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Ten days ago our group of Westminster travelers arrived at the convent of the Emmanuel Sisterhood in Bafut, Cameroon. It was a hot, dusty day; one of the sisters, dressed in the full, traditional habit of a nun, welcomed us with a tray full of cool slices of watermelon. 

After a short visit we toured the convent’s grounds: the dorm where the sisters live, the shop where they make liturgical textiles, the bakery where they make bread and stamp out communion wafers for use throughout the church, the cattle farm, where they make yogurt and cheese, the retreat center. 

The convent was an industrious, quietly disciplined island of serenity in the middle of an otherwise, noisy, chaotic, growing West African nation.

As we visited with the Mother Superior the convent bell rang, summoning the sisters to one of the five daily prayer times – the first of which is at 4:40 AM. We walked over to the simple Chapel. The nuns filed in and took their seats. We sat off to the side and tried our best to keep up as the community made its way through the morning ritual, singing psalms and chanting prayers.

The most remarkable aspect of the Emmanuel Sisterhood is what it is not. It is not a Roman Catholic community – it’s a Presbyterian convent. Until our visit, I never would have imagined such a community existed: an order of Presbyterian nuns who have taken vows of chastity, obedience, and poverty. 

Either it’s a throwback to pre-Reformation religion or a brilliant rediscovery of the power of life in community. I think it’s the latter; in fact, there’s a new monasticism emerging among Protestants in the U.S. today, especially among young people longing to live together in simple communities of faith, outside traditional church structures. The new monasticism is based on the recovery and renewal of religious practices. 

A few years ago I went to a gathering here in Minneapolis to meet the French monk who serves as the Dalai Lama’s translator. At the event, I saw several quiet young men who I assumed they must be from the local Zen Center. It turned out they were from the Macalester College student Buddhist group! All of them were from at least nominally Christian, mainline, mid-Western families, but they were thirsty for a more serious religious practice. Buddhism gave it to them.

There is something powerful in dedicating yourself to a religious discipline.

We left the convent of the Emmanuel Sisterhood inspired to examine how seriously we take our own faith. Those Presbyterian sisters and their commitment to an ordered life together challenged us to pay much closer attention to the practices of the faith.

What does it mean to “practice” our faith? 
The longer I serve as a pastor the more I realize that the heart of our faith is the exercise of religious commitment in an intentional way – living the faith on a daily basis, taking deliberate actions to express our convictions about God and about Jesus. In other words, making the love of God real in the world around us.

Yes, theology matters. Yes, academic scholarship and critical thinking and the life of the mind all matter. But, in the end, what matters most is how the faith is lived, the difference it makes in our daily lives that we are followers of Jesus. Our practices bear the faith along over the years and across the generations, often without our even knowing it. 

A few months ago I sat down to a meal with a young, self-proclaimed atheist who had been raised in the church. I said, “Let us pray.” My friend sat patiently as the rest of us bowed our heads.  I finished with the usual, “Amen” – and to my surprise, the non-believer joined the others and said, “Amen,” too. Did he do it unconsciously? Was he hedging his bet? Or was the practice of concluding the blessing over a meal with an “Amen” so ingrained in him that it was a reflexive response? 

I was recently at the bedside of one of our church members who was near death. She had not shown any responsiveness for a couple days. I bent down close to her and began to recite the 23rd Psalm in her ear: “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want…,” and she made a sound as if she were joining in. 

“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil…” She was trying to recite it with me.

As a little girl she had learned the Shepherd’s Psalm; those very words were now carrying her into the arms of God. She died peacefully just a few hours later.

The practice of faith matters.

Every year the youth of our church put on the Cabaret, a coffee-house show that takes a light-hearted look at Westminster. It’s coming again on Sunday, February 12. The youth always put together one skit that lampoons the ministers; each year we’re amazed at how closely they watch and absorb everything we do.  Most of the youth have spent years in Westminster’s pews, listening to the congregation recite the creeds and say the prayers and sing the hymns. They’ve heard countless sermons. They unconsciously know the psalms and the great narratives of scripture.  

They even know the Charge and Benediction by heart: “Go forth into the world in peace. Be of good courage. Hold fast to that which is good…” 

About a year ago at the end of a worship service I was offering the Charge and got tongue-tied and said the words out of order. I happened to be looking at one of the children of the congregation at the exact instant when I made the mistake and he mouthed to me, “You blew it.” It was a memorable moment. He was right!

That Benediction is a practice of our worship life together. It’s not mine – it’s ours. It’s based on Paul’s letter to the Thessalonians, but it has become a regular practice of faith here at Westminster. The children and youth have it memorized. People tell me those words are the most important part of worship for them each week.

Judaism knows well the importance of teaching the religious tradition in order to pass it on. In the sixth chapter of Deuteronomy we read of the establishment of the most basic practice of Judaism: the recitation of the Shema Israel: “Hear O, Israel,” the text says. Any Jew can tell you the next words. Shema Israel, Adonai Eloheinu Adonai echad: “Hear, O Israel, the Lord is our God; the Lord is one.”

Teach that to your children, the text says. Shema Israel. Say it in the morning when you rise. Bind it on your hand and on your forehead. Put it on your doorpost. Shema Israel. Recite it when you go to bed. Talk about it at home and when you’re away. Practice the Shema and you will teach the Hebrew way of life. 

Jews learn their religion not in the synagogue, but at home. When Rabbi Zimmerman and I compare notes on weekly worship attendance, she’s amazed at our numbers. Several thousand families are members of Temple Israel, but if they have 200 people at Temple for weekly Shabbat services they think they’re doing well. Oy vey! If we don’t have at least 800 of our 3,000 members in worship on any given Sunday I think we’re in trouble. Jews practice their faith at home; we Christians exercise our religious commitment first and foremost in weekly worship, in church, together, on the Lord’s Day. 
Jesus would have learned Judaism at home, from his family. His parents would have taught him the Shema and introduced him to the ancient prayers and psalms and rituals. They would have taught him the practice of keeping Shabbat.

The boy Jesus and his family went annually to Jerusalem to celebrate Passover: “Now every year his parents went to Jerusalem for the festival of the Passover,” Luke tells us. “And when he was twelve years old they went up as usual for the festival.” (Luke 2:41-42)
It was a ritual as regular for them as Easter is for us. Parents went to Jerusalem for their own good, of course, but they also went to teach their children. But Jesus took the visit to the Temple that year in a new direction as he turned the tables and began teaching the elders. By that point in his life he had thoroughly absorbed the tradition, and he was now practicing it.

Studies by sociologist Robert Wuthnow show that those congregations that are attentive to the need to teach their people the practices of the faith tend to be healthy, vital communities. Religion is not a spectator sport. We’re expected to go out on the field and get in the game. No matter how effective the sermon or how moving the music in worship, what grows our faith best is the practice of it. 

What does it mean to “practice” our faith? 
Dorothy Bass says, “Practices are those shared activities that address fundamental human needs and that, woven together, form a way of life.” (Diana Butler Bass, The Practicing Congregation [Herndon, VA: Alban Institute; 2004], p. 65)
That’s a good way to describe Christianity – a way of life, whether we live in a convent in Africa or are part of a congregation in a post-modern American city. Christianity doesn’t merely happen; we have to work at it. We practice the faith. If we’re not intentional about the way we live our faith, it will atrophy and become lifeless. The challenge for us is to learn those practices that “form a way of life, when woven together.”

The Presbyterian Church has been in the news recently. A group of disaffected pastors and congregations have formed a new denomination and are splitting off from the PC (USA). We’ll have a discussion of the current turmoil in our church after worship this morning. 

Those leaving the denomination contend that that we ignore the power of the Bible. They say we’ve given up the historic faith. They claim we’ve lost our way as a church. Frankly, some of what they say about the denomination is accurate: many of us and our congregations have lost our zeal for the gospel. That’s evident in the lackluster and declining life of many local Presbyterian churches. 

But the proposed remedy – splitting the denomination or abandoning a more open theological posture in favor of a rigid list of essentials – will not solve the church’s problems. What is missing is the authentic practice of the faith. 

Many of us are only going through the motions. We’ve lost our spiritual momentum. We’re off-kilter and out of balance. We have over-thought the faith and drained it of passion and mystery. We’ve acquiesced to a culture that tends to think of religion as either hopelessly naive or overly aggressive. It’s time to recover the heart of what makes us followers of Jesus. 

“What matters at this stage of history,” Alasdair MacIntyre says, 

“Is the construction of local forms of community within which civility and the intellectual and moral life can be sustained through the new dark ages which are already upon us. And if the tradition of the virtues was able to survive the horrors of the last dark ages, we are not entirely without hope.” (The Practicing Congregation, op. cit. p. 63)
For communities like Westminster to thrive into the future, we must tend to the garden of our faith and rediscover the basics of Christian living. 

In our worship over the coming months we’ll explore the practices of a bare-bones Christianity. We’ll look at prayer and hospitality, at silence and imagination, at preparing to die and offering forgiveness. It won’t be quite like living in a convent, but we will take a serious look at the simple, intentional, daily ways we live our faith in this complex, troubled world.

We don’t have to become experts in every practice of Christian faith. We would do well simply to focus on one or a few. 

In the end, we need only follow the longing of our hearts and become intentional in connecting what we say we believe with who we are and how we live. 

Like the Presbyterian nuns of the Emmanuel Sisterhood in Cameroon, we will discover that God is to be found in the simple practices that the church has always taught. 

Thanks be to God.

Amen.

Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace;

Be of good courage;

Hold fast to that which is good;

Render to no person evil for evil.

Strengthen the faint-hearted;

Support the weak;

Heal the afflicted.
Honor all people,

Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.

Pastoral Prayer – Rev. Meghan Gage-Finn
Holy One, you are our Lord God, our Lord alone. You have commanded us to love you with all our heart, soul and strength, but as your faithful disciples we are also charged to go forth to be your love and your justice in the world. Hear us as we pray not only for our own needs, but for the needs of others.
 
Too often we think more about ourselves than our neighbors next door, let alone our brothers and sisters living around the world, whom we do not know by name and will never meet. They are as precious to you as we are, and our wants and needs do not count more than theirs. Hear our prayers for starving children in countries we can hardly place on a map; for those who struggle for clean water, secure shelter, for basic medical care. Open our eyes to those whose lives are unimaginable to us, who are part of a system which provides us with the latest and fastest electronics and cheap commercial goods. Help us to know the true cost of our modern conveniences and to seek better for your world and your children.

May all who feel abandoned and unloved turn toward your voice, move toward your arms, and hear the whisper of your presence in the long hours of night. Inspire us and encourage us to bend down low; to embrace those for whom society has no time or patience. Open our eyes to see the struggling patient and the exhausted caregiver. We pray for all those who are in hospital this day, especially ___. Merciful God, we ask your comfort and hope with those who mourn, especially the families of ______. May they draw strength from the power of your Holy Spirit and reassurance that their loved ones now rest at home with you. Even as we give you thanks for the lives of your saints, we rejoice in new life in our church family, Austin Anthony Archuleta, son of Dwayne and Joyce.

We remember that you are constantly at work on us and in us and through us, and that we are all unfinished pieces of clay you are molding and shaping, if only we allow your hands to guide us. As Jesus grew in wisdom and stature, and in favor with you and all people, help us to be as open to such change and growth. As we seek to live out our faith, may you be with us in the practice of it, not so that we may reach perfection, but so that we may always be mindful that you are the Lord our God alone. Be with us as we lie down and as we rise and may we be your instruments of peace and love through all that we say and do. We ask all this in the name of your Son Jesus Christ, who taught us we are bold to pray together saying, Our Father...
What Does It Mean to “Practice” Our Faith?


Deuteronomy 6:1-9; Luke 2:40-52�Timothy Hart-Andersen


Sunday, January 29, 2012 





Westminster Presbyterian Church


1200 Marquette Avenue


Minneapolis, MN  55403 


612.332.3421


� HYPERLINK "http://www.eWestminster.org" ��www.eWestminster.org�








PAGE  
1

