wants us to be.

You can get copies of these journals at a kiosk in the entry way.

How can you get the most from this 50-day journey?

What do you think?

By “doing” all three:

By using the daily journal 

as well as participating in Sunday worship events 

and weekly small group gatherings.

Next best?


Participate in Sunday worship and



either use the daily journal or join a small group that meets during the week.

Conclusion

As I prepared this message,


I kept seeing that familiar image of Jesus standing at the door and knocking.

This vision – if you want to call it that – 

is based on a passage from the last book of the Bible.

Jesus is speaking and says:


“Here I am! I stand at the door and knock.” [Revelation 3:20]

For almost 200 years, Christians in North America


have used Jesus’ words when encouraging individuals to believe…



to open the door of their heart and let Jesus in.

Jesus, however, was not speaking to individuals.

His words form part a letter written to a church –


a church that was “lukewarm – neither hot nor cold” [Revelation 3:16].
Jesus, therefore, is not standing at the door of an individual’s heart.

He’s standing at the door of a church –


waiting to come in and wanting to change it.

For the next eight weeks, 


I believe that Jesus will be standing at the door of this church…and knocking.

Will we see him?

Will we hear him knocking?

And if we do, will we let him in?

And will we let him come in to change us?

“Here I am!  I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door,

I will come in.”
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