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Let us pray: May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in your sight O Lord, our rock and our Redeemer. Amen.

Why should I go to church? Some of you may have been asking yourself that very question this morning as you fought the temptation to sit a little bit longer with the paper and another cup of coffee, or thought about taking the bike out for a quiet Sunday morning ride. You may have wrestled with the question this past week as the allure of a long holiday weekend approached and there was the opportunity to get out of the city for a few days, head up to a cabin or out into the woods. And if you are a young person, or have ever cared for a young person, certainly this question has been batted about, most likely in the waning moments as it is time to get into the car on Sunday morning. Why should I go to church, or perhaps in another form, why do I have to go to church?

This past spring in anticipation of my summer preaching dates, I asked parents, leaders, and youth for a little input. Not to suggest that Tim has not fully answered all of our questions and more this past year in worship, but on the off-chance that there is some slight issue or idea or theme that needs more of an explanation, I’d thought I’d give folks the opportunity to share their thoughts. What would be relevant, interesting, or challenging to hear in a sermon or two? I received many responses, but there was a topic that came up again and again from parents and youth. From one parent came the questions: “Why should young people care about church and religion?” “What responsibilities do parents and older people have to pass on the tradition?” In other words, “What difference does religion make from a young person’s perspective?” And from a student I received this focused inquiry, “Why do we have religion and what is the purpose of religion?”

Tim did address the question, “Why Does the Church Exist” in his sermon on May 15th, saying, “The church exists so that God has a community that will not only say who Jesus is, but will also remind us who we are and what we are…and to remind us who God is and what God is for.” He told us that we exist as a church to love God and love God’s people, to serve God and to serve God’s people.
 This is all well and good, and I don’t dismiss or disagree with anything Tim said in his sermon, but does that really answer the question for our young people, for any of us for that matter? Tim explained why the church should exist, but why should we exist in the church? I know why I should go to church, because I am expected to be here on Sunday mornings and I would seriously jeopardize my relationship with Westminster if I stopped showing up at church! Is that true for the rest of us? Do we come to church out of expectation?


A friend of mine recently put me onto the ABC television show Friday Night Lights. It is based on the book of the same name by H.G. Bissinger and focuses on contemporary high school life in a small, football-obsessed Texas town. Writer Brett McCracken states that Friday Night Lights is “a show where God and Christian faith play regular roles. Most characters attend church (albeit primarily because it’s the cultural ‘thing to do’), and a diversity of denominations are represented.”
 The show wrestles with issues of abortion, teenage premarital sex, steroid use, and what does it mean to love one’s neighbor? Like any television drama, Friday Night Lights can, at times, be a little too predictable in the portrayal of high school stereotypes and it pushes the limits of all that could conceivably happen to the same small group of people in a small town in any given school year. That said, it does present viewers with the opportunity to watch families who are trying to stick together, communities who are committed to young people, and individuals for whom their faith realistically intersects with all other aspects of life. The show centers around several main characters and families, first and foremost the Taylor family with father Eric the head football coach and mother Tami the school principal. Their daughter Julie is in her middle high school years.


In the fourth season of the show Eric and Tami’s daughter Julie pushes back on why the family should go to church, why she should go to church. Why go to church when people are nice inside the church but not outside? Julie sees the church as just a bunch of hypocrites. Tami replies, “Church is about you and God. It’s about community and family.” To which Julie asks, “Why can’t I worship at home?”
 At this point Tami does what most adults would do when faced with such honesty in the church parking lot following worship, as fellow parishioners stream by. They get in the car and head home. Tami does make attempts later to discuss the issue further with Julie, asking Julie if she feels like she is being made to go to church.  “Church is like a tradition,” Julie responds. “If you stopped going I probably wouldn’t go anymore.” At the end of the episode Tami admits that she wants Julie to come to church because it feels like family. “I like having you sit next to me a little longer. I want you to have faith in something, something you can hold on to when I’m not going to be able to hold you anymore.” And Julie says the only thing a child can really say when a parent shares such an honest and heartfelt testimony, “Okay. I’ll be there Sunday.”


It’s not bad to want our young people to have faith in something, and who can blame a parent for wanting to hold onto her daughter just a bit longer before the departure to college changes the rhythm of family life? But it’s not really an answer to why Julie, or any of us, should go to church.
This past Wednesday night the senior high youth who participated in the mission trip to Detroit led our midweek worship service. They spoke to Matthew 5, “For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do the same? And if you greet only your brothers and sisters, what more are you doing than others?”
 They shared that they were challenged on the trip to move outside their comfort zone, to love and serve others who are not like them, who come from different places and who are going different places. They met young people from the Presbytery of Detroit who are part of small, struggling congregations where membership has shrunk to a fraction of what it once was and where historic buildings suffer from a deficiency of financial and lay leader support. Despite the lack of glistening sanctuaries, well-furnished youth rooms, overflowing offering plates, these young people in Detroit are the church, are community, and are living out their faith.
After our worship service on Wednesday night I asked our youth why they attend church. I told them there were no wrong answers and they didn’t have to give me the pat response they thought I hoped to hear. They were candidly honest and said the reason they come to church is for the community, the sense of belonging, that church is a place to be around people different from their peers they see at school all week. This is a group they feel connected to. For our Westminster youth church is less about worship, the Gospel, the particular doctrines and constructs of religion, and more about what happens on mission trips and retreats, what takes place in the Youth Room and during fellowship time. It is not liturgy or hymnody, it is family. The responses from our youth didn’t surprise me, in fact, they are pretty typical.
Princeton Seminary Professor and practical theologian Kenda Creasy Dean recently published an illuminating book on faith in American young people, in particular Christian young people growing up in mainline denominations and congregations not unlike our own. She discusses information gleaned from the multi-year National Study of Youth and Religion and claims that, “American young people are, theoretically, fine with religious faith-but it does not concern them very much, and it is not durable enough to survive long after they graduate from high school.” “One more thing,” Dean says, “we’re responsible.”
 She goes on to say that religion in America is “a very nice thing” and that “teenagers tend to approach religious participation, like music and sports, as an extracurricular activity: a good, well-rounded thing to do, but unnecessary for an integrated life.”
 The faith most Christian American teens seem to have is not one that is consequential- it is not a faith that grows by confessing a creed and pursuing God’s purpose and hope. The National Study of Youth and Religion proposes that the type of faith that has developed for American young people is Moralistic Therapeutic Deism: A God exists who created and orders the world and watches over life on earth and this God wants people to be good, nice, and fair to each other, as taught in the Bible and most world religions. The central goal of life is to be happy and to feel good about yourself, and good people go to heaven when they die. Those who adhere to MTD do not feel that God is involved in their life except when they need God to solve a problem.
 No church sets out to practice or preach Moralistic Therapeutic Deism, but Kenda Dean asserts that congregations have morphed into teaching and living out this type of Christianity, perhaps without even realizing it. What is the resolution to all of this? “Often adults in church bemoan the absence of teens in worship…The solution to MTD is not more faithful attendance, but a more faithful church.”
 Dean suggests that the differences between an MTD church and one not “colonized” by this view of Christianity are not just structural but also theological. She claims that having a full-time youth ministry staff and a variety of programs and opportunities for youth for religious leadership and practice is a start. But congregations must also see young people not as moralistic do-gooders but as Christ’s representatives in the world. “Adults in these congregations till the soil for consequential faith in young people. Pastors and adult leaders model ‘the transforming presence of God in life and ministry,’ and parents engage in ‘conversation, prayer, Bible reading, and service that nurture faith and life.’…Consequential faith is the result of doing ministry, not simply being ministered to.”

By saying earlier that I am not surprised by the responses from our Westminster young people, I am not suggesting that we have fallen into the pit of being an MTD congregation. Tomorrow 16 young people and adults will travel to our partner congregation in Cuba to serve alongside one another and to share the Good News of the Gospel with the children of the Matanzas Church and surrounding community. This group of youth and adults will pray together, study together, teach together. In the words of the prophet Isaiah, God’s Word will go out and not return empty. We are reminded that God intends to make an everlasting covenant with God’s people and that we are the monuments to God, the living and lasting evidence of God at work in the world- not buildings or the institution of church. Our Cuba travelers are this living memorial to the Lord.
The “church” is only mentioned in passing in Paul’s letter to the Romans, only in chapter 16. In our verses for this morning, following the customary greeting and welcome typical of Paul’s letters, we have words of thanksgiving and the reminder that we are called to belong to Christ. The message is about receiving grace and living into an obedience of faith. It is not about what we do together on a Sunday morning inside the walls of the sanctuary or chapel. Paul reminds us that he is a servant of the gospel, called by God and set apart. Paul hopes that he might share some spiritual gift to strengthen the people of Rome and that they all might be mutually encouraged by each other’s faith. 

As a person of faith, why should you come to church? There are certainly many valid answers to that question that have to do with honoring the Sabbath, confessing our sins and receiving God’s mercy and forgiveness, breaking bread together and sharing the cup so that we can be strengthened to be sent out as the Body of Christ in the world, to be light and love where there is darkness and hatred. But why do I want you to come to church and be the church? Because young people need to see your hospitality and welcome, they need to see you working on your faith and asking questions, they need to participate alongside you on mission trips and projects in our city. Parents, why should you come to church? Because first and foremost, you are the primary faith educators for your children and they will model their understanding of what it means to be a Christian based on how you live your life as a disciple of Jesus Christ. By coming to church you will be supported in your faith journey and your role as a parent and you will be challenged to continue to grow in your own understanding of God’s leading in your life.
And as a young person, why should you come to church? Because you matter to the life and ministry of this congregation and you are an integral member of the Body of Christ. Here you will be nurtured to be Christ’s disciple out in the world. Because you remind us to ask questions, to challenge what we believe as individuals and as a community, and because we are mutually encouraged in our faith because of your faith, we can’t be the church without you.
Amen.
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