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Sermon for Oct. 17, 2021—“Does the World Need the Church?” 

29th Sunday in OT, Year B, 140th Anniversary Service 

Texts: Psalm 122; Nehemiah 2:17-20, 7:15-16, 7:73-8:4a, 5-6, 8-12 

How many of you saw the title of the sermon and thought “uh-oh”? I get it. But the reality 

is that the question about the necessity of church has been asked before. The church, 

however you define it, has always in danger of becoming superfluous. Out moded. 

Antiquated. Some blame the church itself. In lots of places lots of disillusioned people are 

composing their “Dear John” letters:  

Dear Church,  

I really like Jesus, but I can do without you. 

So—I’m moving on. Goodbye. 

Sincerely,  

Disappointed Christian 

Each year, approximately 2.7 million people in America cease to be active church 

members, and according to the U.S. Census Bureau more than 4,000 churches close every 

year. For every new church plant four churches close. Some are re-purposed. I’ve actually 

been to a number of places, restaurants and breweries, that used to be churches. There’s 

Urban Artifact here in Cincinnati, over on the Northside, Taft Ale House in Over-the-

Rhine, and Third Turn Brewing in Louisville. There’s the Breaker Brewing Co. in Wilkes-

Barre, Pa and a place in Pittsburgh I’ve been to a number of times, the Church Brew Works. 

I have to say these are really nice place, but still there’s something sad about them.  

On some level, I understand the impulse to want to walk out on the church. Lord knows 

I’ve want to—even after I was ordained. I get it, the church can be petty and difficult, too 

many rules and regulations. People can be unwelcoming, even downright rude. If you doubt 

this go into a church, and try to sit in someone else’s seat—seriously.  

In a 2017, Lifeway Research survey showed that a majority—66%—of Americans ages 

23-30, said they stopped attending church …on a regular basis after turning eighteen. Why? 

Well, the top reasons listed were that church members seemed divisive, judgmental, or 

hypocritical. It’s like Mark Twain said, “The reason most people don't go to church is 

because they've already been.” 

Nowadays you hear lots of people say, “I’m spiritual—not religious,” as a reason for not 

going to church. I’ve heard people say that they can watch church on TV. This is—of 

course—in the pre-COVID days, and for the record, watching our live-streamed services 

is fine! Everyone now watching us are okay. Honestly! I’ve also heard people say that the 

outdoors is their church. “Just me and Jesus, the outdoors, that’s my church. That’s all I 

need.”  

Okay, but that doesn’t answer the question: Is the church redundant? Is it outdated? 

Unnecessary? Or does the world still need it? I think it does, because a world without the 

church will soon be a world without Christ. I think this is true and there’s no way around 

it. Despite all of its flaws and failures, and throughout history, they’ve been numerous and 

legendary, the church has been, and remains, that which keeps the story of Jesus alive.  
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Sure—we have the Bible. But without a living church to engage the sacred text the Bible 

would quickly become irrelevant, at least to most people. If the story of Jesus is to be found 

in our world—the good news of his birth in a stable, his life and his teaching, his parables 

and his miracles, his death and his resurrection—it’s because we, the church, keeps telling 

it. And the world needs the church to do so. It needs the church to keep on telling it. It 

needs us to tell and retell the stories and sing its songs. 

This secular world needs the presence of the sacred. It needs the presence of people whose 

lives are shaped by those stories and those songs. It needs those who embody it, however 

imperfectly. It needs us to bear witness. The world needs the church for lots of reasons. 

The world needs the church to baptize in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit; to 

go and make disciples of all nations.  

It needs us to visit the sick and the shut-in and bury the dead. It needs the churches to feed 

the hungry, shelter the homeless, clothe the naked, welcome the stranger. It needs the 

church to “…proclaim good news to the poor, proclaim freedom for the prisoners, and 

recovery of sight for the blind…” It needs the church to “…set the oppressed free, and to 

proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” Yes, our world needs the church because these are 

things we’re called to do. Our world needs the church because the world will always need 

Jesus, and right here, right now, we are his body.  

But it must be said that the world doesn’t need a church that’s a gloried version of the 

world’s institutions—charitable, commercial, or social. Anytime the church, any church, 

becomes just another competitor in the marketplace, a form of entertainment, a country 

club, or social organization, that’s a problem. In other words, the minute we become a 

“Christian-ized” version any of those, maybe it’s time to call it a day, close up shop, and 

hand the keys to someone who wants to open a brewery, or maybe just call in the 

bulldozers. 

So we have to ask ourselves: Is the church, in its present form, the same church Jesus 

envisioned? Is it the church that God has created and called it to be? This is—at least in 

part—a rhetorical question. But, what about us? Is our church, in its present form, the same 

church Jesus envisioned? Is our church one that God has created and called us to be? This 

is not a rhetorical question. And it’s a question to which we must give serious 

consideration. I say that because it’s the question that confronts us right now, and our future 

depends on how we answer it.  

I think that we can get caught up in thinking that we are the church that God has created 

and called us to be, probably more often than we’d like to admit. Especially when things 

are going well. I think that’s true of lots of churches—big and small. And so when we do 

get caught up in that, what happens? Well, what happens is we pour our blood, sweat and 

tears, our time, talents and treasure, in feeding a machine that has relatively little to do with 

Jesus, but exists to perpetuate its own programs and agenda, that we think has at least some 

semblance to the church for which Jesus suffered and died. 

At one point, we looked around, saw all the people that came on Sunday; all the young 

families, all the children in Sunday school, all the kids in youth group, all the programs we 

offered, all the money in the endowment and all the room we needed in our big, beautiful 

church and saw that it was good. All was right with God and the world.  
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But when we look around now, what do we see? Wow. What happened? Where did 

everyone go? It’s not an easy question. It didn’t happen overnight, and it won’t get fixed 

overnight And I don’t care what anybody says, there are no easy answers, or quick fixes. 

So where are we now? 

Well, the church information form (CIF) that first introduced me to the church back in the 

early part of 2014, said that the church had between 251-400 members. The actual number 

the day I started—October 1, 2014—was 294. The CIF also said that the average worship 

attendance was 132, and that there were about 40 in Sunday school. 

Now, here we are, exactly seven years and 16 days later, we have 184. Lots of folks aren’t 

here anymore. Perhaps you’ve noticed. It happens. But—why? It’s hard to say. There are 

lots of reasons: many have left, many have died. But does it really matter? To some 

extent—yes, it matters very much, especially if Mark Twain was right. But nevertheless, 

the fact is the world has changed, and to some extent, maybe to a great extent—we didn’t.  

Now, at a glance, it may look like we don’t have much of a chance, much of a future. 

Maybe. Maybe not. I think we do. I think there’s hope. Really. Admittedly, I feel better 

about it some days more than others, but even on my worst days—and every pastor has bad 

days—I believe that at the very least, it’s worth not just a try, but our very best effort. And 

I’m willing to bet my life that God does too. Therein lies my hope, because I have 

absolutely no doubt, that God will be with us every step of the way. 

As I’ve pointed out, well, actually, as Jeremiah pointed out: “…[God] knows the plan 

[God] has for us, plans for [our] welfare and not for harm, to give [us] a future with 

hope. When we call upon God, God will hear us. When we search for God we will find 

God, if we seek him with all our heart, God will let us find him.  

Great—what does that mean? Maybe more importantly, what must we do? Does our future 

lie at all in our ability? In our ability to do…what? Our ability to offer programs? Programs 

we had back in the day like Sunday school? Youth groups? Women’s circles? Maybe. Our 

ability to offer spectacular music? Possibly. Does our future lie in the pastor’s ability to 

deliver honest, Bible-centered, practical sermons, sermons that inspire us and that connect 

with our everyday lives? I sure hope not. I say that because it’s not about the pastor. It’s 

never been about the pastor. And guess what? It’s not about the congregation either. Well, 

not entirely anyway… 

I has been, is, and always will be—first and foremost—about God. Specifically, God as 

revealed to humankind, in the person of Jesus Christ. It’s about making the love of God, in 

and through Christ, known to all. Everyone—without exception.  

That means inviting and welcoming people, as if they were guests in your own home, no 

matter who they are, where they come from, how they’re dressed, what they look like, who 

they love or want marry, what race or color they are, what sex they are, what they identify 

as, or what their political leanings are. No matter whether they can give or not, whether 

they want to become members or not, whether they are willing to be on a committee, 

whether they want to serve as an elder or deacon. None of that matters. As a matter of 

fact—it never really did.  
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Honestly—it’s not rocket science. You don’t need seminary training. Trust me—you don’t. 

I mean, look at the first disciples. They were ordinary people called to do extraordinary 

things. In speaking to those disciples, Peter (remember him?) said,  

“Rid yourselves, therefore, of all malice, and all guile, insincerity, envy, and all slander. 

Like newborn infants, long for the pure, spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow into 

salvation, if indeed you have tasted, that the Lord is good. Come to him, a living stone, 

and like living stones let yourselves be built into a spiritual house to be a holy 

priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.”  

You realize, of course, that Peter is also speaking to us, his words echoing through two 

millennia? We—like those early Christians—are,  

“…a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation…God’s own people, in order that 

[we] may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called [us] out of darkness into his 

marvelous light. Once [we] were not a people, but now we are God’s people. Once 

[we] had not received mercy, but now [we] have received mercy.”  

That’s quite a legacy. Those are some large shoes to fill. Can we do it—here in Westwood?  

I like to think so. Will it mean that things will be different? Probably—yes. I believe very 

strongly that it means we’ll need to be willing, to work along people very different from 

us, those I’d mentioned earlier, doing things that we’ve never done before, outside the 

places we feel safe. That’s scary. I know—I feel the same way. 

But I also believe very strongly that it can be—and very likely will be—life-changing, 

transformative, and faith-affirming. We’ll be better people, and the world—at the very least 

Westwood—will be better too. As I said earlier, I feel better about it some days more than 

others, but at the very least it’s worth a try. And, again, I’m willing to bet my life that God 

does too. 

I mentioned something earlier called the church information form (CIF). Some of you 

know that I still have my original copy. Here it is. Besides the statistics it provided there 

was a quote that I highlighted and starred. It’s a quote by Marcel Proust: “The real voyage 

of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes.” It also said 

this:  

“The person who successfully fills this position will embrace our current vision, and 

will help us with the re-vision of who God calls us to be. The new pastor will embrace 

who we are, and will not expect us to change, just for the sake of changing, but will 

lovingly encourage us to want to change, so that we can be part of the revitalization 

of the community and of our own faith.” 

It also said that “The pastor will be called on to expose the congregation to the great 

advantage of accepting innovation and change.” How have I done? How have we done? 

It’s something that I’ve often thought about, and has kept me awake at night. More than 

once. I’m encouraging you all to consider these questions as well. But—back to the original 

question: “Does the world need the church? Does Westwood need Westwood First 

Presbyterian Church? 
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I believe that it does, but not as we are. Certainly not as we’ve been. We cannot go back. 

We cannot. Forward is the only way. The good news, and part of the answer to other 

questions I posed earlier—“what must we do?”—is, in part, already being answered. What 

am I talking about? Well, there are two things with which Westwood Church are—or will 

soon be—involved.  

First, our discernment team is about to engage, on October 31, in something called “The 

Living Churches Initiative.” Offered and funded by the Presbytery (Thank you Lisa!), it 

seeks to “…create and share focused strategic discernment.” 

In a nutshell, it’s designed—and I’m paraphrasing greatly here—to look at every facet of 

our church, and the neighborhood around us, to help us help ourselves thrive and grow, 

both as a church and as people of God, and to actively engage the world around us. All of 

which brings me to the second thing. Something called Matthew 25. 

It’s not related to the organization up in Blue Ash, the one who brought us the bin outside. 

Nope—this is something else. Something offered by the Presbyterian Church (USA), and 

it’s not so much a program, as it is a vision and an invitation. 

We are a Matthew 25 church. We’ve been on board for—what?—close to two years? How 

many of you are aware of that fact? Of those that are, how many actually know what being 

a Matthew 25 church means? It means that we, as a church, are called—and I’m quoting—

“…to be actively engage in the world around us, so our faith comes alive, awakened to new 

possibilities, to become a more relevant presence in the world. It means that we’re called 

to be—again I’m quoting—“…a church of action, where God’s love, justice, and mercy 

shine forth, and are contagious.” 

We’re to be focused on revitalizing our congregation, working to dismantle structural 

racism, and eradicating systemic poverty. Not just one or two—all three. That’s it. No 

more. No less. Will it help bring us new members? Create new programs? Encourage 

people to give more? Maybe. I honestly don’t know. It might help us grow in some way, 

though perhaps not in the way we think. 

But that’s really not the point, and here, brothers and sisters, is the thing: We don’t really 

have a choice anymore. As I said—we certainly can’t go back. Forward is the only way. 

Faithfulness is the only way. So—what will it be? Here’s where we find out if Westwood 

actually needs Westwood First Presbyterian Church. I believe it’s what we need right now, 

maybe what we’ve been waiting for, or even what God has been preparing us for, for a 

hundred and forty years. 

This is a real voyage of discovery, a chance to see with new eyes. It’s a re-vision of who 

God calls us to be. It’s not change for the sake of change, but it must be something we 

want. I truly believe that. I believe that with all my heart, mind soul, and strength. The 

Presbytery is there to support us. The discernment team has accepted the invitation. I’m 

inviting you too—all of you—to be a part of this; to be part of the revitalization of 

Westwood, of Westwood First, of our faith, of our very lives! 

Thanks be to God. Amen and amen. 

 


