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 Before I get into this week’s sermon, I’d like you to take a few minutes to jot down 
some thoughts to the questions on the insert in your announcement folders.  You don’t 
need full answers for the questions on page 1.  Just give yourself a few words to help you 
remember what your initial reaction to the question is.  One page 2, try to write a complete 
sentence (or two) for each question – but limit yourself to 15 words or fewer.  Later in the 
sermon, I’m hoping that a few of you will share your answers to the questions on page 2.  
That’s why I’m asking you to really focus your answers.  If you’re sharing an announcement 
folder, Cathy and Bob have extra copies of the insert. 

 These are the questions on the insert; you might want to take a moment to answer them 
before continuing to read this sermon: 

• Why did you start going to church as an adult? 

• Why did you start coming to Niles Discovery Church (or one of the predecessor 
churches)? 

• If you are officially a member of Niles Discovery Church, why did you join? If you’re not 
officially a member of Nile Discovery Church, why not? 

• Limiting yourself to 15 words or fewer, what does it mean to you to be a member of a 
church? 

• Limiting yourself to 15 words or fewer, why is it important to you to be part of this 
church? 

 In last week’s sermon, I contended that a church – and I was (and am) talking about 
a Christian church – is a community of people who are connected to God and God’s 
purposes; who are following (or are seeking to follow) Jesus; who are in covenant with 
each other and with God as we seek to live a life grounded in love; and who desire to be in a 
deepening relationship with God as revealed in Jesus.  This sermon is a look at what it 
means to join such a community. 

 Let me start by saying that joining a church is very different from joining a gym.  
When you join a gym, you are not establishing a covenant with the other gym members.  As 
Lillian Daniels has pointed out, “At the gym you’re signing up to receive certain services, to 
use the equipment and to receive advice from experts, all as part of a financial 
transaction.”1 

 It’s different at a church.  You’re not on the receiving end of a contract when you join 
a church.  You’re in a giving/receiving covenant.  You promise to do more than show up and 
use the facilities. 

                                                        
1 Lillian Daniels, “So You’re Thinking About Joining a Church,” a brochure published by the United Church of 
Christ. 

http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=416234802
http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=416234837
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 What that something more looks like may change through the seasons of your life, 
but there’s always that something more.  Perhaps in one season, you’ll concentrate on 
holding other people in prayer and love.  Perhaps you will make a contribution to the 
community by volunteering in one ministry now, and in a few years find that a different 
ministry matches better with your gifts and time as they have evolved.  In one season of 
your life you may be able to contribute financially only a tiny amount, if any at all.  In 
another season, you may be one of the bigger givers in the church. 

 Joining a church is not only about you getting spiritually fit.  It’s about being part of 
that community that is connected to God and God’s purposes by following Jesus.  It’s about 
being in covenant with the others in the community and with God as we seek to live lives 
more deeply grounded in love and as our relationship with God, made known to us in Jesus, 
deepens. 

 There are also some practical, institutional reasons to join the church.  Both the 
Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) and the United Church of Christ have “congregational 
polity.”  That means that in both of our denominations there is no hierarchy.  Each 
congregation governs their own affairs.  After worship today, we will have our Annual 
Budget Meeting.  The annual budget is something we created and we can modify as a 
community and that we are responsible for once we adopt it.  So, becoming a member of 
the church means, under our polity, when your join the church, we get to vote on these 
types of matters.  And, I think, that’s honestly one of the reasons DOC and UCC 
congregations have membership. 

 When you are baptized a Roman Catholic, you are a member of the church – but it’s 
a member of the whole church, not a particular parish.  Unless a local priest gives the 
people in that parish the say, they really don’t have much say in how things are run.  In 
congregational polity, the members get the say, so we need to define who a member is.  One 
can look at church membership purely from this practical point of view. 

 I’d rather look at it from a covenantal point of view.  We aren’t members merely for 
the sake of the church’s business.  When we become members, we covenant with each 
other and become mutually accountable to each other.  That’s why someone doesn’t just fill 
out a membership form and drop it off at the front desk to become a member.  Joining the 
congregation is a mutual thing.  We join with each other.  Every time someone joins the 
church, all the existing members join with that person, and the covenant is renewed.  And 
every time someone joins the church (or leaves the church, for that matter), the church 
changes. 

 Because God is a part of every covenant, joining a church, being a member of a 
church is, in my opinion, a God thing.  That’s why I picked these scriptures for today.  They 
are stories about commitment, about relationship, about love. 

 Immediately preceding our first lesson, Jesus, Peter, James, and John are up on a 
mountain and have a deeply spiritual experience.  They encounter the Divine so intimately 
that they hear the voice of God.  They come down from this mountaintop experience and 
find the other disciples trying and failing to treat a child with epilepsy.  In an exasperated 
tone, Jesus tells the father to bring the child to him.  Jesus gets a medical history as the child 
goes into a seizure.  After the father gives the history and explains how horrible this has 
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been for the child and for the family, the father says (as rendered in The Message), “If you 
can do anything, do it.” 

 “If?” Jesus responds.  “There is no ‘ifs’ among believers.” 

 “Then I believe,” the father says.  “Help me with my doubts.”  This rendering shows 
some of the limits of The Message.  The New Revised Standard Version more accurately 
translates the father’s response:  “I believe; help my unbelief.” 

 If you’ve heard me preach for any length of time, you know that Marcus Borg is one 
of my favorite theologians and biblical scholars.  Pastor Brenda and I referred to his work 
explain the difference between a contemporary understanding of “belief” and a relational 
understanding of “faith.”  He has also written about the roots of the word “believe.” 

 The idea that having the right beliefs is what defines whether or not someone is a 
Christian may be widespread, but it’s relatively recent.  A recent “distortion,” Borg says.  He 
explains: 

 “It began with the Reformation of the 1500s and the Enlightenment of the 1600s 
and continues today.  Protestants distinguished themselves from Catholics by what they 
believed compared to what Catholics believed.  Then Protestantism divided into many 
churches, each distinguishing themselves from others by what they believed. 

 “So also the Enlightenment heightened the emphasis on believing.  Characterized by 
the birth of modern science and scientific ways of knowing, the Enlightenment called into 
question many conventional Christian ideas:  the earth as the center of the universe, 
creation as having happened in six days and not all that long ago, a world-wide flood that 
killed every land creature even more recently, and more generally that miraculous 
supernatural interventions sometimes occur. 

 “With those notions challenged, the response in much of Western Christianity was 
to believe in spite of evidence to the contrary.  This was the birth of modern biblical 
literalism with its emphasis on the literal-factuality of biblical narratives:  from creation 
through the exodus from Egypt to the birth, life, and resurrection of Jesus.  Add to that 
popular Christianity’s emphasis on the afterlife, and being Christian became believing the 
right things now for the sake of heaven later. 

 “Of course, the language of ‘believing’ has been part of Christianity from the first 
century onward.  But it didn’t refer primarily to believing the right theological beliefs.  It 
meant something like the English word ‘beloving.’  To believe in God and Jesus was to 
belove God and Jesus.  Namely, it meant to commit one’s self to a relationship of 
attentiveness and faithfulness.  Commitment and fidelity are the ancient meanings of faith 
and believing.”2 

 With this understanding of “believe,” to think of this word to mean, “I give my heart 
to,” think again about the father’s declaration to Jesus.  “I believe; help my unbelief” 
becomes “I give you my heart; help me let go of whatever way I’m holding it back.”  “I give 
you my heart; help me fully let go.”  This understanding of “believe” is a relational 

                                                        
2 Marcus Borg, “What Is a Christian?” Patheos, https://www.patheos.com/blogs/marcusborg/2013/11/what-
is-a-christian/ (posted 5 November 2013; accessed 2 February 2019). 
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understanding.  It is much closer to the understanding of faith we’ve talked about in the 
past three sermons. 

 Likewise, the story of Thomas’ declaration when he experiences the resurrected 
Jesus could be seen as a statement of belief or of belove.  Some interpret it to be a statement 
of belief, of mental ascent.  Citing Thomas’ declaration to Jesus, “My Lord and my God,” 
Catholic apologist Trent Horn says, “This is one of the most powerful and direct evidences 
for the doctrine of the deity of Christ, or the belief that Jesus is fully God and fully man.”3  
Horn understands the declaration to be about Jesus. 

 I hear the drama of the story.  I hear it as a statement of beloving.  I hear is at a 
statement to Jesus.  Having missed the appearance of the resurrected Jesus the week 
before, Thomas experiences it and is overwhelmed.  His declaration is one of the heart, 
more than the head. 

 And this understanding encourages us to hear the final verse of the reading 
differently.  “Have you given me your heart because you have seen me?  Blessed are those 
who have not seen me and yet give me their hearts.” 

 I think that becoming a member of the church is, in part, and act of beloving.  When 
we enter into that covenantal relationship with each other and with God, it’s not an act of 
having the right beliefs.  It’s an act of committing to journey together, in community, 
following the way of Jesus.  That’s what I think. 

 At the beginning of the sermon, I asked you to contemplate some questions.  
Perhaps some of you would share your responses.  Maybe four of you would share what it 
means to you to be a member of a church. 

[Sharing] 

 And maybe four more of you would share why it’s important to you to be a member 
of this church. 

[Sharing] 

 Rather than take a few more minutes of quiet contemplation, I invite you to add two 
more questions to your question sheet and to think about them in the days ahead: 

• Looking at your answers to the other questions, did you say (or imply) anything 
about God, Jesus, the Spirit? 

• What does the presence or absence of “God talk” in your answers say to you? 

                                                        
3 Trent Horn, “Did Thomas Think Jesus Was God?” Catholic Answers, 
https://www.catholic.com/magazine/online-edition/did-thomas-think-jesus-was-god (posted 2 May 2014; 
accessed 2 February 2019). 


