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“Becoming Church”
Colossians 3:12-17           April 8, 2018

Just one week ago, we heard again the stunning 
good news of new life. Jesus Christ is risen. He is 
risen indeed. Love is the victor. Death has lost its 
sting. Seven days ago, Christians all around the globe 
gathered in sanctuaries and chapels and on branches 
and mountaintops to worship God. Just one week ago, 
we celebrated Easter. 

This week, we’ve gathered again. Perhaps not quite 
as many of us, but here we are. We’ve experienced 
Easter joy and we’ve returned to sacred space on the 
first day of the week…the day of resurrection. I’ve 
been thinking about those first disciples of Jesus; those 
who heard that stunning good news for the first time. 
I’ve been thinking about how they responded and 
what they did after Easter. There are many wonderful 
accounts of those earliest days in scripture, especially 
in the Book of Acts, where we read that the disciples of 
Jesus returned to Jerusalem and they got to work. They 
devoted themselves to prayer, worshipped and ate 
together, began to care for the poor and vulnerable in 
their community, and had committee meetings. It may 
not be glamorous, but then as now, God’s work does 
sometimes get worked out in committee meetings! It is 
striking to me how, after the miraculous events of Easter, 
the followers of Jesus begin to become the church. It is 
their God-given call, it will be their lifelong mission, it 
is a transformative process that continues with us.

My father is a Presbyterian minister who has served 
churches in North Carolina and Missouri. This fact 
makes me, and my three siblings, “PKs.” In this case 
that does not stand for penalty kicks but pastor’s kids. I 
am often told that PKs can go one of two ways, usually 
with a knowing smile that says, “Good luck with that!” 
I’m not sure how this impacts the work of raising a 
couple of double PKs. Our boys, Samuel and Ben, are 
blessed and burdened to fit this description with two 

pastor-parents. Sara and I met in seminary and were 
each ordained within months of our wedding. Sara’s 
leadership in the 1001 New Worshipping Communities 
program of our denomination is a powerful sign of 
present vitality and future hope for the church, her 
gift of vision and her inclusive spirit have enabled her 
to create new ways for people to engage their faith, 
regardless of their church background. This is essential 
to the call of the whole church in what many describe 
as a “post-Christian age.” 

As for me, church was my first home. I delighted in 
being the son of the pastor, and in the attention and 
nurturing love of the congregations my father served. 
As one who grew up climbing over pews, running 
(or speed-walking when adult eyes were watching) 
down hallways, and sneaking animal crackers from the 
nursery cabinets, I have always loved being part of a 
community where children are welcomed and valued. 
I have always loved the church, because the church has 
always been a place where I have been loved, with sticks 
of chewing gum passed by adopted grandparents and 
big hugs and homegrown vegetables and more than my 
share of grace. I believe in the church. I believe that the 
church can be a place of transformation. I believe this 
because it is my story. The church, through the power of 
Christ-centered community and genuine relationships, 
shaped, molded, and called me into ministry.

I also know that Christian community is not always 
easy. From the earliest documents in the New Testament 
to the most recent divisions in our denomination to the 
perceptions of the church as exclusive or close-minded, 
the examples of our struggles are legion. We find them 
throughout the letters of the New Testament, where the 
Apostle Paul and his successors write to communities 
grounded in the real-world reality of becoming church. 
Once the glory of Easter morning has faded, once Jesus 
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has disappeared behind the clouds and all the crowds 
have all gone home, how will the church be sustained?

The letter to the Colossians was written to one 
of those early Christian communities struggling 
to maintain the fervent faith that had drawn them 
together. They’ve been tempted to return to idol 
worship or pagan practices. They’re starting to show 
some cracks, signs of division and decline. The thrill of 
that stunning good news is fading. They need a word of 
hope to inspire and motivate them.

This morning’s passage begins with assurance, “As 
God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved…” The point 
could not be clearer: you did not choose each other. 
You did not choose God. You have been chosen. God 
has gathered you, called you holy and beloved. 

But that is only the beginning of the story. As God’s 
chosen ones, holy and beloved, we are also given 
work to do. Specifically, we are told what to wear…
commanded to clothe ourselves with compassion, 
kindness, humility, meekness, and patience. The rest of 
the passage describes what this looks like in practice. It 
looks like forgiveness. It looks like gratitude. It sounds 
like harmony. It feels like love. It looks like different 
people becoming church together.

We all know it’s true so I might as well say it. Becoming 
is difficult and often painful work. Two summers ago, 
I found myself out of breath after carrying Samuel 
up a single flight of stairs. I realized that my lack of 
attention to diet and exercise had finally caught up to 
me. I decided the time had come to follow through on 
my dream of becoming a runner. You may be thinking 
that this was an odd time to make such an ambitious 
commitment. Nevertheless, I began immediately. By 
that I mean I bought a pair of shoes. Two weeks later, 
I took them out of the box. I was well on my way. A 
few days into the actual running part, my body was 
sore and my heart was discouraged. So, I consulted a 
running guru, high school senior and all-state cross-
country runner Andrew Kent. “Andrew, why am I in 
such pain?” Well, I think Andrew must have read the 
third chapter of Colossians, because he spoke with 
patience, humility, and great restraint, as he essentially 
broke the news that I was hurting because…I was out 

of shape. What he actually said was, “It will get better. 
You just have to keep running.” He was right. Over 
time, I realized that the key to becoming a runner is…
running. You can’t bypass that part or take a shortcut 
to get there. Becoming a runner, it seems, is just hard 
work. But the results have been worth all the effort. 
They have been transformative.

Becoming church is difficult work as well, and for 
essentially the same reason. It takes practice—steady, 
repeated actions of commitment and dedication. 
Sometimes, becoming church means showing up even 
when you don’t feel like it, because someone else needs 
for you to be there. Sometimes, becoming church 
means risking something of value for the sake of the 
gospel. Sometimes, becoming church means choosing 
to be kind instead of right, staying in community when 
you’d rather run away, forgiving one who has wronged 
you. Becoming church means taking our faith outside 
the sanctuary and beyond Sunday morning, seeing all 
that we do and say in the light of the gospel. 

If the early church is any indication, there will be 
moments when we are tempted to give up. This is when 
we need Andrew’s wise words most: “It will get better. 
You just have to keep running.” We can’t bypass the 
hard parts or take a shortcut to get there. Becoming 
takes time. Maya Angelou described her faith this way: 
“It’s not a condition. It’s a path; it’s a journey. I’m always 
amazed when people walk up and say, ‘I’m a Christian.’ 
I always think, ‘Already? Got it? Goodness gracious. 
Lucky you.’ Well, I’m trying to become a Christian.” 
(www.unity.org/resources/articles/power-thought) 
Sometimes I’m running like the wind. Sometimes, I’m 
just glad to be upright. Sometimes, I need to be carried 
on the shoulders of another. Sometimes, I collapse into 
the arms of a loving God. 

You know this. Second Presbyterian has been 
becoming church together for more than 180 years. 
You laid your foundation on the gospel truth and 
mandate of God’s universal love for all people. God’s 
chosen ones, holy and beloved. You’ve provided light, 
love, and leadership in spades. You’ve been a place of 
respite and restoration in the midst of crisis. You’ve 
reached beyond your doors to serve a world in need. 
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You’ve proclaimed a prophetic and courageous gospel, 
seeking peace, justice, and compassion. You’ve inspired 
the vision of this city and of our denomination. And 
you are still working at it. 

This is what inspires me most about your mission 
and vision as a congregation. Rooted in what has 
been, you are poised for what lies ahead. You serve 
a living God. You know that pastors may retire but 
churches keep becoming. And in your life together 
you embody a truth that the world needs to hear. That 
everyone needs a place to belong and be loved; that 
the impulse to divide depletes our spirits and waters 
down our witness; that community does not require 
conformity; that gratitude, forgiveness, compassion, 
and love look good on us all.

This becoming, it happens in such subtle and 
uncelebrated ways. Perhaps you have heard some of 
the remarkable radio essays for the series titled, “This I 
Believe,” which asks ordinary folks to share their most 
deeply held convictions. One of my favorites comes 
from Dee Sullivan. She writes:

“I believe in always going to the funeral. My father 
taught me that. The first time he said it directly to me, I 
was 16 and trying to get out of going to (the visitation) 
for Miss Emerson, my old fifth grade math teacher. I 
did not want to go. My father was unequivocal. “Dee,” 
he said, “you’re going. Always go to the funeral. Do 
it for the family.” So my dad waited outside while 
I went in. It was worse than I thought it would be: 
I was the only kid there. When the condolence line 
deposited me in front of Miss Emerson’s shell-shocked 
parents, I stammered out, “Sorry about all this,” and 
stalked away. But, for that deeply weird expression 
of sympathy delivered 20 years ago, Miss Emerson’s 
mother still remembers my name and always says hello 
with tears in her eyes. In my humdrum life, the daily 
battle hasn’t been good versus evil. It’s hardly so epic. 
Most days, my real battle is doing good versus doing 
nothing. In going to funerals, I’ve come to believe that 
while I wait to make a grand heroic gesture, I should 
just stick to the small inconveniences that let me share 
in life’s inevitable, occasional calamity.

On a cold April night three years ago, my father 
died a quiet death from cancer. His funeral was on a 
Wednesday, middle of the workweek. I had been numb 
for days when, for some reason, during the funeral, I 
turned and looked back at the folks in the church. 
The memory of it still takes my breath away. The most 
human, powerful and humbling thing I’ve ever seen 
was a church at 3:00 on a Wednesday afternoon full 
of inconvenienced people who believe in going to 
the funeral.” (www.npr.org/2005/08/08/4785079/
always-go-to-the-funeral)

Your founding pastor, a personal hero of mine, Henry 
Ward Beecher, had a vision for what the church could 
become: “It is not a gallery for the better exhibit of 
eminent Christians, but a school for the education of 
imperfect ones, a nursery for the care of weak ones, 
a hospital for the better healing of those who need…
care.” ( J.T. Lloyd, The Life of Henry Ward Beecher. The 
Tyne Publishing Company, 1881.) The story of those 
earliest Christians is a story of becoming. This is your 
story, Second Presbyterian Church. It’s my story as well. 
In the practice of becoming church, we live into our 
identity as God’s holy and beloved people, we follow 
our call to be clothed with compassion, kindness, 
humility, and love. Churches form people. Churches 
shape communities.

Our call, as individuals and as a community, is to 
become in time who we have always been in Christ. It 
will take practice. It will take patience. It will take every 
one of us and many who are not yet here. I believe this 
with my whole heart—the blessings of becoming will 
be worth all the effort. Clothed with love, rooted in the 
peace of Christ…let’s get to work.


