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   Pentecost 16
The church you always longed for: “I like my church, but…”
[Isaiah 43:1-3a,5-7;  1 Peter 2:9-12;  John 1:10-13 NIV]
In the beginning…

About 15 years ago, I almost gave up.
I almost followed some of my best friends and closest relatives out the door.
One day those good people simply got up and left the church…never to return.

Oh! they still like to think of themselves as Christians; 


but they will have nothing at all to do with the church.
I occasionally ask them if they understand…

if they understand that Jesus loves the church…

that Jesus longs for the church to be his body in the world.

Then I remember my own bitter experience,


and I understand…



I understand that those grand truths about the church



mean little or nothing to a person who has been hurt in the church.

Hurt in the household of God?

Yes…and you know what I mean, don’t you?

I suspect we all have a story to tell about damage done
by gossip…hypocrisy…even racial prejudice within the church.
And far too many of us have felt unappreciated, haven’t we?

Perhaps we’ve been forced into a mold we didn’t fit.

Maybe we’ve chafed when we were told that we couldn’t do something 


because we were the wrong age…the wrong gender…

or because we didn’t think right…didn’t act right.
The bruises don’t show because the hurt is in our hearts.
Let me ask you this:


if I gave you a bumper stick which reads, “I like my church”,



would you display it on your car?

Sure!  we’ve all had a few great experiences and some good feelings –


but, honestly now, most of us need a different bumper sticker, don’t we?
one that reads:  “I like my church, but…”

I like my church, but…
For the next eight weeks, you and I will work on completing that sentence.
In the process, we just might expose what’s wrong in the church.
This, of course, could be a bit embarrassing.

Our goal, though, is not to embarrass, but to embark –


embark on a journey to make things right.

We’ll try to keep things positive;


we can even rephrase the sentence we’re to complete:



“I like my church, but I wish it would…”

Our goal, you see, is to create – with God’s help –


“the church we’ve always longed for”.

This morning, I’ll simply introduce what we’re going to do.

I like my church, but…
1)  What is your idea?

We begin with your idea…and mine.

What’s our idea of the ideal…the ideal church?

I know we all have one – a mental model of the perfect church.

Our ideas about the ideal can cause us to complain or compliment…

to condemn the church we’re in…or commend it.

Our mental model can even motivate us to move…


to leave one church and join another.

Where do we get our ideas?
I don’t know about you,


but many of mine have come from others.

During my first stint as a pastor 30 years ago,

I discovered that other pastors were writing books describing the perfect church.
A Lutheran pastor suggested 

that the ideal congregation was one that was “organized for action”

A Presbyterian clergyman contended 

that, if the church emphasized evangelism,


there would be an “evangelism explosion” around the nation.

After I recently returned to the pastoral ministry,


I realized that pastors are still trying to get it right –

they’re still churning out books about the right kind of church.
A Lutheran now contends that the ideal is

“the church that turns itself inside out”.

A Baptist insists that the best church is a “purpose driven church”.

Whew! so many models!

Actually, I’m not surprised.

After all, we live in America…


where we always have so many models from which to choose.

So what’s yours?

What’s your picture of the perfect church?

And if you would take your mental model


and apply it to this congregation,



what would you conclude?

How would you complete the sentence:


“I like my church, but…”?



“I like my church, but I wish it would…”? 

I’ve asked for yours…and I’ll give you mine.

This is my first attempt at completing the sentence:

“I like my church, but I wish it would – for one year – defy the Pareto principle”.

The Pareto principle – you know, the “80-20” principle.

In business, this means that 20% of the customers provide 80% of the revenue.

In the church, it means that 20% of the members do 80% of the ministry.

I can accept the Pareto principle as a business standard.

But I do not tolerate that principle in my family.

In my family of five


-- that includes my two older children but not the cat –



I refuse to allow only 20% of the members do the work.




(After all, that might be me!)

I do not accept the Pareto principle in my family,

and I also find it very difficult to accept it in God’s family – the church.

Do you remember what God said to us 
in the lessons we heard only moments ago?

Didn’t he tell us that 

all who received (his son Jesus), to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become (his children)…children of God ? [John 1:12 ] 
Now scan your memory again.
Can you recall hearing God say 

that he selected only 20% of his children to be special…

to do his high and holy work?

This, folks, is what God says to all of his people:

You are the ones chosen by God, chosen for the high calling of priestly work, … God’s instruments to do his work and speak out for him, to tell others of the night and day difference he made for you.  [1 Peter 2:9 MSG]
“I like my church, but I wish it would – for one year – do better than a business…


that – for one year – it would defy the Pareto principle.”
As I said, that’s my idea.

2)  What is God’s ideal?

More important than my idea, though


-- and, yes, more important than even your idea –



is God’s.

The church, after all, is his creation.

He sees the church on earth as his family.

And he is able to do what you and I find so hard to do:


he actually loves the church.

Can you believe that?

In spite of all its spots and stains…


in spite of all its wrinkles and wranglings,



God loves the church.

He even tells us this: that his Son
Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, to make her holy, cleansing her…and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish. [Ephesians 5:25-27]
Did you get that?
Jesus gave up his life 

so you and I could get a life as members of God’s family.

Because of what Jesus did on the cross and in the tomb, 

you and I look good – real good – to God.

No stains…no wrinkles…not even a blemish.

No wonder the Father loves us!

But now get this.

Even though Jesus made us look real good to God,

we don’t look all that good to others.

That’s right! the church on earth is far from perfect.

You know that; I know that; …and so does Jesus.

At the beginning of the last book in the Bible,


we’re told that Jesus visited seven churches.

During each visit, he found a fault.

At the end of each visit, 

he essentially completed the sentence that you and I are trying to complete.

At the end of each visit,


he basically said, 



“I like this church, but…; 

I like this church, but I wish it would…”

From what Jesus said in the last book of the Bible


-- actually from what God said in the entire Bible --



we get a picture of the perfect church…




the church that God longs for.

From God’s word to us, 


we learn what the church is…and what it is not.

What the church is not?
Yes, what the church is not.
Why?  Because what the church is not 

is just what we often imagine the perfect church to be.

Whenever we start a church, on what do we focus?

“Location, location, location”, right?
Yet God himself says nothing about the place to plant a church.

After the church is planted, we turn all our attention to the building…

actually to the building of the building.

Again God’s lips are sealed; 


he says nothing about the building.

Finally, when the church is up and running, 

we concentrate on the “way of worship”.
But God’s mouth is still shut; he apparently has no preference.

To all of us this morning, God says: 


“Read my lips…  

My church is not a place; it’s not the performance of a liturgy; it’s people!”

Ah! the kids’ song does say it best of all.

“I am the church; you are the church; we are the church together.”

Do you know what that means?

For the next eight weeks, you and I will be working on relationships –


our relationship with God…

our relationship with each other…

our relationship with those still outside the family.

For the next eight weeks, we will be working on…

· being a caring family
· capturing the heart of the community

· welcoming all people

· empowering each other

· modeling integrity

· serving a broken world

· encountering a living God

· anticipating a great future.

That’s quite a picture, isn’t it? –

the picture that God paints of the church he longs for.

It’s also quite a challenge.

What can we do to make it happen?

What can we do to make this model our own?

3) What can we do to make it happen?

Let me tell you a story: 

the story of two robins that were the envy of all the other birds…

the story of two robins who knew how to build the perfect nest.

The fame of these two robins grew quickly.
And  -- wouldn’t you know it? -- soon the two robins were asked 
to give a seminar on the right way to build a nest.

Birds flew for miles to perch on a limb and listen.
“The first requirement for nest building,” said the robins, “is good twigs”.

After hearing that, one of the birds flew away saying:


“I knew it; the secret is good twigs”.

The robins went on.

“The next thing you need for a good nest is some twine.”

Another bird quickly left to tell his spouse,


“I told you; we need to add some twine.”

The robins then demonstrated 
how they used the right mixture of mud and water 

to hold the twigs and the twine together in a storm.
After the demonstration, 

the remaining birds chirped in agreement…and all flew away.
“Come back!” called the robins.  “You’ll miss the most important part.”

But none returned. 

So, with the mud still wet, 
the two robins settled into the nest 

and shaped the raw material into a perfect home.

“If only they had waited,” said one robin to another.


“They would have discovered how to make a really good nest.

You not only need good material.

You also need to step into the nest and become part of it.”

To make a perfect nest – and maybe a perfect church as well --

you need to step into and become part of the process.

In the Lutheran church, we emphasize that we are “saved by grace” –


that there is nothing we can to establish a relationship with God…


that he takes initiative and does it.

It’s a grand concept and a great comfort;

but it can also become a gross curse.

You see, as we assert 

that there is nothing that we can do to be saved,


it is all too easy to assume 

that there is nothing we need to do after we’ve been saved.

Such idea an idea doesn’t come from God, folks;

it comes from his adversary and ours, the devil.

Through one of his premier spokesmen 

-- through that pastor named Paul --



God calls his children – you and me – his “co-workers”.

God doesn’t build his church alone.

He’s got co-workers.

Maybe that’s why Pastor Paul


-- when urging us to build God’s church --



time and again tells us to make every effort.
In the next few weeks

-- as we go about working on our relationships…

 as we go about trying to create the church God longs for --




we will be presented with a variety of activities.

Let’s make every effort to step in…


and participate in those activities.

Let’s make every effort to

· learn to listen with the ears of Jesus
· attract others by saying good things about the church

· connect with individuals outside our circle

· help people become all that God wants them to be, and

· get rid of personal garbage that pollutes God’s church.

Today, though, we begin with a different activity.

Today we begin where Jesus began

when he visited the seven churches long ago.

We begin with repentance.

That’s right, repentance.

Why repentance?

Because our church isn’t perfect.

And why isn’t it perfect?

Oh! that’s easy to answer:


because you’re one of the membera…
and I’m one of the pastors.

Everyone else may be OK, my friend, 

but you and I – we have issues;


issues that are damaging this church;



we need to repent.

You and I need to tell God:


“Father, even though we look good to you,



we don’t do so good.


We’ve failed to be the co-worker you look for;



we’ve failed to fashion the church you long for.


Forgive us.


Forgive us…and then fit us to help form the church you envision.”

What happens when you and I do that…

when we repent…
when we sincerely repent (as my Anglican friends like to say)?

Jesus tells us.
To the church in Stillwater – I mean Sardis – Jesus says

that all who repent will walk with (him), dressed in white  [Revelation 3:4]

And to the church on the frontage road – I mean in Philadelphia – Jesus says 

that he will make all who repent a pillar in the temple of my God  [Revelation 3:12]
Hey! those are quite some pictures, aren’t they?
Dressed in white…a pillar in the temple of God…
What do they mean?

Simply this: when we repent, we’re looking good again.

In fact, whenever we turn from sin and trust in Jesus,

we’ll always look good…real good.

At the end…
30 years ago – shortly after Mao Zedong died – I toured southern China.
I noticed that all the churches were closed.

Even the magnificent cathedral built by the French in Guangzhou 

had been converted into a warehouse.

I understood.

The government, you see, had declared freedom from religion…
and ordered the churches to close.
Several years later, I traveled through southern Australia.
I noticed that most church buildings there
had been transformed into antique stores and liquor shops.
In one town, I found that all the churches were boarded up.

I did not understand…
especially in a land where there is freedom of religion.
When I went into a local pub 
and asked why the churches were closed,


the bartender simply said, 
“The people weren’t interested.”

The people lost interest in the church.
Could it happen here?

God certainly hasn’t lost interest.
He still loves the church;

he still longs to see the model he designed.

But are we -- his people -- still interested?
Are we still interested in creating the church that God longs for? 
Let me be a bit more specific.

Are you interested?
That’s the question I’m asking today.
And that’s the question I’ll leave you to answer in the days ahead.
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