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There is a true story I want to tell you, but it is going to get me in trouble with someone. The only problem is, I don’t know who that someone is. You see it was a conversation that was overheard and told to me. I wasn’t told whom the conversation was between because they didn’t know. The moral of the story is don’t say anything in the bathroom you might not want others to hear until after you check to make sure all the stalls are empty. 
A couple of weeks ago when Friends of the Groom, the professional Christian drama group, participated in our worship with dramatic presentation of Scripture and message, the one who overheard the comment in the bathroom was just minding their own business – so to speak – when they heard someone ask another who was there, “Wasn’t that worship great with the drama?” And the other said, “That isn’t why I come to church!”

I’m afraid if I had been the one in the stall I would have instinctively, without thinking, yelled over the partition “Why do you come to church?” Not to be challenging, but I think it is a wonderful question: Why do you come to church?
It is a dangerous question. If you ask it around too much eventually you might run into someone who will respond, “I don’t know.” And as they are walking away you might hear them mumble to themselves, “Why do I go to church?” And the next thing you know, you may not see that person in church for a long time.

Another response to the question might be, “Well, aren’t you supposed to?” It’s called The Church of Obligation and I think there might be a fair number of people who go to that church. It is socially and politically the right thing to do, or it is what we have been taught to do. The Church of Obligation might have been a bit better attended in the past. I think our society has changed enough that one is no longer considered a social pariah if you don’t go to church, unless of course, you are running for a high public office. Then, church going is an obligatory responsibility of that person, even if it isn’t for you.

The concern with the Church of Obligation is it becomes a consumerist church. If one goes to church simply because he or she feels obligated, then worship becomes “all about me:” What I like. What I don’t like. What “they” did or didn’t do. What are “they” doing to meet my need?
Now don’t get me wrong. All of us, no matter where we are on our spiritual journey, have made those kinds of statements, if not out loud, at least in our hearts. I have both participated as a worshiper and led worship that left me shaking my ahead wondering “was that worth my time?”

If one is looking for a church that will always make them feel good, if one expects church to always confirm one’s preconceived ideas, if one expects that worship will always be tailored to one’s likes, then that one might need to ask, “Why do I go to church?” Are we really placing ourselves before God to hear God’s call on our lives in Christ? Or is church supposed to simply reflect our own understanding?

I don’t want you to understand that statement as arrogantly as it might sound. While we struggle to be faithful, I do not believe that all we do and say as a church, or that all I do and say as your pastor, is from God on high, and that once you grow sufficiently in your faith you will see it just like I see it. No! We are all on this journey together. And as individuals and collectively, we need to listen continually for the movement of God’s spirit to help us become what God is calling us to be. But to do that requires that our presence is more than simple obligation. It takes a desire to put ourselves at the feet of Christ, to be molded by the Spirit of God. Is that why you are in church?

Today, in the liturgical calendar, is Christ the King Sunday. It is the last Sunday in the liturgical year. Next week is a New Year’s celebration, so to speak, in the church’s calendar. We call it Advent, as we prepare for the beginning of a new way that God chooses to be revealed in our lives – in the person of Jesus the Christ. But today, Christ the King Sunday, we celebrate the culmination of what our faith has brought us to – a community under the Lordship of Christ.

Having a king is a pretty foreign concept to us. We know what a king is. In fact the United States almost became a “kingdom,” did it not? Those of you who know your U.S. history better than I do can fill us in on that later. We know what a king is, but we really don’t have a working knowledge of a king.

Fortunately, our view and concepts are tainted by the kind of society we have in the United States, where individuals have rights. Where there is due process in law. No one individual has complete dominion over another individual. We subject ourselves to the laws of the (or do we? How many of you drove over the speed limit today?). But we place ourselves under the authority of the “agreed upon” laws, not the whims of any one individual.

A kingdom is a dictatorship. One person rules. Today, of course, most monarchies with which we are familiar are less a form of government, they are more ceremonial. So in places like Great Britain, although there is a monarchy, society is governed democratically.

That is not the way it is everywhere and it is not the way it was when Paul writes in Ephesians that Christ is above all rule and authority and power and dominion. Paul describes Christ the King of Kings, who has power over all that God has created. For Paul that means Christ has all rule and authority and power and dominion over you and over me. We come to church in part to subject ourselves to the rule, authority, power, and dominion of Jesus Christ. Is that why you go to church?

It doesn’t sound very fun, does it? We live in a society that celebrates individualism, self-sufficiency, ruling our own lives, and making our own destinies. We don’t subject ourselves to anyone. And so it becomes very difficult to change our mindset and serve Christ as King. Unless you read closely what Paul is saying about Christ’s kingship.

The first chapter of Ephesians seems to suggest that part of the purpose of God’s redeeming work in Christ was to create a new community. This new community was called into being by Christ’s redeeming work in order to bear witness to the reconciling love and power of God at work in the world. Paul suggests that the plan of redemption was “to gather up all things in Christ” to create “God’s own people,” that we might experience “the immeasurable greatness of God’s power.”

This idea of God redeeming humankind through Christ in order to create a new community is picked up in our lesson this morning. Paul gives thanks for the Ephesians’ “love towards all the saints.” (1:15) He prays for the saints of Ephesus that they may have “a spirit of wisdom and revelation as you come to know him,” so that they “may know what is the hope to which he has called you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance among the saints.” (1:17, 18) It has been pointed out that the pronouns in this passage are all plural. Paul is talking here about a communal experience. It is through this communal experience that they will have “a spirit of wisdom and revelation” and will come to know God.”

Some have claimed that this is a pretty radical idea. Because Paul is suggesting that in some mysterious way our ability to know God is connected to our relationship to God’s people. Paul points here to a communal dimension to faith. In our culture, where we prize individualism, this might be quite challenging – that as an individual one can’t experience the full Spirit of wisdom, revelation, knowledge, and power of God. The ability to experience the presence and power of God is given to us uniquely only when we gather with the saints – when we gather as church.

Paul falls back on his favorite analogy in verse 23 and likens this community with the body, with Christ as the head. So instead of some authoritarian, self-serving monarchy, when we serve Christ as King, we serve him as the orchestrated movement of God’s redeeming power and love, guided by the wisdom of Christ. That is, when we gather we are an incarnation of Christ.

Jesus said, “Where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.” (Matthew 18:20) This does not mean Jesus is absent when we are alone. But it does mean that Jesus is uniquely present when we are together.
The fact that you may not feel the fullness of God filling all things every time you come to church does not mean that it is not true. You may not always leave church with a spiritual high. Your mind may not always be stimulated by sitting in the pew listening to a sermon. You may not always go out of here feeling renewed and strengthened. But, regardless of what you go away feeling, according to Paul, you have been touched. You go away from this place having been in the presence of “the fullness of him who fills all in all.” 

And, if Paul is right about this, then I don’t think you can go away from here without being changed at some level. Something inside you shifts when you come into the presence of this body of the living God. We have been touched by the divine presence; we have encountered God. That is all we need to know. We gather to be in the presence of God. We gather to open our hearts, to grow in faith, love, and hope. We gather because God is especially present in our gathering. We gather so that we may know ourselves to be filled with the fullness of God’s presence.

Is that why we go to church? I pray that it is, in your life and in mine. Amen.
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