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27 "But I say to you that listen, Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, 28 
bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you. 29 If anyone strikes you on the 
cheek, offer the other also; and from anyone who takes away your coat do not withhold 
even your shirt. 30 Give to everyone who begs from you; and if anyone takes away your 
goods, do not ask for them again. 31 Do to others as you would have them do to you. 32 
"If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners love those 
who love them. 33 If you do good to those who do good to you, what credit is that to you? 
For even sinners do the same. 34 If you lend to those from whom you hope to receive, 
what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, to receive as much again. 35 But 
love your enemies, do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return. Your reward will be 
great, and you will be children of the Most High; for he is kind to the ungrateful and the 
wicked. 36 Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.  (Lk. 6:27-36 NRSV) 
 
34 When the Pharisees heard that he had silenced the Sadducees, they gathered together, 
35 and one of them, a lawyer, asked him a question to test him.  36 “Teacher, which 
commandment in the law is the greatest?”  37 He said to him, “’You shall love the Lord 
your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’  38 This is 
the greatest and first commandment.  39 And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your 
neighbor as yourself.’  40 On these two commandments hang all the law and the 
prophets.”  (Mt. 22:34-40 NRSV) 
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 What does it mean to be the church?  If we went around the room and had 
everyone answer that question, we would hear some responses we would expect…and 
some that would surprise us.   
 Too often we think, well, "church is church."  But what it means to be church is 
varied, nuanced, and sometimes contradictory.1  Through the ages there have been all 
sorts of ways to understand what it means to be church. 
 According to the biblical book of Acts, the earliest church was a community of 
believers who gathered often for worship and instruction and comfort and fellowship.2  
The earliest church had nothing to do with buildings and everything to do with 
relationships and service and community.  The church sought to embody the teachings 
and example of Jesus by loving their enemies, by turning the other cheek, by forgiving as 
they had been forgiven.  They sought to be gracious and merciful…just as God had been 
gracious and merciful to them.  Their life together was focused upon learning how to love 
God and neighbor.  The moment they left one another's company they entered the mission 
field…because, you see, chances were their neighbors were not Christian.  Those who 
followed Christ were a miniscule  fraction of the Roman Empire.   
 Fast-forward to the Middle Ages where what it meant to be church was very 
different.3  At least in the Western world, the church was simply and literally at the center 
of life.  Each town of any size built a cathedral…and all commerce, all politics, all social life 
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in some sense flowed through the church.  How people behaved…how all people in every 
community behaved…was defined by the church.  Right and wrong were assumed to 
have come down from on high…and it did not cross anyone's mind that the divinely 
imposed order of things could be challenged.4  Church members certainly stepped outside 
the bounds of right and wrong…but few people argued that the definitions did not apply 
to them.   
 Church life meant submitting to the authority of the clergy and the church 
councils…both of whom submitted to the authority of tradition which was shaped not just 
by scripture but by "the way things had always been done."  The role of the average 
church member was to attend worship every week, make regular confession, pay tribute 
to the church, and be obedient. 
 In the 1600s, the assumptions of the Middle Ages began to unravel.  People began 
to challenge the claim that there was an eternal standard for one's attitudes and behavior.5  
Who, after all, could even say there was a God to impose a standard from outside?  What 
the world needed, it seemed, was deliverance from the tight hold the church had over 
every aspect of life. 
 It could be argued that exactly 500 years ago this coming Tuesday, Martin Luther 
helped set this shift into motion.  While Luther was not the first to challenge the 
assumptions of the Medieval Church, he in some sense gets credit for questioning what 
seemed unquestionable.  He had hoped to reform from within what he saw as a misguided 
church.  The unintended consequence of Luther's questioning was that the door was open 
for people to choose church or not.  If people really were saved by God's grace alone…and 
not by their works, not by their confessions, not even by their faith…then people were free 
to choose how they would respond to God's gift.  If they wanted to be involved in church, 
that was their decision without the burden of some threat of hell-fire. 
 Today we find ourselves heirs to this "Enlightenment."  In our day involvement in 
the life of a church is purely voluntary.  Whereas in previous generations children joined 
the church their parents' attended as a matter of course…fewer and fewer people are 
doing that today.  Fewer and fewer people are choosing to associate with a church for a 
variety of reasons.  At least one reasons is because, as they see it, too many church 
members are intolerant, narrow, provincial, and negative.  Too many churches seem to 
care more about keeping the buildings looking clean than feeding hungry people or even 
being friendly.  They look at worship services and at the people who file out the doors 
every Sunday morning…and all of it seems so joyless and cold and irrelevant.6   
 People in our day want help making sense of the struggles they face in their daily 
lives…and too often the church keeps giving answers that, if not down right stupid, no 
longer make sense.  People want help sorting out ambiguity and meaninglessness…and 
too often the church gives dusty, esoteric answers.  People want some guidance as they try 
to discern what is right and noble and true…and too often the church is unwilling to 
engage in that sort of complex conversation in a non-judgmental way.  And so people, 
particularly young people, go elsewhere for answers. 
 In light of all of this…what does it mean to be the church?  What does it mean for us 
to be a church? 
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 Unlike many in our culture who either believe God is dead or operate without 
giving even a passing thought to God…I believe God continues to play an active role in 
our lives, calling us to a life of love, faithfulness, and compassionate service.7  I believe 
God continues to call us to let our lives be shaped by the example and message of Jesus.  I 
believe God is at work in more ways than we realize showing us what it means to be 
human…what it means to be healthy, happy, and whole…what it means to be the church. 
 What I do not believe is that God means for us to stand still.  You sense it too, don't 
you?  You sense it if and when you seem to stand still.  You sense it when that voice inside 
called the Holy Spirit stirs you to want the church to be more.  This internal stirring is a 
gift of God meant to remind you never to settle for less than God knows is possible.   
 Christian Wiman, a 1988 graduate of Washington and Lee, now teaches literature 
and religion at Yale Divinity School.8  In his book, My Bright Abyss, he talks about his 
years away from the church and the faith.  He was not aware of how much he was missing 
until, as he puts it, God woke me to "his presence and his absence."  He writes, "I never 
truly felt the pain of unbelief until I began to believe."9  In some sense we all know what he 
means, don't we? 
 Friends, God is always drawing us into a new and fuller life…always calling us to 
deeper faith, deeper trust, deeper engagement with the struggles people face.  God is with 
us and for us.  Or as writer Anne Lamott has said, "God loves us exactly the way we are – 
and God loves us too much to let us stay like this."10  Which is why God is forever calling 
us to seek, to knock, to question, to wrestle, to engage, and to keep on the move. 
 What does God want for us in our day?  What sort of community does God know 
we can be?  In short, more than we can imagine. 
 A young woman named Rachel Held Evans writes as a "Millennial" - a term used to 
refer to the generation born between the early 1980s and early 2000s…the generation 
brought up using digital technology and mass media…the children of Baby Boomers.  She 
writes as a young person…but as I listen to what she says I find myself agreeing and I was 
born a few years before the 1980s.  Listen and see if you do not find yourselves agreeing, 
too.  Evans writes… 
 

What (we) really want from the church is not a change in style but a change in substance.  
We want an end to the culture wars. We want a truce between science and faith. We want 
to be known for what we stand for, not what we are against. We want to ask questions that 
don’t have predetermined answers.  We want churches that emphasize an allegiance to the 
kingdom of God over an allegiance to a single political party or a single nation.  We want 
our LGBT friends to feel truly welcome in our faith communities.  We want to be 
challenged to live lives of holiness, not only when it comes to sex, but also when it comes to 
living simply, caring for the poor and oppressed, pursuing reconciliation, engaging in 
creation care, and becoming peacemakers.  You can’t hand us a latte and then go about 
business as usual and expect us to stick around. We’re not leaving the church because we 
don’t find the cool factor there.  We’re leaving the church because we don’t find Jesus 
there.11 
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 My aim is to have the leadership of this church perpetually engaged in a 
discernment process…which is to say, trying to take a long and short view of who we are 
and to what Jesus may be calling us in this moment in time.  My aim is to see that we are 
engaged in listening as carefully and prayerfully as we can for what we hear God calling 
us to be and do now.  When you think about it the church should be about this task 
always, shouldn't it? 
 This church has a rich history.  That history has bestowed upon us a strong legacy.  
But if we are to bequeath a rich, strong legacy to those who will come after us then we 
have work to do in our own day.   
 As we listen for the voice of God and as we respond to God's persistent nudges, we 
have every reason to celebrate what we have accomplished.  We are justified in being 
grateful for the opportunities God has set before us to be his faithful disciples here in 
Lexington.   
 As we listen carefully, though, I also think we will find ourselves caught up in 
something far greater than we imagined…and we will not be satisfied to stand still.  
Mindful of what poet Christian Wiman said…once we allow ourselves to be caught up in 
the future God has in store for us, we may well feel the regretful pain of having waited so 
long.   
 I am hopeful that as we notice Jesus at work in our midst, we will allow ourselves 
to be transformed as a church.  That we will be drawn as if by a homing device to the 
baptismal font where the good Lord reminds us who we are.  And that we will be drawn 
as often as we can to the Lord's Table where that same Lord welcomes us and feeds us and 
fits us for the work he has in store.   
 In the days and weeks and years ahead when God inquires after us, I pray he will 
find us far more interested in mission than maintenance…more focused upon service and 
hospitality and inclusion and exploration than upon serving ourselves and going through 
the motions and playing it safe.  I pray God will use us in such a way that we will be the 
salt and light he made us to be. 
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