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10For it was fitting that he, for whom and by whom all things exist, in bringing many sons to glory, should make the founder of their salvation perfect through suffering. 11For he who sanctifies and those who are sanctified all have one source. That is why he is not ashamed to call them brothers, 12saying, "I will tell of your name to my brothers; in the midst of the congregation I will sing your praise." 

 13And again, "I will put my trust in him." And again, "Behold, I and the children God has given me." 

 14Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, he himself likewise partook of the same things, that through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil, 15and deliver all those who through fear of death were subject to lifelong slavery. 16For surely it is not angels that he helps, but he helps the offspring of Abraham. 17Therefore he had to be made like his brothers in every respect, so that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make propitiation for the sins of the people. 18For because he himself has suffered when tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted.

It is the last Sunday of the year.  It is the Sunday after Christmas, and it’s one of those Sundays that doesn’t fit well into the Liturgical year.  It’s not Advent: we already celebrated the birth of Christ.  And it’s not Epiphany: that’s next Sunday.  And it’s that last Sunday of the year, so it seems a little special.

We could use this Sunday as a time of remembering what we have shared this past year.  Or, we could use it as a time to prepare for the coming year.  But I’d like to take this time to start a dialogue with you: a conversation about church and what it means to be part of one.  

What is church?  What do we mean when we say church?  It is certainly one of those words that has many different meanings.  We say that we are going to church when we head for this physical building.  When we say that we are having church now, we mean that we are participating in a worship service.  Here we are at the Caroline Valley Community Church.  And the Caroline Valley Community Church is an organization located in New York that pays its heating bill each month or so.  We call all the Christians around the world the universal church.  And then there is the United Congregational Church and the United Methodist Church.  Each time we say it, it means something different.  To recap, there is the church building, the church service, the church as an organization, the church as a gathering, the church universal, and the church as denomination.  

This whole confusing scenario does not get any better when we consider what it means to belong to a church.  In our day and time and culture, we usually refer to that as church membership.  But how we become a MEMBER or what it means to be a MEMBER has a lot of different meanings.  Most Christians consider baptism to be a part of ‘joining’ the church.  But there have been a lot of wars over who can baptize who, and when, and how.  

Of course, being the Christians we are, at some point someone will ask “what does the Bible say about church, and about how to be a part of church?”  But, here as often is the case, what the Bible does say is somewhat ambiguous.  The word translated most often as church is a Greek word ‘ecclesia’, a word that means ‘assembly’.  In the city-state of Athens, ecclesia was the name given to the public assembly that made decisions.  That seems rather straight-forward.  But, when Acts tells us that 5,000 were added to the ‘ecclesia’ on the day of Pentecost, it is obviously speaking of the church universal, not some local assembly.  We know this because there was no place for that many Christians to meet.  They met in individual homes, so the Christians of Jerusalem understood church to mean all the Christians.  Later when Paul writes, he writes to the church at Corinth, obviously meaning all the Christians in Corinth.  Again, since they were meeting in houses, and were, presumably, more than 30-40 in number, they were not all meeting in one place.


And what did membership mean to these early believers?  The New Testament speaks often of converts being added to the church.  Again, it is often in connection with baptism.  What did it mean to these believers to be part of the church?  They themselves often seem confused by this question.  Many of the questions that Paul answers seem to revolve around what it means to be a part of the local church.  Yet, many of our issues are not addressed.  We ask about membership in terms of ‘who can vote in church business meetings’.  This seems to not have been any kind of an issue for the early church.  They had no church building.  They had no professional pastor.  Paul speaks of collecting an offering for the Christians in Jerusalem, but that seems to have been a special event, not something done on a routine basis. 

So early on it appears that membership was informal.  It was not about who could participate in the decision-making processes of the church.  If you professed to believe in Jesus, you were on an equal basis officially with all the other members.  Yet, leadership does emerge.  It always does in organizations with humans involved.  And this issue of church membership seems to have been left to the leaders of the church.  We have the record of the leaders of the church at Jerusalem sending a delegation to Antioch to see if the members of that group were really Christian, were really a church.  


So we come back to the questions about us.  What do we mean by church, and what does it mean to us to be a part of a church?  Here I am speaking of the church as an organization and as a gathering, a church that meets in a specific church building.  What does this church mean to us?  How do we become a part of it?  What does it do?  What is expected of each of us as members of this church?  What is the difference between those who attend and those who are members?  Is there a difference between those who attend and those who are members?  What do the members want from this church?  What do we want church to be?  


Over the last six months three of us have met every week or so to discuss some of these issues.  Elaine and Bonita and I have not found some magic answers to all of these.  Mostly we have been satisfied to find valid questions.  We do have some opinions of our own about how these questions should be answered, and we will be sharing these with you as time goes on.  The important thing, however, is that we as a group wrestle with these issues.  It will be our group struggle that shapes us and the answers we find.


With that in mind, I will be addressing aspects of these issues each Sunday during the Season of Epiphany.  It is such a large topic I am sure we will not exhaust it, nor find all the answers, during this part of the church year.  I want to do this in concert with each of you.  I want your opinions, your answers, your questions, your comments, all of these.  I ask that you take the pieces of paper that are in your bulletins each week and write any comments, questions, etc, on them and put them in the offering.   If you get a bulletin without a comment sheet, then let one of the ushers know.  I don’t promise to have an answer for every question, but I do promise to address the ones that concern church and church membership.

And for those who thought that I had forgotten, let’s look at today’s text and see what the writer of Hebrews had to say about the Christian congregation.  You will notice how often in this passage it refers to family members.  The words sons, brothers, offspring, and children are all used.  Here the congregation is repeatedly referred in terms of family.  It makes the point that Jesus came to earth to share our flesh and blood.  We are what we are because Jesus came to be with us, and shared our temptations as well as our flesh.  This is why Jesus is able to help us, because he was one of us.


What kind of church would we be if we always remembered that everyone here is a member of our family?  What does it mean to be the extended family of church?  Does it change anything for you?  Do you fight with your family?  God knows I do, and have, and probably will some more before I pass on.  Does that mean I don’t care about them?  No, it does not.  Does it mean I feel okay with never seeing them again?  Again, no it does not.  For my family shares a part of who I am.  They have flesh that is like mine.  That is what it means to be family.  We are alike.  We have similar looks, similar habits, similar shapes, etc.  We share characteristics.  This is a part of the point that the author of Hebrews makes: Jesus came to us to share in this human family, to share what makes us human.  We are flesh and blood, and so was Jesus.  We struggle with sin and pain and sorrow, and so did Jesus.  That is why he can save us.  And that salvation is the basis of any discussion of church and/or church membership.  The Bible is clear that only the believers were part of the church.  The gathering was always the coming together of those who had experienced Jesus in their lives.

There are other images for church used in the New Testament.  Church is compared to a physical body by Paul, when he says that we must care for one another just like the hand must care how the eye feels.  A pain for one member is a pain for the whole body.  A threat to one member is a threat to the whole body.  In addition, Paul also compares the church to a bride.  We are the bride of Christ, married to him through baptism, and called to love him and share our lives with him.  So as we go through this series of sermons, and discussions of church and church membership, we will consider the implications of these images for us today.


This discussion will not be worthwhile unless we also consider the religious world we live in.  The Christian church today is shattered, existing in hundreds of individual denominations, faiths, associations, and cults.  The unity that existed at the beginning has long since disappeared, and we are bombarded with many different messages about what it means to be Christian, to be church, to be church members.  This is especially true in this land of diversity we call the United States of America.


Yet, we remain a very religious country.  Compared to all the other developed nations, America stands out as a hothouse of religion.  When we look at just the Christian nations, we are clearly percentage-wise the most Christian of the large nations of the world.  Many of the traditionally Christian countries (Britain, France, Italy, Spain, Germany, etc) have only a fraction of the religious commitment and fervor of Americans, according to the best statistical surveys.


But there has been a big change in America in the last 50 years.  Where church membership was prized then, it is often deliberately avoided.  Many younger Christians do not want to be a member.  They do not want to be part of the decision-making process of the church.  They DO NOT WANT TO BE PART OF A COMMITTEE!  They will attend, and will contribute, but they regard membership as something to be avoided.


And the denominational differences that seemed so important in the past have melted in this post-modern world.  The differences between Baptists, Methodists, Presbyterians, Bible churches, Congregationalists, Missionary Alliance churches, etc, is often less than the difference between individual congregations.  Often, a conservative Baptist church will have more in common with a conservative Lutheran church than either will have with a liberal Baptist church or a liberal Lutheran church.  The issues that divide us are no more closely tied to denominations and old creeds.


And in the midst of this, we continue to worship God, praise Jesus, and live our faith.  Perhaps we have learned that faith is more than coming to church, or even belonging to church.  Or perhaps we have just lost touch with the old issues.  Is that good or bad?  I’m not sure I know.  So, we need to have this conversation here at Caroline Valley.  We need to know who we are, and why, and what we believe, and why!   



I want to put a STRONG disclaimer on all this.  We need to be in GENTLE conversation about these things.  This is NOT a call to take sides, to draw lines in the sand, or to take a stand.  It is a call to talk, to think, to pray, and to learn.  If we approach these issues that way, we will grow as Christians, as a church.

I invite your questions also.  In order for this to be a conversation, a dialogue, it must have your participation.  What do you think church is?  What do you think it should be?  What do you think about being a member of a church?  Are you a member?  If so, what does that mean TO YOU?


I know this is a lot to consider on the last Sunday of the year.  But we will begin the next year thinking on these things.  May the Holy Spirit inspire each of us as we wrestle with these ideas.  I close by misquoting Paul who wrote to the church at Corinth: “I give thanks to my God always for you because of the grace of God that was given you in Christ Jesus, that in every way you are enriched in all speech and all knowledge so that you are not lacking in any spiritual gift, as you wait for the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ”. Amen.
