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“Lift Up the Hurting” 

By now I’m guessing you heard the news that last Tuesday the Presbyterian 

Church (USA) voted to change the definition of marriage found in our Book of 

Order (that’s churchy talk for our constitution). The approval came after a 

majority of presbyteries approved the change.  The old language of marriage 

being between a man and a woman now states that marriage is between two 

people, traditionally a man and a woman.  The amendment allows Teaching 

Elders wider discretion in whose weddings they can conduct and gives Sessions 

wider discretion in whose weddings it may host. That discretion could include 

same gender marriages in states where that is permitted. As you know, Illinois 

allows same gender marriage and Missouri does not.  It does not mean I have to 

officiate at a wedding no matter who asks me, that discretion is always mine to 

make, nor does it mean that anyone who wants to get married here can – that 

discretion always remains with the session. 

It just so happens that on the day the amendment was approved, Brian Ellison, 

the Executive Director of Covenant Network, a PC(USA) organization that has long 

worked for the full inclusion of LGBTQ people in the church – of which Faith Des 

Peres is a member, was preaching in front of 600 Presbyterians who were 

gathered at the Next Conference in Chicago.  Next is also a PC(USA) organization 

but their mission is to spark people’s imaginations about what is next for the 

church.  In other words, they’re gathering people to talk about how to be a church 

in the future, for the next generation. 

In his sermon, Brian said: “When the amendment passes, someone will put it on 

Facebook, someone will Tweet it out – that will be me, actually – and the church 

will be forever changed. In that moment, some, many, will say that the church has 

turned around, broken new ground, gone down a profoundly different path. And 

they’ll be saying that with joy or anger, with tears of a hope you’ve long 



envisioned finally being realized or with tears of your worst fears coming true. 

And the church will be forever changed. 

Or will it, he asked?” 

Or will it? 

It just so happens (and by the way, John Calvin would never say anything just 

happens – he would say all of this was providential, and maybe it was) because it 

just so happens that when the amendment actually passed, Diana Butler Bass, a 

scholar of the history of religion and a well-respected author who writes about 

what is next for Christian church (she herself is Episcopalian), was speaking to that 

same group of Presbyterians.  Bass graciously made space during her presentation 

for a spontaneous celebration of marriage equality among the NEXT Church 

attendees when that news broke on Twitter and Facebook. And then she deftly 

turned back to her subject: With changes like that, what’s next, for the PC(USA) 

and other denominations, and for people increasingly uncomfortable with the 

orbit of organized religion? 

What’s next? 

Among the points she made: 

 Transforming the church is a process, and it will include loss, grief, and 

closing down.  She uses the terms letting go, letting be, and letting 

something new come. 

 Denominations talk endlessly about the crisis (and you know the statistics), 

but have not admitted that we’ve failed to meaningfully communicate what 

a life of faith means in the world in which we live.  This a really key and 

important point for Presbyterians and especially for progressive Christians.  

We don’t know how to talk about our faith in a meaningful way, and we’re 

afraid that if we do talk about our faith we’ll come as pushy or strong-

arming people.  We had a very long conversation about this at Session on 

Thursday.  We’re deathly afraid that if we talk about our faith we’ll come 

across as strong-arming people, so we choose to say nothing at all.  But 

friends, if we’re to grow this church – and growth is one of the two goals 

coming out of the Vision 20/20 process, we have got to learn to talk about 

our faith in a meaningful way.  Staying silent is not an option. And there is a 



happy medium between talking about our faith and strong-arming people. 

(Helps me to center; Anne Lamott quote)   

 Bass made the point that progress means having the ability to walk into the 

future to create a world of hope and joy.  Having the ability – that includes 

teaching you how to talk about your faith without strong-arming people. 

 Her last point was really more of a question for the people gathered at 

Next, and it’s a question that you all need to ask and answer about Faith 

Des Peres: do you want to be part of a denomination that has to sell off a 

lot of real estate (knowing that some day that real estate could be 11155 

Clayton Road), or do you want to be what Bass calls a “pilgrim church”.    

A pilgrim church is one that is innovative, experiential, and where people who are 

looking for an experience of transcendence can make a connection with God.  You 

might think of these people as the “spiritual but not religious” crowd, which is 

growing in numbers, and is often misunderstood by the crowd that can and 

always has found God in the institutional church.    Institutional religion types– 

and that includes many of us in this room– often disparage the “spiritual but not 

religious” crowd as being overly individualistic, consumeristic, new-agey, Oprah 

fans who don’t have the discipline or commitment to build and sustain a 

community over time.  

Perhaps there is some truth to that, but overall I think that criticism is unfair. As 

Bass writes, “the word ‘spiritual’ is both a critique of institutional religion and a 

longing for meaningful connection.” “People come to church looking for an 

experience of transcendence, a connection to God and to other people, and often 

they find instead rules and dogma and buildings and structure. We could argue 

that you need the latter in order to have the former, but sometimes we get so 

caught up in the latter we never get to the former. It’s like the finger and the 

moon. The church is the finger. Jesus is the moon. People come looking for Jesus, 

and we give them the church.” 

Now, we talked some about this at our Vision 20/20 gatherings.  It’s agreed that 

we do a very good job at appealing to people like us, which is to say upper middle 

class, educated, raised in the church people.  And people like us do find God here 

in our well-crafted liturgy, traditional music and service, and manuscripted 

sermons.  But our demographic is shrinking.  The pool from which we can draw 



from is getting smaller.  This is a fact.  So if we want to grow, we need to do 

something different to attract a demographic that may or may not connect with 

God in well-crafted liturgy, traditional music and service, and manuscripted 

sermons.  There’s just no way around it.  Sorry, folks, if you don’t want to hear 

that.  But it’s true.  Hence the stage of grief and loss that Bass refers to. 

Feel free to push back on that thesis, by the way.  Some of the Session did 

Thursday night.  I can take it, and the conversation we’ll have will be a good one, 

and one that we all need to have. 

At Session when I got some push back on that, I used the example of me deciding 

to go to the YMCA.  So most of you know that I don’t exercise.  Occasionally in my 

life I’ve dabbled in it here and there, but it’s mostly been very short bursts – 

usually post pregnancy when I feel this need to get my body back in shape.  So 

I’ve joined the Y in order to exercise.  Not to meet people, not to support the Y 

(even though it’s a worthy organization and does great things), but to exercise.  

Now, once I’m there, had I stayed long enough, I may have chosen to get involved 

with other programs that Y offers or event support them with my money.  But I 

went to exercise, not to support them in what they were already doing. 

Likewise, there are people who do feel a longing, a need to connect with God and 

with Jesus, and who are drawn to a church (mostly b/c someone has invited 

them), to find that connection.  They don’t come to participate in our programs, 

or serve on our committees, or give us their money, they come because they have 

a longing to connect with God.  If they find that connection, the other things will 

often follow.  But that’s not their primary purpose in coming.  They come because 

they wish to see Jesus, just like those Greeks in John’s gospel.  “Sir, we wish to see 

Jesus,” they tell Phillip.  Will they find him here? 

I don’t ask you this to put you, or me, on the defensive.  We preach Jesus and 

hopefully offer a worship service that mediates an experience of God – for us. 

I ask you this because if we’re going to commit to growth, we need to know that 

we’ll be challenged, all of us.  It’s challenging for me to offer a service different 

than the one we offer.  It might be challenging for you to attend one.  Are you 

willing to experience a different type of worship service, like one that doesn’t 

have a sermon and maybe only includes prayers – like we experienced on the 

Sunday we were in the Gathering Space when it snowed?  Not every Sunday, but 



some of them.  Are you willing to experience a service that asks you to talk to one 

another, rather than being consumers of what I tell you?  Are you willing to talk 

about your faith with the person sitting a few pews in front of you?  Are you 

willing to come in on a Sunday and find the pews aren’t facing forward but are 

maybe rearranged so that you can see one another’s faces?   

Are you willing to be challenged in other areas, too?  We’ve talked a lot at the 

Vision 20/20 gatherings about being intentionally invitational – And we’ve been 

challenged, because we’ve learned that we aren’t always as welcoming as we 

think we are, especially with people who don’t look and think like us or whose 

experience in life is different than ours.  We’ve learned that churches that rely on 

white anglo-saxons for membership are a dying bunch because the world’s only 

getting more diverse.  Are you ready to be challenged in this area? 

You know, a few years ago when the symphony was losing patrons and therefore 

money, they knew they had to offer something different than their regular fair of 

concerts – because those concerts only attracted a certain demographic.  So they 

started offering things like Circus Flora performing while the symphony played, or 

watching a movie while the symphony played to the soundtrack.  They offered 

casual concerts in the summer.  They didn’t ditch their traditional concerts, but 

they did expand and diversify what they do in order to appeal to a changing 

demographic with the same high quality they always have but in a different way.  

Friends, what I’m suggesting we do here is no different.  And look at the 

symphony – they’re doing well these days.   

And in case you think what I’m saying is blasphemous, I want to draw your 

attention to the other reading we heard today from Jeremiah.  In that reading, 

the Babylonians have razed the temple, King Zedekiah has been dragged off in 

chains, and the symbols of God’s faithfulness have been destroyed.  The people 

faced a crisis.  Not only had they lost their power and prestige and security, they 

also believed that God had left them.  But Jeremiah claims to them that “Friends, 

God didn’t leave you.  God is with you.  And not only is God with you, but God will 

bring hope where there isn’t any, God will bring life out of death, and God will 

make a way where there is a new way, because God is making a new covenant 

with you, one that is more appropriate for your new living situation.  And that 

covenant won’t be written on stone tablets, it will be written on your hearts.  No 



longer will you just know about God – you will know God, with all the intimacy 

and connection that entails. 

The same parallel could be made with the contemporary church.  God is still with 

us, in all the forms we take.  But God also calls us to a new covenant, one that is 

more appropriate for our living situation in the 21st century. 

Just after I wrapped up this sermon, I got an email from the Gathering.  The 

Gathering is a United Methodist Church that started 7 or 8 years ago in an old 

Methodist church on McCausland.  They now have 4 locations in Clayton, 

Webster, the SLU campus and the original on McCausland.  They’ll have Easter 

worship at Powell Hall for the 2nd year in a row, and judging by the pictures, they 

fill the joint. 

Here’s what their pastor wrote in his weekly email:   

Dear Gathering Community,  

I am sitting in the Central Library in downtown St. Louis. As 

many of you know, this building was reopened just a little more 

than 2 years ago after a $70 million dollar remodel. It is an 

incredible place, mixing modern technology with 100 year-old 

architecture. I was reminded that no matter how beautifully 

built, all structures need to be remodeled and renovated-- not 

simply back to their former glory – but in a way that is relevant 

to new generations of people. Underneath the old marble floors 

of the 1st level, a library employee (who also goes to The 

Gathering) showed me a lower level outfitted with computer 

collaboration pods and a recording studio. Amazing. 

Making something old, new again. Sounds like what we are 

called to do with our faith. In fact, this is the reason The 

Gathering exists – to create a Christian community that is 

compelling for new generations of people in St. Louis. We aren’t 

just called to practice faith the way we have always liked it but 

to do it in a way that invites new people along for the journey. 



It used to be that the phrase “Sir, we wish to see Jesus” was inscribed on pulpits.  

And that was appropriate, because in the good old days that’s where people 

came to find Jesus. But now, not so much.   

So the question I ask you, and the one I want you to seriously consider, is are you 

willing to inscribe that question somewhere else, or in another way, for the 1000s 

of “Greeks” in our community who wish to see Jesus?  Are you willing to show 

them Jesus?  Because it’s not going to be easy to grow.  I believe you are capable 

of being more, and I believe and God is calling us to be more.   

Are you willing? 

Amen.     

       

That is the reason I look forward to Easter every year. We will 

gather and read the 2000 year old story. We will sing old songs 

and share in ancient rituals. But we will do it in a way that is 

engaging, exciting and relevant to those who feel far away from 

God. But, no matter how great the worship might be and how 

powerful the story – it all begins outside those walls. It has to 

begin with an invitation. Because it isn’t the grand spaces or the 

beautiful music that first engages new people, it’s you. It is our 

simple conversations and our intentional invitations – our 

willingness to invite others to come and see what we have found 

meaningful. That is where faith begins, and how it is passed 

down to new people. Ultimately what makes The Gathering 

compelling is you, your energy, your enthusiasm, and your 

willingness to ask others to come along with you. 

 


