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What if People Were More Important than Institutions?
Matthew 23: 12, 23-28

Sunday, February 13, 2011
Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
We are on the last sermon of our series where we have been asking the question, “What If?” An attempt to encourage all of us to engage more deeply in our faith by inviting questions that may be hard, may be uncomfortable, may be questions for which we have no good answers. All of which, however, I believe drive us closer to the mystery that is God and to find our place in God’s great creation. So we have asked:
What if there were no God?

What if Jesus wanted to be followed more than worshipped?

What if love mattered more than sex?

What if having questions were more important than having answers?

And today, “What if people mattered more than institutions?”

There is a sense to many of these questions that seem self-evident. Of course people matter more than institutions. Why are we even asking the question? What is the issue?

Let me tell you about a friend of ours in Marquette. He grew up in a certain branch of Christianity that some might consider a little insular. And while I do not know the full story or the details of the story, as a young adult he left this particular church because he couldn’t align his experiences of life with their view of faith. But leaving the church came at a great expense. His church shunned him. And more specifically, his family shunned him. His family would no longer have anything to do with him. The sad part was a few years ago he was in his hometown and ran into his parents at a store. While they were cordial enough to at least recognize him and greet him, they didn’t know who the young lady was that was with him – their granddaughter. Nor did they seem particularly interested. It certainly seems like their loyalty to the institutional church was more important than their love for their own son, or their granddaughter.

Four years ago when we as a congregation decided that we needed to be vocal about being an open and inclusive church where all God’s children can come and feel welcomed and safe, especially those of the LGBT community – those who are gay, lesbian, bi, and transgendered – for whom our denomination still wishes to close the door on full participation in Christ’s community, there was and still is to some degree a concerted effort by some of our United Methodist Colleagues to have me, and the other pastors at the time, removed from ministry.

You know the story. We had to go through the process of review because we were being charged by these colleagues for disobeying the Discipline of the United Methodist Church. The one who took the lead was charging us for undermining his ministry, because with such a welcoming policy he could never be appointed here at FUMC as pastor. As you know the bishop dismissed the charges.

There is another colleague, currently retired, who had occupied leadership positions in our conference, has a track record for being one of our great pastors, but in his retirement seems to have made it his vocation to try to bring down all those who wish to work for the rights and inclusion of the LGBT community in the church. 
I think he is smart enough to know that you can’t just complain because you have theological differences. And so his emphasis is that the Discipline of the United Methodist Church states, “homosexuality is incompatible with Christian teaching.” Therefore if one can’t agree with the Book of Discipline of the United Methodist Church, one should remove themselves from being a clergy in the church.

He forgets that the Book of Discipline is a dynamic organism of the United Methodist Church that reflects how the Spirit continues to perfect the church. Or as my mother used to say, “when you know better, do better.” Our Book of Discipline changes every four years when elected clergy and lay people from every conference meet and rewrite the discipline. Now they don’t rewrite every word, and there are some things that won’t change, like our Articles of Faith. But we do perfect who we are, where the Spirit is leading the church, and what we wish to emphasize as we embody the Gospel of Christ. That is, when we know better, we seek to do better. We change.

Since my retired colleague likes the stance that is stated in the Book of Discipline about homosexuals, he has taken the position that any attempt to change The Book of Discipline is an apostasy for which all dissenters should leave the church. The irony is, if he is right, that we should not make changes to The Book of Discipline, then we should probably revert back to the original United Methodist Book of Discipline of 1968 where, by the way, there is no pejorative or excluding language about homosexuality.

But I digress. The point I am trying to make is how easy it is for any of us to make the church as an institution more important than the people that Christ has called us to serve.
Isn’t that the point of Jesus discourse in the 23rd chapter of Matthew where he rails against the religious institution of his day? More specifically against those who represent the institution – the scribes and the Pharisees? Let me tell you, this chapter scares me. On the one hand I can say with you, “Look at those scribes and Pharisees, all they are interested in is protecting their own power and turf that their religious institution offers them. Can’t they see the better way that Christ is showing? That individuals should matter more than sustaining the institution?”
There is another piece of me that shakes in my boots. I am the scribe and the Pharisee. I am the religious leader of this age who is charged in some degree to maintain the institution. How often have I scrubbed the outside of the cup to make it clean and pretty, but have neglected to do the most important part of the washing – the inside of the cup? Do I stand as a whitewashed tomb, doing all I can to make presentable myself and the church, even when both might be dead and rotting on the inside – a euphemism for the fact that we talk a good talk but neglect to do what Christ has called us to do? Do I work so hard at making the institutional church stand that I don’t give place for individuals in need of the grace of Christ to stand?

Unfortunately, sometimes the answer to that is yes. And I have some more bad news. It’s not just religious leaders we get to point the finger at. Everyone who calls themselves a follower of Christ must struggle with whether it is more important maintain order and decorum or to administer the grace of Christ to those who need it. Now those two things are not necessarily always at odds. But when they are, which way do we fall?

So, what would it look like if people were more important than institutions? First, let me be clear. Institutions are not necessarily bad and evil. Just the opposite is true. Institutions provide a framework and platforms from which we capitalize and multiply the effort of individuals. A common cooperation can accomplish much more than scattered individuals. I think the United Methodist Church has proven that time and again through what we call connectionalism. By pooling our energies and our resources we can accomplish so much more in ministry than we can by adding up individual efforts. The miracle that happens is that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.

For instance, and I have shared this with you before, but let me remind you,

There are over 10 million United Methodist around the world that gather in 42,000 congregations. Because we are committed to work and tithe collectively, that is institutionalize our effort, we are able to be in ministry in more than 100 countries:


Support 1,050 Mission personnel


Provide for 120,000 Volunteers in Mission


Support 101 United Methodist community centers and mission colleges.

Together we are able support Education with 


8 Two-year colleges


82 Four-year colleges


13 Theological Schools


1 Professional School


10 Pre-collegiate schools

We participate in health and welfare with


78 Children, youth and family services


120 Community service ministries


83 hospitals and health-care systems


1 center for persons with disabilities


297 Older adult communities

That is a piece of what we do through the larger institution. We go beyond that with our work through the smaller institution – our local church – our work with the homeless and destitute, our work with education locally and abroad. The work we do to help our young people experience the grace of Christ. We rely on the institution to take us further than we can as individuals in our ministry.

The question, “What if people mattered more than institutions?” is not a call to dismantle institutions, but a reminder that institutions are designed to serve the needs of the people and need to be in constant reform in order to accomplish their stated objective in every time and in every place. The church formed to bring people together to know the love of God through the grace of Jesus Christ. We begin to lose our way when our form begins to matter more than our function – when acceptability matters more than respectability, when we choose to leave people out, because they are not like us. Then we are simply whitewashed tombs, all pretty on the outside and rotten on the inside.

Let me leave you with an image, a painting that I wish I had thought about early enough to have found and projected for you. The copy that I have seen hangs in my in-laws’ house. It depicts a large church. It is clear that they are in the middle of the service and are celebrating Communion. In this picture that is all taking place in the background. In the foreground is a disheveled and forlorn figure whose body language communicates that they do not feel worthy to be in the sanctuary where Christ’s presence is made real in the bread and the cup, but sits in the narthex. The irony is that he is not alone. While the congregation celebrates Communion around the table in the sanctuary, Christ is in the narthex with his arm around the outcast.

What if people mattered more than institutions? For the Church they do. And most of the time we can be in ministry best to the individual through the institution. But from time to time we lose our direction, or simply come to know a better way and need to re-form, we need to struggle with who Christ called us to be and for whom. So God bless the questioning, the constant reformation at the hands of the Spirit of God, which I pray for your life and for mine. Amen.
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