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“ . . . and when the Sabbath came, he entered the synagogue and taught.”
When I was reading this Scripture passage, using the Bible I was given at ordination, I glanced at the notes at the bottom of the page.  It says, “The synagogue is the village assembly, here gathering on the Sabbath; at this time village assemblies apparently did not yet construct public buildings in which to gather.”

According to the Bible commentary series, Sacra Pagina, the word synagogue (from the Greek sunagōgē, meaning “assembling”) can either mean a gathering of people or the place where people gather.  So the Greek is ambiguous.  If we look to the archeological record, synagogue buildings become plentiful in Palestine during the 3rd century, but only four sites have been excavated that date to the 1st century or earlier.  Where either rooms or buildings are thought to have been synagogues.  Even these four are uncertain.  The earliest one we are confident was a synagogue dates to 245 AD.
So the short of it is that we just don’t know when synagogues started to be built.  What we can say (again, from Sacra Pagina) is that in Mark’s Gospel Jesus appears in synagogues early on, but after his rejection in the synagogue in Nazareth he never enters one.  From that point on in Mark’s gospel, the synagogue symbolizes hostility.
This abandonment of the synagogue by Jesus brought to mind two books that I  read in the past year.  One is very evangelical; the other is by an Episcopal priest.  The first is called, So You Don’t Want to Go to Church Anymore.
  The author, Wayne Jacobsen, became disillusioned with what he calls organized religion, and came to the conclusion that it is not really necessary – in fact, it can be counterproductive – to go to church on Sunday.
Now you might wonder about the mental acuity of a priest preaching from a book that tells you not to bother with church.  And what Sunday does he choose?  Well, Super Bowl Sunday, of course!  What better day?  It’s enough to make his wife crawl under her pew.  Along with a couple of wardens.
But in reading the book, I realized that the author and I shared the same goal.  To bring people to Jesus, to follow his way.  We had just come to diametrically opposing views on the approach.  He suggests people leave church; I want them to come.  But I also realized that to accomplish my goal, I should listen carefully to what he finds “wrong” with organized religion.
Let’s start with his idea of “going to church.”  He writes, “Asking me where I go to church is like asking me where I go to Jacobsen.  How do I answer that?  I am a Jacobsen, and where I go a Jacobsen is.  “Church” is that kind of word.  It doesn’t identify a location or an institution.  It describes a people and how they relate to one another.  If we lose sight of that, our understanding of the church will be distorted and we’ll miss out on much of its joy.”
Jacobsen continues, “I know it may sound only like quibbling over words, but words are important.  When we only ascribe the term “church” to weekend gatherings or institutions that have organized themselves as “churches,” we miss out on what it means to live as Christ’s body.  It will give us a false sense of security to think that by attending a meeting once a week, we are participating in God’s church . . .”
“ . . .  The idea that those who gather on Sunday mornings to watch a praise concert and listen to a teaching are part of the church and those who do not, are not, would be foreign to Jesus.  The issue is not where we are at a given time during the weekend, but how we are living in him and with other believers all week long.”

I agree with much of what he says here.  In a way we’re back to the meaning of synagogue.  The root meaning is in assembling, a gathering of people.  Not a place.  And we know the same is true of church.  I think we’ve all been taught, at one time or other, that “church” is the body of Christ, the assembly of believers.  Not the bricks and mortar building where we gather.  The question is whether it is beneficial or counterproductive to come together as St Paul’s each Sunday.
Let’s look at his dissatisfaction with organized religion.  “Power games” was one issue, and we’ve all seen it.  Burn out – excessive demands by church leadership – is another.  Manipulation.  Using guilt to make people conform to a particular view of Christianity.  An unwillingness to deal with people who are really the lost – the beggar who smells bad and is obnoxious and is trying to con you.  Hypocrisy.  Gossip and backbiting and factions.  Grandstanding and sheep stealing.
OK, before you all go out and buy this book I need to tell you something.  This list of problems with organized religion, well, I started with his.  But I couldn’t help but add to it.  So some of this list is mine.  Once I was on a roll it was hard to stop.  Lord knows, if we want to keep people from leaving church, there is plenty to work on.
The other book is by an Episcopal priest, Barbara Brown Taylor.  Called, Leaving Church.
  I love much of the book, as do many Episcopal priests, because she knows us.  But I was, and remain, troubled by a part of her book.  She writes of a former parishioner, whom she met years after he had moved away.  After catching up, Barbara Brown Taylor asked him where he was going to church.

She writes, “With no hesitation, he said that he was not going anywhere.  His life was full.  His work was valuable.  He spent his days with people of many faiths and no faith at all, who gave him ample opportunity to practice his own . . . [He said], ‘After a lot of listening I think I finally heard the gospel.  The good news of God in Christ is . . . there is nothing outside of you that you still need – no approval from the authorities, no attendance at temple, no key truth hidden in the tenth chapter of some sacred book.  In your life right now, God has given you everything that you need to be human.’”
Then Barbara Brown Taylor writes her own thoughts:  “ . . . the way many of us are doing church is broken and we know it, even if we do not know what to do about it.  We proclaim the priesthood of all believers while we continue living with a hierarchical clergy, liturgy, and architecture.  We follow a Lord who challenged the religious and political institutions of his time while we fund and defend our own.  We speak and sing of divine transformation while we do everything in our power to maintain our equilibrium.”

So should we all pack up and go home right now?  I don’t think so.  Not by a long shot.  Speaking for myself, I need the church.  I need our own species of organized religion.  I need to come here, week in, week out, praying with you, hearing God’s word with you, confessing our faith and my sins with you, being absolved with you, saying the Lord’s Prayer with you, receiving Christ’s body and blood with you.  And I know I am not alone in this need.
But there is truth in both books – in Barbara Brown Taylor’s and in Wayne Jacobsen’s.  We are called to live out our Christian lives the other six days of the week.  We are called to be the Church, not just to go to church.

I’d like to share a story that shows us how this is done.  It’s a story about two people, a man and a woman, who had been having a challenging time with life.  His career wasn’t going the way he hoped, and he found himself stocking shelves in a grocery store.  Earning $5.50 per hour.

Her life, though, was worse.  Her son had been dropped by her husband when he was 4 months old.  The baby suffered severe brain damage and both of his retinas were ruptured.  Her husband couldn’t come to grips with this, and left her when she was 8 months pregnant with their second child.

She was a former Marine, and did what she had to do.  She moved back home with her parents, 8 months pregnant with a brain damaged son in tow.  She completed her nursing training, with the help of student loans and food stamps.
The two, the man and the woman, met at a country bar.  The spark was there, and they began going together.  But life continued to be hard.  Her parents were killed in a tornado in Arkansas, just a year into their retirement.  Their death hit them both hard, but God came to the man during this dark period.  He embraced Christianity in 1996, and the two were married the next year.  He adopted her two children, and they were blessed with five more.

I wonder if you know the couple I’m talking about.  Kurt and Brenda Warner.  Kurt Warner, the quarterback for the Arizona Cardinals.  Who will be playing in the Super Bowl this afternoon.
You know, I really hope the Cardinals win today.  But if they don’t, one thing is for certain.  God is with Kurt Warner and with his wife Brenda, now and always.  See, they didn’t just go to church.  They were church, in the way they lived their lives.
How do I know?  Easy.  After Kurt Warner led the Rams to victory in the 2000 NFC Championship game, 10-year old Zachary (their brain damaged son) gave Kurt a hand-made card. It was done in Rams blue and gold.  Inside he had written, “You’re as good a dad as you are a quarterback!”

That is being church.

1 Peter 2: 4 says, “Come to him, a living stone, though rejected by mortals yet chosen and precious in God’s sight, and like living stones, let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.”

It brings to mind Psalm 127.  “Unless the Lord builds the house, those who build it labor in vain.”  We are not called to build the house, but to be the house.  Like living stones, to be built into a spiritual house, into the church, into the body of Christ.

Let us go to church, and let us encourage others to come with us.  But above all, let us remember the reason we do.  Let us be the church.
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