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 Brothers and sisters, join in imitating me, and 
observe those who live according to the example you 
have in us.  For many live as enemies of the cross of 
Christ; I have often told you of them, and now I tell 
you even with tears.  Their end is destruction.  Their 
god is the belly, and their glory is in their shame.  
Their minds are set on earthly things.   

But our citizenship is in heaven, and it is from 
there that we are expecting a Savior, the Lord Jesus 
Christ, who will transform the body of our 
humiliation that it may be conformed to the body of 
Christ’s glory, by that power in which all things 
have also been made subject to Christ by Christ.    

Therefore, my sisters and brothers, whom I love 
and long for, my joy and crown, stand firm in Christ 
in this way, my beloved.                                 

                                             Philippians 3:17-4:1 
 
 Twenty years ago, I was a member of a 
ministers’ group that met once a month to say things 
we could not say in front of our congregations.  For 
some ministers that was most of what they had to 
say—not me, them.  I loved my church then.  I love 
my church now.  I am not like ministers that 
complain.   

The conversation usually was not serious or 
memorable.  But then one Tuesday morning, the 
youngest minister in the group, who had been at his 
first church, a Methodist congregation, for less than 



a year, said:  “I’m frustrated.  Being a pastor isn’t 
what I thought it would be.  I spend my time trying 
to satisfy unhappy people who I’m beginning to 
suspect have no intention of ever being happy.  
Sometimes I feel like a CEO—talking about budgets 
and buildings.  I forget what I’m supposed to be 
about.  No one asks me to pray with them or wants 
to talk about what they felt in worship or how we 
could act more like Jesus.  It feels more like I’m 
running a small business than serving with Christ’s 
disciples.  It’s supposed to be better than this.”   

The room got quiet.  Then the oldest minister—
the Presbyterian pastor—asked, “Why did you 
become a pastor?”   

The young man answered slowly, “I wanted to 
be part of a caring family.  I wanted to help people 
worship God, love their neighbor, and live their 
faith.”   

The old minister nodded his head and—with 
only a hint of a smile—said, “I’m sorry.  You’ve 
chosen the wrong profession.” 
 Don’t you think just about every one of us in 
this sanctuary has been disillusioned with the 
church?  We have felt like the church—this church 
and every other church we have been a part of—
should be better than it is.  We get tired of church 
business that does not have much to do with 
following Christ.  We wish church was about 
worship, prayer, and acting like Jesus.  If we wanted 



a country club we would go to a country club.  We 
really do want to love God and our neighbor, so 
sometimes we get frustrated with the church. 

No less a saint than Saint Paul became 
disillusioned with his favorite church.  Paul is an old 
man in prison who could be executed any day.  He 
hears that they are having trouble at Philippi.  The 
church is not acting like the church.     
 Paul loves this congregation—the first Christian 
congregation in all of Europe.  This church includes 
Lydia, the seller of purple, and the jailer who locked 
up Paul and Silas, and then joined them in a 
midnight hymn sing.  For ten years this church kept 
up with Paul.  This was the only church that sent 
money to Paul.  They were his family.    
 Before he left Philippi, it is easy to imagine Paul 
making a point of telling each group to stay on 
course.  We can picture Paul going to the prayer 
ministry and saying, “Keep looking for ways to 
make sure no one is forgotten.” 
 To the choir – “Keep in mind that you aren’t 
performers at a concert.  You are worship leaders 
pointing us to God.” 

To the ushers – “Your job is more than passing 
out programs.   
You have to make people feel God’s welcome.”   
 To the Children’s Committee – “Remember that 
our children don’t need to be entertained nearly so 
much as they need to learn about Jesus.”   



 Paul tells the Youth Ministry, “Don’t just plan 
activities.  Help our young people understand how to 
live as Christians.”    
 To the Nominating Committee – “It’s tempting 
to think your job is to write a name in every slot, but 
your job is to help people share their gifts and 
talents.” 
 To the Church Council – “I know you have to 
talk about buildings and budgets, but keep 
reminding one another that it’s about using what we 
have to love God and God’s people.”     
 To the Church Staff – “Don’t spend your time 
focused on problems or you’ll never get to the good 
stuff.  Keep moving forward.” 

Paul meets with the Stewardship Committee and 
says – “If you believe in what we’re doing you 
shouldn’t apologize for asking for money to do it, 
but your job isn’t to get more money.  Your job is to 
help people experience the joy of sharing what they 
have with God’s church.”   
 To Christian Help – “Don’t forget your name.  
You help Christians help.  Feeding hungry children 
is more important than having money in the bank.”   
 To the Anti-trafficking Ministry – “Keep telling 
the church that freedom is central to the church’s 
mission.  Jesus said we’re supposed to proclaim 
release to the captives.” 

To the racial justice ministry – “Make sure you 
love the people you’re trying to help.” 



Paul tells the Finance Committee – “Look 
carefully at the numbers, but look beyond the 
numbers to the people who matter to God.” 
 To Membership and Fellowship – “It’s good to 
throw parties for the people who always come, but 
include people who don’t get invited to parties.”   
 To Worship and Arts – “Don’t worry too much 
about how the Shrove Sunday pancakes taste.  Think 
about how the arts show us God’s goodness.”   
 To the History Ministry – “Jesus has only been 
gone for 30 years, so you might not think there’s a 
lot of history, but people are going to want tours of 
every spot Jesus ever visited, and every church his 
followers started.  Make sure the tourists understand 
that history isn’t done with us.”     

Paul speaks to each group in this church he 
loves, saying the same thing, “Don’t accept what’s 
routine.  Don’t forget the church is holy.”   
 Now with tears in his eyes, Paul writes to the 
people who have forgotten.  When he sends the 
messenger with this letter, he assumes these will be 
the last words they hear from him.  As clearly as he 
can say it, Paul tells them, “The ones who’ve 
forgotten what the church can be have become the 
enemies of the cross—self-indulgent people who 
treat the church like any other organization.  They 
keep the church from being what it should be.” 



 Paul would be disappointed with what does not 
go on in most churches.  The church has been 
domesticated.   

Frank Meadows asked a friend who’d become a 
bishop, “How are things going?”   

The bishop replied, “I’m not sure.  Everywhere 
St. Paul went he caused a riot.  Everywhere I go they 
pour tea.”   

Churches have figured out that God is not 
necessary to make more money, become more 
popular, or look more successful.   

Every month or so, I get a call from a church 
search committee asking me to act as a reference for 
a minister who is being considered by their church.  
They ask the same questions:  “Is my friend a 
‘people person’?”  “Is he a strong administrator?”  
“How well does she preach?”   “Why does she want 
to leave where she is?”   

My experiences serving as a reference with 
churches are disappointing.  Why can’t they ask 
better questions?  Why don’t they ask:  “Does your 
friend love Jesus?”  “Does she care about the poor?”  
“Does he pray?”  “Does she love God?”  “Does he 
love the church?” 
 The questions they ask are a reflection of our 
religious institutions.  Churches that view 
themselves primarily as institutions will ask 
questions that are primarily institutional:  “How are 
we doing financially?” “How many people come to 



our church?”  “Do people enjoy attending our 
church?”   

There are better questions to ask of the church:  
“Are we helping the hurting?”  “Do we give 
ourselves to God in worship?”  “Are we willing to 
change?”  “Are we inviting those who need to be 
part of this congregation?”  “Are we open to the 
Spirit?”   
 Paul tells the Philippians that if they are going to 
be the church, then they have to understand what it 
means to be the church.  The Romans designated 
colonies throughout the empire.  Philippi was one of 
those colonies.  The people of Philippi were citizens 
of Rome—even though they were far from Italy.  
They followed Roman laws and customs.  They 
were Romans.   

Paul says, “Just as the Roman colonists never 
forget that they belong to Rome, you must never 
forget that you belong to God.  The church is made 
up of citizens of another kingdom.  We are resident 
aliens.” 
 The world is a hard place in which to be the 
church.  The church has to struggle with the 
materialism, classism, nationalism, racism, sexism, 
and individualism that surrounds us.  To be the 
church we have to be different.   

A protester takes a spot in front of the White 
House with a sign that says “Stop Global Warming.”  
The police officer on duty is surprised that the man 



does not leave when it gets dark.  The officer thinks 
about how impractical this guy is and how odd that 
he is there all by himself.   

Before he leaves for home the officer asks, “Do 
you really think you’re going to change the world by 
holding that sign?”   

The man replies, “No.  I’m just making sure the 
world doesn’t change me.”   

The church’s first responsibility is to make sure 
the world does not change us, and does not make us 
less than we are meant to be. 
 On Saturday nights, parents turn to the teenagers 
heading out the door and say, “Remember who you 
are.”  High school students hate that.  As we head 
out into the world, our heavenly parent says, 
“Remember who you are.” 
 The people who do remember give us hope.  
Paul sounds arrogant when he tells the church to 
follow his example.  But Paul knows that he is far 
from perfect.  The best examples know their 
limitations and keep becoming kinder.   Paul urges 
the church to imitate those who imitate Christ.   
 In his essay, “What I Believe,” E.M. Forster 
writes:  “I believe in aristocracy.  Not an aristocracy 
of power, based upon rank and influence, but an 
aristocracy of the sensitive, the considerate, and the 
plucky.  Its members represent the true human 
tradition, the one permanent victory of our race over 
cruelty and chaos.  They are sensitive for others as 



well as for themselves, they are considerate without 
being fussy, their pluck is not swankiness but the 
power to endure, and they can take a joke.” 
 We have lots of sensitive, considerate, and 
plucky people here.  They remind us that God calls 
the church to be more.   
 When Chris DeRosa invites someone to church, 
he is saying, “You could have a better life.”  
 When Elaine Diaz arranges the flowers for 
worship, she is saying, “We can see God in the 
beauty of creation.” 
 When Tim and Betty Thompson pour the juice 
and wine into those tiny shot glasses, they are 
saying, “We need to remember God’s love.” 
 When Jacque Jones leads worship leaders 
through rehearsal, she is saying, “Worship is 
important.” 
 When Hattie Bollerman teaches Sunday school, 
she is telling eleven-year-olds, “The church takes the 
Bible seriously.”   
 When Francisco Corredor directs the children’s 
choir, he is saying, “The joy we feel comes from 
God.” 
 When Kathleen Wolf asks if she can put our 
concern on the prayer list, she is telling us, “The 
church prays for one another.”   
 When Beth Fleisher invites us to an anti-
trafficking event, she is letting us know, “The church 
does hard things.” 



 When Nancy Trott walks around with a 
clipboard enlisting volunteers for the shelter, she is 
saying, “The church cares for the hurting.”   
 When Amy Anderson chases down volunteers 
for the Hope Program, she is saying, “The church 
helps people get back on their feet.” 
 When Amy Talcott asks us to sign a get-well 
card, she is saying, “The church is here for each 
other.” 
 When Vernice Bryant-Akpan takes flowers to 
the elderly after worship, she is saying, “The church 
cares for you.” 
 When Kris Dugan coordinates rides to the 
doctor’s, she is saying, “The church is one of the 
ways God heals.” 
 When David Burrell decides it is time for a 
cookout, he is saying, “Families spend time 
together.” 
 When Caroline Koster makes dinner for new 
mothers, she is saying, “We’re all in the family.” 
 When Vicki Francis drives to Delaware to visit 
Lois Rosebrooks, she is clearly saying, “You don’t 
stop being part of the family just because you 
move.” 
 When Grace Faison brings deviled eggs to 
women’s Bible study she is saying,  
“This is about more than trading opinions.” 



 When Edith Bartley leads fifth graders on a tour 
of the Underground Railroad, she is declaring, “The 
church stands for what’s right.” 

We could list dozens of people who lead this 
church to a deeper kindness.   
So many listed on the front of your order of worship 
teach us how to be the church.  There is a part of 
each one of us that longs to belong to a church that is 
more like Christ’s church than what we have 
experienced, that wants to help this church become 
more than it is.   

Do you remember a moment when you really 
wanted to be a Christian?  Maybe it was the morning 
you joined the church.  Maybe it was this morning 
when we sang “I Love Your Church, O God.”  We 
promise God that we will help the church act like 
God’s people, genuinely worship, love one another, 
care for the hurting, and live in the hope of what is 
to come.   
 For finally our hope is not dependent only on 
our efforts.  If we become the church, it will be by 
the Spirit of love.  God will transform us.  God will 
help us be the church.   
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