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I will build my church and the gates of Hades will



not prevail against it.







Matthew 16:16


Does the church have a future?  What kind of ominous question is that for Reformation Sunday, a day on which we celebrate the church and its grand history?  Does the church have a future?  The answer is by no means obvious.  


Diane Butler Bass, a student of revivals and awakenings in American history, claims that "in the last dozen years American religion has changed in more dramatic and in more seemingly negative ways than in any other period in American history." Some of the predictions seem dire.  Michael Spencer, writing in the Christian Science Monitor, says it is not only the mainline churches which are in crises, but even the evangelical churches who have tied themselves too closely to political conservatism and are seen by many as a threat to progress, bad for children and bad for society.  "Intolerance of Christianity," he writes, "will rise to levels many of us have not believed possible in our lifetime." 


Of course these doomsayers are countered by more optimistic voices, who see the changes as offering new possibilities. Brian McLaren, whose books on the church's future we have studied zealously here, gave a talk to the staff at Presbyterian denominational headquarters suggesting that we are poised to provide a powerful Christian witness, if we, like our forbears during the Reformation, embrace the change around us.  John Calvin was an edgy young innovator, who capitalized on the technological innovations of his time, especially the printing press.  The publication of the Institutes at age 26, revealed a reformer who desired not only to engage theological issues, but the world in which he lived, and who wrestled with everything from unfair banking and loan practices, to the health and sanitation needs of Geneva.  


Others optimistically remind us, that there are pockets of vitality—in mega churches and in some local congregations, however religion is faring in Europe and N. America.  And moreover, there is extraordinary growth of Christianity in S. America, Asia and especially Africa, as we'll hear again from our Ethiopian partners when Tariku visits us this week.   


Does the church have a future?    If you've been around for a while, you sense the church is changing, maybe even troubled, if not our local church, then elsewhere in our denomination or nation.   For many of us, joining the church was a significant milestone, the culmination of a long communicant's class.  We remember a church that was a visible, strong presence in our communities.  Increasingly, though, in an ever more pluralistic culture, we realize those around us don't all accept the Christian framework.  The spiritual and moral narratives drawn  from the story of Jesus which we thought held us together don't attract anything like the same commitment they once did.  Churches that don't understand that are becoming as sadly out of touch as the printed word.    

Recent statistics reveal some startling data.   Though the United States still is the country with the largest Christian presence in the world, that is changing.  For example, in 1960, 98% of American claimed they were absolutely certain God existed.  In 2011, only 65% said that, and if you look at those under 30, only 44% feel confident God exists.  The Gallup Poll for years has said about 40% of the population goes to church on Sunday, based on self reporting, and there was a certain sanguine feeling that the US was the exception to the secularization process seen in Europe.  But guess what?   We lie. Recent surveyors have discovered that Americans, when asked about church attendance, are 3x more likely to exaggerate it than their European counterparts.  O, I go a couple of times a month, when in fact it may be every other month.  Deliberate deception.  Kidding yourself.  Recently studies say attendance is more likely 20-25%, and the numbers have been dropping.  


66% percent of the population said they were Protestants in 1960, now if it less than 50%.  The Presbyterian Church (USA) has dropped from 4.2 million to 2 million persons since the reunion of the northern and southern churches in 1983.  But it is not only the mainline, but even denominations like the Southern Baptists, and the conservative Missouri Synod Lutherans which have been among the fastest declining. Only the Hispanic religious community—whether Catholic or Pentecostal—is growing. The most significant change has been the dramatic increase in the "NONES" those who say they have no religious affiliation.  These are not necessarily people with no spirituality, but just those with no active involvement in any religious community.  The numbers have quadrupled in a decade.  And some of them are likely our children, who we carefully brought to Sunday School all those years, but who have not drifted back into church in the ways previous generations did. 


What's going on? Some of this may reflect the anti-institutional thrust of our times, and the church has always been an easy target.  It is sometimes said that Jesus came proclaiming the coming of the Kingdom of God, but instead what came was the church.  Then there is the messy humanness of the Christian community may explain some of the change.  You know the old but true saying


To dwell above with saints I love, well that will be pure glory.


But to dwell below with saints I know, now that's another story 

The comment of Bill Gates is even more telling of the spirit of the times: "Just in terms of the allocation of time resources, religion is not very efficient.  There's a lot more I could be doing on a Sunday morning." Not hostility, just indifference, irrelevance.  

It is in this context, then, that we look at Matthew 16, our text for today, and perhaps the most thoroughly interpreted section of the gospel.  Having listened to teaching which was forcefully authoritative, and seeing the power of Jesus demonstrated in a series of miracles, the disciples are asked to declare who they think Jesus is.  Peter, the impetuous, the one who always raises his hand first, gets it right, "You are the Christ, the son of the Living God."  You are the "answer," the one we have been searching for, the remedy to what has been troubling us. But then comes this incredible promise, which is my focal point today.  Jesus responds, you've got it, Peter—not because you're so clever, but because God has revealed this to you.  And then with this play on words, he says, "you are Peter—the Greek word is Petros—and on this rock—the word is Petra.  You are "rock" and "on this rock I will build my church.  And the gates of Hades will not prevail against it."


This has been a much exegeted passage of Scripture, and the source of considerable theological controversy.  For the Romans Catholic community, the rock is Peter himself and provides the foundation for apostolic succession and the line of popes from Peter to the present.  For the Protestant and Orthodox communities, the rock is not a person, but Peter's confession, his faith and confidence in Christ, the Messiah, son of the living God. 


This is the first use of the word "church" in the New Testament, and the word means literally, the assembly of citizens, gathered, called out.  This promise we are given is comforting and encouraging--- The church, this people called out, to witness and serve the living Christ, is secure, solid, strong, and cannot be defeated, even by the very forces of hell.  The church will endure in the face of all obstacles, all changes, all challenges.    What a promise.  


But of course, that assurance says nothing about the shape or form that church will take.  If offers no guarantees that denominations a fairly recently American  invention in the history of Christendom will survive, or that the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) as we have known and loved it will thrive,  or that any particular local church is destined to live forever.   


Change and transformation is our reality.  I read a review of a story which began with an incident of a note being passed in a classroom (do you like Billy?)—and the reviewer asking, in this day of texting, does anyone pass notes in class anymore?  The world of how we communicate has been revolutionized in a generation. What has happened to the typewriter, the Post office, the phone booth, the daily newspaper, the video store, in this day of Facebook and I-phones?

The ground has shifted in the church, although the core of the church remains the same.  Our task is still to introduce people to Jesus Christ to transform their lives so they may live as Christ's disciples. 


The ground is always shifting of course.   Judaism had been establishing its traditions for 1400 years when Jesus came not to supersede the law and the prophets, but to transform Judaism, rightly interpreting it for a new age.  The Christian community was shaped for more than a thousand years when the Protestant Reformation sought to put new flesh on the old bones and make it live dynamically again. Five hundred years have gone by and the ground is shifting seismically again.  For the first time there are more Christians in southern rather than the northern hemisphere and that reality is reshaping how we think about worship and denominations, and the economics of the gospel, and the relationship with power and the Kingdom of God's disposition toward the poor. 


Diana Butler Bass suggests we may be on the cusp of a whole new Reformation, and transformation of the meaning of church, which we have only begun to grasp.  Embedded in this text of Peter's confession are three basic elements of all religion expression.   Religious faith involves believing, behaving, and belonging.  What do you believe? Jesus asks Peter, and the answer is straightforward, "you are the Christ, the son of the living God." And how will you behave? "Take up your cross," Jesus commands, "it's not about you but about service."  And where will you find your identity, your sense of belonging, "follow me," Jesus says.  Belong to this community because without it you will never believe nor behave faithfully.  


Rather than view the shifting ground as a reason for despair, fixating on our anxieties that it's not like I remember it as a child, (and who hasn't said that), Diane Butler Bass suggests we might want to consider it is part of yet another awakening, another reformation in the church which God is bringing about, which can ultimately be for the revitalization of the church, as the other reformations have been.  


1) Consider belief.  We may be moving away from a time when precision in theological thought is important because it seems rigid, narrow, constricting.  In 1054, the church splint into eastern and western branches over whether the Holy Spirit proceeded from the father alone or the father and the son together.  A hot button topic I'm sure still concerns you.   In Holland during the Reformation the church split between supralapsarians and infralapsarians—that is between whether you believed God planned for the redemption of the world before the fall, or whether God decided that was necessary after the fall.  I doubt if that exercises your mind a great deal, but it once did.   The great doctrinal debates don't energize people and seem more likely to divide people in an era where tolerance is valued and people are turned off by Christians nitpicking over what seem like in-house issues when the worlds needs are so great. Our need to answer that perennial questions, "what do you think of Jesus?" still is pressing, and our need to have more than a inch deep understanding of who Jesus is and what he calls us to be is perhaps more essential than ever.   


Rather than offering assent to formulations about belief on  Jesus, forgiveness, modes of baptism and the like, having right doctrinal beliefs, we may be moving toward a different form of belief, which stresses less intellectual assent, getting it "right."   After all we know that getting beliefs "right" doesn't mean we are persons of faith.   We can explain the Trinity and still be mean spirited or fail to have a deep trust in God.  Rather beliefs may be more experiential in the emerging church, they express things which we have discovered to be true about God and ourselves, the community of faith, the world.   The Latin word which begins the creed, CREDO, really means to "trust" or even better, "I give my heart to."  Beliefs are not a matter of assenting to certain things with our fingers crossed, but rather are the truths we give our heart to, even if we don't fully understand. 

2) Faith is more than belief.  It is behaving in certain ways.  The earliest followers of Christ were called people of the "Way."  Christianity is a way of life more than it is a set of beliefs.  But by way of life, we don't mean a series of specified behaviors in rule form.  Rather the shift in faith as behavior may be from being a series of rules about how we are expected to do things, to a pattern of practices which help us to live better and more faithfully.   These practices, habits we may call them, involve everything from prayer to scripture reading, to hospitality, to Sabbath keeping, to generosity, to friendship.     Behaving faithfully means not buying into aspects of the culture which may not give us life but which destroy. And that can mean behaving prophetically, when we hear the news that there is a widening gap between the richest 1% of the population—and the other 99%--greater than in any other industrialized nature and growing at an every accelerating pace.   


3)  Faith also involves belonging, and we are living in a time as well, when understandings of belonging are changing.  It is not so much a matter of getting our names on the church rolls, our date of baptism and confirmation listed as a mark of our belonging.  Rather what is growing is a sense of belonging that comes from relationships, where we find our identity and are coming to discover what it means to live with others who are discovering what it means to follow Jesus Christ.  Whose am I, to whom do I belong in fellowship and community?  

Does the church have a future?  Of course, because the promise of God is that God will preserve the church, so that even the forces of hell won't prevail against it.  But the shape is uncertain.  The old Presbyterian seal had as its motto "ecclesia reformata simper reformanda."  Reformation not as a one time historical event, but rather the church reformed and is always to be reformed.   The church is not a stopping placing but a starting place for discerning God's presence in this world.  By offering people "a place where they may engage the steady practice of listening to divine words and celebrating divine sacraments, church helps people gain a feel for how God shows up, not only in Holy Bible and Holy Communion, but in near neighbors, mysterious strangers, sliced bread, and grocery store wine." (Barbara Brown Taylor, Leaving Church, p.165), That incredible promise that God will build his church and the gates of hell will not prevail against it, give us no excuse to batten down the hatches and try to prevent the acids of modernity from eating away at it, holding on for dear life to what we've got—but rather just the opposite.  It offers us the courage to discern those life giving areas where God is at work and get on board—and leave institutional preservation to him.    Brian McLaren gives those of us who love Christ a challenge not to get discouraged, but to help shape a church of the future.  "Don't bring folks to where you are," he says, "and don't leave them where they are. Go with them to a place neither of you has been." That's where the head of the church—Jesus himself--will be found.  
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