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“Should this Church be here?”

4 October 2009

You know, they say everything is bigger in Texas, and we’re certainly finding that to be the case. When we were here for our congregational “meet and greet” back in July, we needed a few things and went across the street from our motel to Target. Now this wasn’t just a normal Target, like we had in Alexandria; no, this was a “Super Target.” We felt like a couple of country bumpkins as we walked in and started pointing at the food aisles and all the fresh produce. 

And the churches are bigger. For our anniversary last week, we bought each other a “Tom-Tom” GPS system, and celebrated by setting it to take us to the nearest “Whole Foods” for a “wild and crazy night” of eating tofu at the salad bar. As we drove along, we kept seeing churches, especially in the Plano area, that I can only describe as “gargantuan.” One congregation had a huge preschool program. Another had a football stadium where a practice was going on and a huge neon sign lighted the way. (Of course, we may soon be competing in that area!)

And then just take a drive around Lewisville. It seems that on every corner, and in every crook of the road, there’s another church. Perhaps the question arises, why should we be here? After all, why should we add to the cacophony of voices in today’s religious landscape? 

I truly believe there is a place for our congregation, and on this Sunday, the bicentennial of one the founding documents of our denomination, we can explore the question: Why should our church be here? That document is called the “Declaration and Address,” the author was one Thomas Campbell, and the year was 1809.

Thomas was a recently immigrated Scotch-Irish Presbyterian minister, now ministering in Pennsylvania. And he’s troubled because it’s time for communion, and it’s traditional for the elders to go around and talk to everyone and make sure they’re right with God, then issue them a little metal token that they can exchange for a spot at the Lord’s Table. 

Also, then as now, folks got divided into groups that tended to not have much to do with each other. The situation reminds me, a Baby Boomer, of the lyrics of a song entitled “Everyday People” from a 60’s group called Sly and the Family Stone:

There is a long hair that doesn't like the short hair
For bein' such a rich one that will not help the poor one
And different strokes for different folks
And so on and so on and scooby dooby doo-bee

Well, Thomas faced his own version of this dilemma. He had been asked to preach and celebrate communion at the Presbyterian Church on the Allegany River just north of Pittsburgh. Back in Scotland, the Presbyterians had divided and subdivided into ever-finer distinctions. For example, if they chose their own minister, they were “seceders.” Depending on their attitude toward the Scottish government, they were either “Old Light” or “New Light.” Depending on their attitude toward taking oaths, they were either “Burgher” or “Anti-burgher.” We might paraphrase the famous sixties song as follows:

There is a burgher that doesn’t like the anti-burgher for being such a seceder that will not commune with an anti-seceder

And different strokes for different folks; and so on and so on and Presbyterian dooby.

(Let me add parenthetically that our sisters and brothers just down the road no longer behave like or believe this!)

Thomas dreamed of a church of the “new covenant,” where “fencing” the table (i.e. deciding who gets to take communion) would be a thing of the past. He wanted to do away with creeds, summaries of the faith, because they were written by people and often contained words not found in the Bible. An early slogan captured his approach perfectly:

No creed but Christ, no book but the Bible, no law but love, no name but the Divine.

Asked to do so by some like-minded Christians, 200 years ago Thomas wrote the “Declaration and Address” that declared that every person has the right and responsibility to interpret the Bible for him or herself. That scripture alone would be their guide. They deplored what they called the “bitter jarrings and janglings of party spirit.”

Now it’s easy to declare what you’re against, but more of a challenge to say what you’re for! According to Dr. D. Newell Williams, the president of Brite Divinity School, the founders of our denomination thought everything would work out if folks learned to be in love with God.

I want you to think back to when you fell in love, or to think about something you love. Do you remember going out on that date, and putting your best foot forward? For example, if you went out to eat, guys, you probably didn’t let out a huge belch on the way back home.

Think about someone who loves African violets. If I asked about that, and the person had no violets, no ultra-violet lights, was a member of no clubs or organizations, then I might question their “love.” 

To love God means we want to have time for God. So if our lives have gotten a little busy, we gather around this table to recall our priorities. It means that we want to be with our Heavenly Parent’s other children. It means that we want the rule of love to hold sway in all our dealings with one another. 

The founders of our denomination had the audacity and temerity to declare that if folks just love God, everything else will work out.

So can it? A few years ago some aerodynamic studies were supposedly conducted on the bumble bee, and given its wing span to thorax size, it was determined that the bee shouldn’t be able to fly. But the problem is that no one knew how to inform the bees of this sad fact, so they just kept on flying. “Can-do” organizations such as Mary Kay cosmetics adopted the bumble bee as their symbol.

Well, a congregation where everyone’s welcome, where there are no rules but the rule of love, where the only creed is Christ, sound like something that’s never going to “fly.” But maybe if we love God and each other, everything else will just fall into place. 

And maybe, just maybe, there’s a place for such a congregation in Lewisville, Texas!

I do have one criticism of the founders, however—they tended to make their slogans revolve around what they were against, rather than what they were for. To resolve that, I think we should close with a new slogan making the rounds: 

We are Disciples of Christ, a movement of wholeness in a fragmented world. As part of the one body of Christ, we welcome all to the Lord’s Table as God has welcomed us.

Amen.



(This sermon draws on the following sources: The Disciples: A Struggle for Reformation by D. Duane Cummins [St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2009]; an address by D. Newell Williams to the 2009 General Assembly; and “Streamers” by the Disciples of Christ Historical Society.)

copyright Rev. Dr. Stephen A. Sanders, 2009

First Christian Church, Lewisville, TX

