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unChristian 

This week, Kerry and I will celebrate the 9th anniversary of our first date and the 3rd anniversary of our marriage.  That had me thinking about the early days of our relationship.  Kerry told me we’d have to live by two rules if we were going to be together—1) Kerry gets what Kerry wants, and 2) Kerry’s always right.  

That seemed like a small price to pay to date such a pretty girl, so I agreed.  As the years went by, though, the price kept increasing.  One evening I was at her apartment watching a game, but she came in and changed it to one of her home design shows. 

“Uh, I was watching a game,” I said.  

“What are the rules?” she responded.  “Kerry gets what Kerry wants, and Kerry’s always right.”

So I eventually wised up.  When it was time to get married, I drafted a Bill of Rights.  Article 1: Stephen will be allowed the HD-capable television for all North Carolina and West Virginia games. Article 2: Stephen shall not be subjected to Kerry’s “puppy eyes” and “pout-y lower lip” more times than is reasonably necessary.  Kerry will reserve these expressions for important occasions, as they cannot be resisted.  Article 3: Kerry will make her famous fried chicken no fewer than 10 times per year.  Article 4: Stephen will be allowed to purchase basketball shoes out of his personal checking funds without undue heckling. Article 5: Kerry shall not take retribution against Stephen for proposing this Bill of Rights, for it is in her best interest to have a happy husband.   

And it’s worked out pretty well.  Not only in the context of our relationship, but it was a learning moment for me too.  Something wasn’t right—I didn’t have any rights.  I imagined how that could change—by having a Bill of Rights.  And my imagination led to a new reality—Kerry agreed to the Bill of Rights.  

Here’s my point: Imagination precedes reality.  When faced with a problem, we imagine a solution and then work to make it reality.  

For the past three weeks, we’ve discussed the problem we face as Christians—people don’t come to church because they don’t think Christians act like Christ.  They think we’re unChristian.  And we’ve tested our theological imagination by reading familiar Bible stories in new ways.  

First, we read the story of 100 sheep.  When one became lost or strayed from the group, what does the Bible tell us to do?  Go get that lost sheep.  Second, we read the story of the Samaritan woman at the well.  Jesus and the woman had an honest conversation with each other that did what?  It changed both of their lives forever.  Third, we read Micah, which told us to do what three things?   Do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with God.  In other words, being in right relationship is more important than what?  Being right.  Fourth, we read today from Romans, which reminds us that once we’ve discerned, or faithfully imagined, what God is calling us to, then we’ve got to get to work.  Because, it is hard to be a Christian!  It’s easy to be unChristian.  It’s hard to be Christian!  We addressed this topic at the Presbytery meeting we hosted this week.    

We gathered in small groups to talk about the future of the Presbytery.  People wrote down their responses anonymously, and we compiled them as we try and find ways to do better ministry across the state.  One question was, “What will our Presbytery look like to the next generation?”

The responses fell on two nearly equal sides—those who said our Presbytery would die, and those who said it would be more alive than ever.  Here are some of the comments from people who said, in one way or another, that the end is near: 

· There will be more tattoos and computers, and the church won’t have any personal touch

· The church will be very small or non-existent 

· If we don’t change it will look like it does now, only much smaller. 

· Our church (Union) won’t be here.  

Not everyone felt that way.  The other half, in response to the question “What will our Presbytery look like to the next generation?” said it will look better than ever, with comments like this:

· Proactive rather than reactive

· It will nourish people’s souls

· Better communication thanks to technology

So which side do you take?  Will the church disappear during the next generation, or will it be more faithful than ever?  I must confess that I’ve found myself in both places.  On bad days, I fear that the church won’t survive another generation.  But on good days, good weeks, good months, when the church works together to accomplish a task and becomes energized for ministry, like you’ve done over the past two months, I believe the church’s future couldn’t be any brighter.  

The secret for me in my relationship with Kerry was to imagine a way things could be better than ever, the Bill of Rights, and then make that a reality.  The same is true for us.  We’ve imagined a way towards faithfulness for the church that is compassionate, honest, and focused on relationships, and that’s the way we’ll strike through those letters “u” and “n” to make the church Christian once again.    

My job, as your pastor, is to equip you for that work.  One of the lessons I’ve learned from our study of unChristian is that I need to do a better job equipping you for ministry.  So I’m not here today asking for a Bill of Rights; I’m here offering a sincere bill of goods.  I’m here offering you ways to live out the Scriptures, and it’s up to you to make it real.  

If you need to reach out and help someone, come to the CROP Walk next week.  All you have to do is walk and remind people about the need to feed the hungry. 

If you need some personal soul care, make an appointment with me for a “check-up.”  We’ll talk through what’s going on in your life, we’ll pray about it, and we’ll find a way forward.  

If you have experienced a loss that is holding you back from being the person you want to be, come to Grief Recovery Outreach (GRO).  Have an honest conversation like Jesus did with the woman at the well, and in so doing you will find yourself changed, ready to minister to others.  

If you feel disconnected from God, be here in worship every week.  Every week.  Not just when you feel like it, but especially when you don’t.  Come and worship God, for that is the surest path back to God.  

We’ve imagined a more faithful church together.  Now, make it reality.  In the face of being called unChristian, be Christian.  Follow Christ.  When someone does you wrong, do them right.  When you are judged, refuse to return the favor.  When someone calls you a hypocrite, admit it.  When someone picks a fight, make peace.  Follow Christ.  Be a Christian.  Amen.  

