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We’ve been asking good questions in worship all year long. Now it’s Jesus’ turn. “Who do you say that I am?” he asks the disciples.

Peter answers, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” 

With that, Jesus says, “I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock” – the biblical Greek is petra, meaning rock – “I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it.” 

Jesus then goes on to tell the disciples of his upcoming death, and Peter, the aforementioned “rock,” suddenly forgets everything he had said. He gets belligerent and actually rebukes Jesus, who responds in anger.  “Get behind me Satan!” he shouts at Peter. (Matthew 16:15ff.)
That leaves us in the curious position where the one upon whom Jesus will build the church, the rock himself, is called Satan, the evil one, by Jesus. Which will it be – the rock or the evil one? The one who proclaims Jesus or denies him? Are we at the Kingdom of Heaven or the gates of Hades? 

Is this an early indication that the church will not always get it right? That the church will occasionally be off-base in some of its teachings and policies? Frankly, I find some relief in this scene about the church. Peter himself – the symbol of the church – does not fully understand what Jesus is up to. Jesus wants him and the rest of us to know that the church is not only to declare the powerful lordship of Christ – an assignment Peter is happy to accept – but also the humiliating crucifixion of Jesus, which is harder. 

This exchange with Peter – the rock – offers a fierce corrective to a church that can easily lose its way and forget its reason for being, which brings us to our next good question: Why does the church exist?
For someone who makes his living from the ecclesiastical establishment raising this question could be a bit risky. It suggests a zero-based analysis: if there’s no good reason for the church, then it ought to go out of business. On the flip side, if there are compelling reasons for the church to exist, then we should do all we can to strengthen the community of faith.

What better day in our congregation’s life than Legacy Sunday to think together about what it means to be the church. On this Sunday we recognize and thank those who have found that compelling reason and made the decision to support the legacy of Westminster through a gift from their estate or in their will. Those gifts come in a variety of ways and sizes; every one of them is important because every one of them represents a commitment in faith that will sustain the church long into the future. 

The Apostle Paul calls the church an “inheritance,” a kind of living legacy of redemption, passed down through the ages – “We were the first to have hope in Christ,” Paul says – to succeeding generations by those who are part of the body of Christ. All of us have received an inheritance from them, from those who, over time, helped the church be the church, through good times and bad. The body of Christ lives on, in every culture, in every land, in every time. 

Why? Why does the church exist?

Barbara Brown Taylor says, “The church exists so that God has a community in which to save people from meaninglessness, by reminding them who they are and what they are for.” (Speaking of Sin [Boston: Cowley Publications, 200], p. 85)
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 for. 

Sometimes it takes a while to remember.

About a dozen years ago, after yet another setback in the already long effort to open the ordination standards of the Presbyterian Church to gay and lesbian church members, I found myself complaining. Actually, whining might be a better word for it. 

I was with Janie Spahr at the time, a Presbyterian minister who’d been refused a call to a congregation in Rochester, New York, because she was open about being a lesbian. So she became, instead, a traveling ambassador to the entire denomination – she dubbed herself a “lesbian evangelist” and set off on a quest to remind us “who we are and what we are for.”

Janie and I were together on this particular occasion at a General Assembly of the church when the commissioners failed again to approve a change in ordination policy that would allow more inclusive standards. Janie was rather calm about it; I was not. In a moment that betrayed my hubris, I’m embarrassed that I actually said to her, “Look, Janie, I’m a tall, white, straight, successful man who’s always been at the center. I’ve always gotten my way. I feel like my own church has marginalized me, and I don’t like it.”

I was whining about losing power – like Peter, not wanting the humiliation of the cross. Janie looked at me and smiled. “Welcome to the margins, Tim,” she said. “Only we call it the horizon.”

This past week the church finally caught up to the horizon. We remembered who we are and what we are for.

Last summer’s Presbyterian General Assembly in Minneapolis approved an amendment to the denomination’s constitution that will replace language meant to exclude gay and lesbian church members from serving as elders, deacons, and ministers. It was called Amendment 10-A, and it needed a majority vote of the regional presbyteries across the church to approve it in order to make it church law. On Tuesday, the Presbytery of the Twin Cities Area voted yes on Amendment 10-A. That vote gave the new language a majority. 

A third of a century after setting out for it, we had reached the horizon. Thirty-three years.

The amendment removes from the PCUSA constitution any reference to sexual orientation or relationships in considering candidates for church office. It permits, but carefully and intentionally does not mandate, ordination of lesbian and gay church members. The wording returns the church to its historic roots; for nearly 300 years we’ve respected the right of each ordaining body to discern whether a particular candidate for church office is suitable or not. 

A presbytery, for instance, has long had the right and responsibility to determine if a ministerial candidate’s life and faith “demonstrate the Christian gospel in the church and in the world.” (G-6.0106a) The same is true for the session of a local church as it considers candidates for deacon and elder. The constitution as it has been changed will no longer allow ordaining bodies to pre-judge a candidate unfit for office simply because of being openly lesbian or gay. 

It’s a new day in the Presbyterian Church (USA), but not everyone agrees it’s a better day. Some in the church, including some here at Westminster, have been hurt by the decision, feeling it violates their understanding of scripture and God’s will. Fortunately, the new wording does not force a particular interpretation of the Bible on any Presbyterian; God alone is still Lord of the conscience. It’s our duty to exercise mutual forbearance toward one another in such matters and strive to live together with respect for those with whom we disagree. 

Although I’ve worked for this change for most of my ministry, now that the church allows us to ordain members who are be lesbian and gay, I will defend the right of others to reach a different conclusion. I prayerfully urge those who may be inclined to leave the church over this change to stay and give the new rules a chance; we may yet find that the church can still be the church.

Elsewhere in the church’s constitution it says, “The church of Jesus Christ is the provisional demonstration of what God intends for all humanity.” (G-3.0200) 
That’s another good answer to today’s question: the church exists to offer a provisional demonstration of what God intends. That means that the church may not always get it right and is not perfect – witness Peter – but the church tries to offer a glimpse of what God wants for the church and for the world. I think it has done so in this case by permitting the full inclusion of gay and lesbian persons.

The day the Star Tribune ran the account of the Presbyterian’s more inclusive ordination policy there was another front page story about efforts to change the state constitution by inserting a definition of marriage clearly meant to exclude gay couples from having the same rights in their relationships as the rest of us. It appears that our legislators want to put the issue on the public agenda; I would oppose such an amendment for the same reasons that I worked to support the change in ordination policy.

We believe that in Jesus Christ there’s a new reality loosed on earth, a reality that denies the finality of death, a reality that refuses to accept lies as truth, a reality that will not turn away from the poor, a reality that sees a time when wars will cease and justice flourish, a reality that insists on full dignity for all God’s people. The church, at its best, is a sign pointing toward that new reality.

At the presbytery meeting last Tuesday I spoke about our church making a witness to partner churches around the globe. Some have argued that opening up to the ordination of gay and lesbian church members would threaten our relationships with Christians in other parts of the world. I used to accept that line of reasoning, but in recent years I’ve changed my perspective. 

On several occasions on trips overseas, people in our global partnerships have quietly approached me asking about my view of scripture and church teaching on homosexuality – because they are genuinely, if not yet openly, wanting to see things in a new light. They know in their hearts that persecution and cruelty – which is often the unquestioned norm for gay and lesbian persons in other parts of the world – is not acceptable for any of God’s children. Church leaders and pastors in the global south are starting to sense that a new reality might dawn one day in their midst, and they want to try to understand it.  

Why does the church exist? The church exists to remind us who we are and what we are for – and to remind us who God is and what God is for. 
Ten days ago another major event happened in the life of Westminster that reminds us of the purpose of the church. We held the grand opening of Nicollet Square, the 42-unit housing development for homeless youth we built with Plymouth Congregational and Plymouth Church Neighborhood Foundation 24 blocks south of here. 

It was a great day. Hundreds of people attended, including the mayor and other elected officials. Dignitaries made speeches, but the most powerful moment came when two of the youth now living at Nicollet Square spoke. The teenagers told their stories of being without a home, without support, without a family to care for them. For the first time in their young lives they now have a stable, supportive housing situation. They have a future.

The church exists for that, because when human dignity is restored and people are sheltered and cared for and given hope, God’s intentions for humankind come a little closer to being realized.

Why does the church exist? It exists to love God and to love God’s people, to serve God and to serve God’s people. We may not always get that right, and we may not always agree on what that means, but the church is called to try. 

And when we do try, we join Peter in sharing the good news that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of the living God. 

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 – David Liddle – 10:30 worship
God of faithfulness in the face of change, of hope in the midst of despair, you have made us and called us to be your church in the world, the body of the risen Christ.  We take our lead from him, who is the source of everything we do.  Jesus keeps us in step with each other.  His very breath and blood flow through us, nourishing us so that we will grow up healthy in you, robust in love.  Thank you for your saving grace and for your confidence in us to be the church you called us to be.

More and more we’re recognizing that “church” as we practice it isn’t always “church” as you envision it.  You didn’t create us to be the church of outer trappings and institutional structures, of inflexible rules and unchanging routines, of exclusive access and joyless worship.  Instead, you gave us a common baptismal identity and sent your Spirit among us to be a joyful movement of faithful and compassionate disciples, an open community of welcome and affirmation, a telling presence, an advocate for justice, a house built on the one foundation of Jesus Christ, a diverse gathering of people commissioned to declare his Lordship and proclaim his death and resurrection as the hope of the world.  

God of tender mercy, we confess that, in life and in death we belong to you.  We rejoice with all who rejoice today, and weep with those who weep.  Speak a word of healing to those who struggle with acute illness, chronic disability or frightening diagnoses.  Speak a word of courage to all who experience the stress of transition, or who view change as threat rather than opportunity.  Speak a word of comfort to all who grieve the death of loved ones, especially Pat and Don Milloy and family in the death of their daughter-in-law, Darlene; and Mildred Jansen and family in the death of Joe Jansen.  Speak your still, small voice of hope to those who suffer the effects of earthquakes, tornados and floods.  Speak your word of peace to nations at war and people caught in the violence of political change.   

Gracious God, in the midst of a changing world, grant us wisdom and courage for the living of these days.  Draw us together in the common bonds of faith and friendship, of praise and proclamation.  Help us be the church you want us to be, a church as generous and just as the grace you have shown us in Jesus Christ, our risen Lord.  

Now, as Jesus taught, so we are bold to pray the prayer he taught his disciples saying, Our Father…

“Why Does the Church Exist?”   


Ephesians 1:11-23; Matthew 16:13-26
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