
Rev. Dr. Anne Epling 

Faith Des Peres Presbyterian Church 

June 1, 2014 

1st in a series/Practicing Our Faith 

“Practice Makes Perfect?” 

A couple weeks ago the Public Religion Research Institute published a new study 

about church attendance.  You may have read about it in last week’s Post 

Dispatch.  Brilliantly titled “I Know What You Did Last Sunday,” the study shows 

that Americans are fibbing when it comes to admitting how often they go to 

church. 

How do the researchers know? Well, they conducted two types of surveys — one 

over the phone and one online — in which they asked the exact same questions 

about going to church. When participants had to provide answers to a human 

being over the phone, they were much more likely to inflate their church 

attendance numbers. But when they were in front of a computer, they were more 

likely to admit that they rarely, if ever, go to church. 

The inflation rate was somewhere around 30%.   

So why would people overstate how often they go to church?  Well, the study 

comes to the conclusion that people inflate their attendance numbers because 

going to church is still a socially desirable thing to do in America, even though 

many people say that religious values matter less than they used to and the 

country is becoming more secular.  

In a recent “Interfaith Voices” podcast on this subject, the interviewer asked the 

study’s author why church attendance is still given so much weight.  Why is it still 

so socially desirable for people to be thought of as church-goers?  Is it a true 

measure of how pious one is, she asked? 

The study’s author didn’t think so, and I would have to say that I agree with him.  

Going to church doesn’t make someone pious, any more than owning a pair of 

running shoes makes one a runner. 



But, just like it’s essential to own a pair of running shoes in order to be a runner, 

going to church is an essential part of being a Christian.  Why?  

Because going to church is one way we practice our faith.  And practicing is 

important, and vital to our faith.  You know, sometimes we take this faith thing 

for granted.  We think that it’s something that should come naturally, or that 

shouldn’t need to take too much effort.  But in order to be good at something, we 

need to practice it.  If you want to be a good runner, you run.  You go to practice.  

If you want to be a good musician, you practice.  If you want to be a good dancer, 

you practice. 

Faith is no different.  If you want to be a good Christian, you practice.  Does this 

mean you can’t be a good Christian if you don’t practice?  No.  But when the going 

gets tough, you need a solid foundation, and practicing lays a solid foundation. 

Hence the reason for this summer sermon series on practicing our faith . . 

.because of all us, myself included, are always in need of a stronger foundation.  

Some of the practices we’ll look at this summer include the act of listening; saying 

thank you; shaping our communities; keeping Sabbath; using technology; and 

saying yes and saying no.    It’s my hope that these practices will help all of us 

make some changes in our spiritual lives, and in the satisfaction we take in our 

relationship with God and God’s world. 

It is no way my intention that these practices will become a yardstick for 

measuring your own faithfulness.  Under no circumstances should you leave 

worship and think, “Well, I’m not very good at that practice so I guess I’m not a 

very good Christian.”  These practices don’t always come naturally, for you or for 

me.  That’s why we practice them.   

When asked about her faith, Maya Angelou once said, “I’m grateful to be a 

practicing Christian.”  She goes on to say, “I’m always amazed when people say, ‘I 

am a Christian.’ I think, ‘Already?  Becoming a Christian is an ongoing process.  

You know, you keep trying.  And blowing it and trying and blowing it.”   

I love that quote from her, because it’s so true. 

This morning we heard the story of Jacob wrestling with God; a person who blows 

it and tries it time after time.  Jacob, you might recall, was a trickster and conniver 

and cheat.  He tricked his brother Esau out of his birthright, he ran away from 



home after doing that, he moved in with his Uncle Laban and married both of his 

daughters, and then he ran away from Laban only to fear that Esau was going to 

come after him and kill him.  Over and over again Jacob practiced this faith thing, 

trying it and blowing it and trying it and blowing it.  And when we meet up with 

him today he has the gall to demand a blessing from God and wrestles God to get 

it.  Now, Jacob walked away with his blessing, but he also walked away from that 

wrestling match limping, with a new name and a new mission.  He was a changed 

person because he made the decision to live life differently.      

And that, my friends, is important to note.  Because practicing begins with the 

decision to practice.  For example, as much as I might want to become a 

marathon runner, the first thing I need to do to make that happen, is to decide 

I’m going to practice.  And that decision means that something in my life probably 

needs to change.   

Now in the church we have a really fancy word for change.  You know what it is?  

It’s repent.  Repent.  That might sound strange to you since most people associate 

the word repent with guilt.  After all, don’t people repent because they want to 

absolve themselves of guilt over something they’ve done?  But John the Baptist’s 

call to repent actually has very little to do with guilt.  For John, repentance is an 

action.  John Howard Yoder, a Biblical scholar, has written that “To repent is not 

to feel bad, but to think differently, and therefore to act differently.”   

When John the Baptist hollered, “Repent!”, he spoke in Aramaic, and the Aramaic 

word for repent is, “Shuv!” I like that, because if someone shoves you in your 

back, you’re likely to turn around and see who did it.  And that’s exactly what 

repent means – to turn around, do a 180, head in a different direction, stop 

spending immense time and energy doing whatever you’re doing that’s leading 

you away from God and do something else that leads you closer to God.   

And that’s what a practice is meant to do.  A practice should bring you closer to 

God; it should make you more aware of God in your life.  A Christian practice 

shouldn’t be something we do out of a sense of obedience or duty to God; but 

should be something we do that makes us aware of God’s grace, mercy, and love 

in our lives and in the lives of others.   

So I’ll give an example of this.  A silly example, but a practice nonetheless.   



You know those Flat Jesuses we’ve been encouraging you to carry around this 

summer?  Well, I took Jesus to the Bring Back Our Girls Rally that Tola’s Nigerian 

group sponsored, and I took Jesus last Sunday to Jefferson Barracks with the boys 

and Margaret. 

And while at first I’ll admit that having a little cut out of Jesus with me felt a little 

silly and maybe awkward, the longer I held Jesus in my hand, the more awareness 

I had that I was there at that rally, and at JB, not just as a concerned citizen but as 

a concerned Christian.  It’s hard not to hold that Flat Jesus in your hand and not 

think about God, and pray that God will help those girls, and that God calls me as 

a Christian to speak up for those girls.  Because as a Christian, I don’t believe that 

Jesus would ever deny an education for those girls, and I do believe that God is 

with those girls in their captivity. 

At Jefferson Barracks, as those graves went on and on and on, I reflected on God’s 

presence with those soldiers during their darkest moments, and that Christ calls 

us to build a kingdom of peace.  So how do I as a Christian do that when war is a 

reality? 

Who isn’t to say that carrying Flat Jesus with you this summer can’t be a practice?  

I think lots of things we do can be a practice if it’s something that helps us to 

experience God’s presence in our lives and in the lives of others, and also calls us 

to participate in God’s ongoing mission in the world.  

Getting back to that study about church attendance, regular worship is one of the 

best ways you can practice your faith.  For a number of reasons.  First, we weren’t 

meant to go it alone.  We need the encouragement and fellowship and company 

of other people of faith.  One the saddest things for me is when someone stops 

coming to church because they feel like their faith doesn’t measure up, or they’re 

having serious doubts, or their life is a mess and they feel like they need to have 

everything squared away to come to church.  Nothing could be further from the 

truth.  The church has always been a place where imperfect people gather.  And it 

should be.  And, you need the company of other people of faith on those days 

when you don’t have any.  Because they have it to give, and good people of faith 

are willing to share and don’t judge. 

Another reason why it’s important to go to church is that church is a place where 

we learn.  We hear God’s Word here, and we wrestle with that Word here.  



Sometimes we’re challenged here; sometimes we learn something new; 

sometimes we’re reminded of something old.  Does this mean you can’t learn 

elsewhere on your own?  Nope.  You can walk into any bookstore and find a 

number of books about Christianity or the Bible, and some of them are good and 

some of them are bad.  And you can go home and read that book and learn from 

that book, even the bad ones.  And you should read.  But after a while, you need 

the company of other learners.  You need to share your thoughts with others, and 

you need to hear what others are thinking, too.  We grow in our faith by listening 

to and learning from other people, even those with whom we disagree.  

Sometimes especially from those with whom we disagree. 

So, as you all know, you write down every week on the friendship pads your 

attendance – which makes it hard to fib.  But what you probably don’t know is 

that every week, oddly enough, Bilbo Baggins signs in for worship.  Yes, Bilbo 

Baggins, the Hobbit hero from JRR Tolkien’s “The Hobbit”.  Sometimes he even 

desires a call.  What I didn’t know until this past week is that Hobbits don’t 

receive gifts on their birthdays, they give gifts to others.    

So this summer, consider giving the gift practicing your faith . . .to yourself.  When 

you are in town, come to worship.  When you’re out of town, try a new practice.  

Or, try a practice that doesn’t come naturally for you. 

Give yourself the gift of faith.  It’s the best gift you can give yourself.  

Amen.   

 

    


