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John 20:19-31

Do We Have to Go to Church?

Back in 2000 Paul Neuchterlein wrote a sermon entitled “do we have to go to church?”  I am going to edit and use the first part of it today but end it very differently than Paul Neuchterlein did in 2000.  Strangely, the new ending will also use the words of Paul Neuchterlein but words written twelve years later.

"Do we have to go to church?" It's a question most of our children ask at some time or another.  In the old days, when our kids were young, most of the time we simply said "Yes!" without giving them any reasons. That worked reasonably well then.  But with each passing year that answer seems less satisfactory.  How do we answer now? What's at stake in going to church? 

In this week after Easter, traditionally one of the lowest attended Sunday worship services all year, it might be a good time to ask this question. What is the reason we go to church?  
Back in 2000 when Paul Neuchterlein was teaching at a junior college in Wisconsin in addition to serving as a Lutheran pastor he was surprises at how often students addressed this issue. It popped up a lot in their papers and class discussions, and most generally in the form of, 'You don't have to go to church to be a good, religious person, do you?'  ‘You can be a spiritual person, a good person, without going to church regularly, right?’
When you mention going to church do you get a similar response from your friends? How often do you hear “I have my own spirituality, I don’t need church." As I think about it, here in the northwest in 2015, I don’t think people even feel the need to justify non-church going.  They are in the majority.  So is there a reason people should go to church?
On that first Easter evening, the disciples are huddled together for fear of their leaders and suddenly the risen Jesus is in their midst. "Peace be with you," he says, and not just once, but three times, he says it. 

“Peace” seems to be the driver here but "what kind of peace?" In this age of individualism, our first answer to this question seems to be “inner peace”. Each of us individually wants to find some measure of inner peace in the midst of our chaotic lives. 

This was the idea about religion behind the students' question. They see religion as primarily a personal choice you make to find some measure of peace. You don't need to go to church if you can find the spiritual peace that works for you in other places and there are lots of other places. 
But can we have inner peace without having peace in our relationships, our neighborhoods and in our world.   If our ability to live in community has broken down, and there's little or no peace with others, can we find peace as individuals?  I have been doing a lot of reading that says we can’t.  And even if we have a measure of inner peace, what about the rest of the world? Do we just let the rest of the world 'go to hell in a handbasket'?  Does anyone have responsibility to help make the world a more peaceful place for us all? 

So let's get back to our original question: "Do we have to go to church?" Now here’s where my new thinking on a much expanded version of peace begins.  Peace is a big thing for me, much, much bigger than our inner disposition as individuals.  In the time between 2000 and now, peace for both Paul Neuchterlein and me has moved from the personal, just between God and me thing, to the relational where peace has to do with others too and from the relational to a national and international imperative to live by if our species is to survive.  Now I go to church to find a way toward peace through deepening awareness on who we are as humans and through an equally deepened appreciation for God’s forgiveness shown us in the cross and resurrection.  And so it’s not just personal forgiveness I am seeking, its forgiveness at the highest and widest level and it has vast cultural dimensions. I now believe we humans must become aware of the depth of our sin and open ourselves to forgiving and being forgiven to have any hope of continuing as a species.  That’s the reason I now preach and go to church.
For example in talking about the depth of sin, this week we were shocked by the video of a murder happening before our eyes.  The video camera, like the eye of God, saw it all and it has replayed on our televisions and in our minds throughout the week.  We saw the man running.  We heard the shots. We saw who was holding the gun.  We saw the man stumble and fall as the bullets penetrated his flesh. We saw the officer standing over the dying man’s body and drop the taser hoping to prove the downed subject had grabbed it and imperiled the officer’s life.  
We learned that six seconds after the gun ceased firing the officer called headquarters to initiate the cover-up. The camera caught it all.  There was no ambiguity, no argument.  An innocent black man had been murdered by a white police officer who shot him in the back while he attempted to run away.  It was like witnessing the crucifixion.  We were all horrified and the rest of the world saw it too.

Does Jesus have a word of peace in this situation?  Our gospel says the disciples were behind closed doors because they were afraid of the legal authorities when the resurrected Jesus came and stood among them.  “Peace be with you” he said, and showed them his lethal wounds.  
The wounds on Jesus show that humans are capable of such things: we did it to Jesus. And God, like the eye of the video camera, sees it all and still somehow loves us and forgives us.  We may be shocked but God isn’t.  He wants us to learn about ourselves, accept forgiveness and change so that we can be more human with our neighbor and enemy.  I go to church to learn who I am as a human, to learn who God is as a lover and to discover how I am changing in knowing this as I learn to live toward others in new ways.  
For example, Jesus tells us if we forgive anyone’s sin, they are forgiven and if we don’t forgive them, they aren’t forgiven.  When Walter Scott got up and ran, defying Michael Slager’s order to stay on the ground, Michael Slager could have let it go and forgiven him for disobeying,  knowing his own authority is less valuable than another man’s life.  But he chose not to forgive and so shot him dead.  The choices we make on forgiveness have real consequences in other people’s lives. 
In the gospel lesson, Thomas wasn’t there when Jesus showed his wounds of forgiveness.  When the other disciples told him about them he wouldn’t believe them.  He said he would have to see the wounds himself and touch them with his own hand.  He is not convinced the wounds are real.  Did Jesus really suffer by allowing himself be made a criminal and executed by the state?  Was it Jesus’ resurrected body he doubted or the idea that God had raised a man we executed to show that our executions don’t have the last word?  
Paul Neuchterlein writing in 2012 says:  “We are invited to believe precisely that God raised this one whom we executed. The execution brings us face to face with the heart of the matter: that our cure for violence is more violence, and that God's cure for violence is completely different. God submits to our violence in the cross and reveals it as meaningless and powerless compared to God's power of life. The only way to ultimately stop violence is to completely refrain from doing it, even if it means submitting to it, and revealing its meaninglessness….How could one who seemed so powerless against the violence actually be the one who is saving us from it?” 
Eight days later Jesus said to Thomas, ‘Put your finger here.  Look at my hands.  Put your hand into my side.  No more disbelief, Thomas.  Believe that I really suffered and I am the way toward peace!  Thomas responded, ‘My Lord and my God!’”
I go to church to strengthen my belief in the crucified and resurrected Lord.  The crucified and resurrected Lord gives me peace and hope and asks me to follow him. Amen.
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