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This is probably not the best of sermons to preach the 

day before I leave on vacation -  it might give you too much 

time to get mad, and find a replacement back there in the 

‘corner’ office before I return. But, it needs to be said – again 

– and the text today supports it. So, lift your feet to protect 

your toes…  

Will Willimon - former Dean of the Chapel, now 

retired and back as a professor at Duke Divinity School - tells a 

great story that actually happened that really brings today’s 

gospel home. He got a call one afternoon from a very, very 

angry parent – the first words of which were: "I hold you 

personally responsible for this!” 

 Seems the guy’s MBA graduate school bound 

daughter had just told the family that she’d decided to go do 

mission work with the Presbyterians in Haiti instead: “Chuck it 

all - throw it all away" - is the way the father described it. "Isn't 

that absurd!" the father shouted into the phone: "a double 

major in Business and Mechanical Engineering from Duke - and 

she's going to dig ditches for poor people in Haiti."  

"I doubt she's received much training in the 

Engineering Department here for that kind of work,” Dr. 

Willimon lightly – trying to diffuse the anger – responded.  

“But, she's probably a fast learner – she’ll get the hang of ditch-

digging in no time…”  

"This is not a laughing matter,” the father said. “You 

irresponsibly encouraged her to do this.” 

“Me? You’re the ones who’d started this ball rolling:  

you had her baptized…read Bible stories to her at 

bedtime…took her to Sunday School…let her go with the youth 

group on ski trips and retreats,” Willimon declared. "You 

introduced her to Jesus, not me!"  

The line fell silent, and in a few seconds, the father – 

now humbled and quite meek – nearly whispered: "but all we 

ever wanted her to be was a good Presbyterian…" 

…All we ever wanted her to be was a good 

Presbyterian… 

Soren Kierkegaard – the great Danish theologian of 

the past century - once observed that, “there are a lot of 

‘parade-ground’ Christians: who wear the ‘uniform’ of 

Christianity, but few who are willing to do battle for Christ. Too 

many church members,” Kierkegaard said, “are just sitting on 

the premises instead of ‘standing on the promises’ of God.” 

And we, as Lutherans – in general – fit well into that depiction: 

as I’ve said before – and as much as I hate – absolutely hate – 

to admit it: studies have shown that we Lutherans – as a 

denomination – when compared to some ‘newer’ kinds of 

churches - tend to be ‘sitters’ and not ‘committers.’  

We ‘warm the pews’ for an hour or so on Sunday 

morning, can’t wait to get to Coffee Time, then go home – and  

no amount of need or cajoling or publicity will likely get us back 

to church before next Sunday morning: we’re too busy; we’re 

too tired; we’re not interested…it’s just not our ‘thing.’ 

Yet, that’s why these ‘newer’ churches are growing  

by leaps and bounds – with services and activities and small 

groups every night of the week, while the ELCA and others are 

literally withering on the vine.  Just listen to these facts – I think 

they came from some pretty theologically ‘conservative’ 

sources, and I suspect an underlying ‘agenda’ in how they 

‘vetted’ them – but, they’re the most recent I could find: 

In 2002, there were 2.32 million baptized 

Episcopalians in America. By 2012, it was 1.89 million: a decline 

of over 18%. 

 In 2006, 2.2 million people were members of the 

Presbyterian Church USA. That dropped 22% - to only 1.85 

million by 2013. If trends continue, there will be no 

Presbyterian Church as we know it by 2037. 

The United Church of Christ lost 250,000 members: 

20% in 7 years. 

In 2002, average Sunday attendance in mainline 

churches was about 846,000. In the next 10 years, it fell 25%. 

Baptisms have fallen by nearly 40% percent, and marriages are 

down 45%. 

And us?  Well, in about a decade, we’ve gone from 5-

and-a-half million members to 3.6 million. Our median age is 

58 – for the population as a whole it’s 39. In 1990 we had a 

little over 11-thousand people attending worship weekly in the 

ELCA. By 2010, that had dropped by 9-and-a-half %. The ELCA 

lost 12% of its members in just 3 years: nearly 600,000 people 

– from ‘09 to 2012. If the present rate of defections holds 

steady, the ELCA will cease to exist in less than 2 decades. 

The familiar Mainline defense is that attendance and 

‘religiosity’ are on the decline across-the-board, not just in 

specific denominations. But, conservative denominations – 

like the Assemblies of God – which is what many of the “no-

name” churches are - has been rapidly growing for more than 

40 years. And, despite its rigidity and much of the hand-

wringing over many long-standing policies, so, too, has the 

Catholic Church. And, Lord knows Those Mormons – despite 

their very unorthodox beliefs - haven’t had any trouble 

growing. And, the Southern Baptists decline is less than 1% a 

year. 

Why? Well, some of it might be the rock band, the 

glitzy Power Point productions, and the preacher who wears  
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skinny jeans.  That may be why people visit but, it’s not why 

they stay. They stay because, I think, these churches expect 

something of their members, and many are just intellectually 

lazy. You’ll never hear these churches say, “well, in order to 

join you ‘just’ have to come to an Inquirer’s class…” or ‘to be a 

disciple means you ‘simply’ have to trust Jesus.” 

Even though most seem to emphasize the wrong 

points, they’re crystal clear about the difficult – and risky 

business of truly being a ‘Christian.’ I’m not sure their motives 

are always the best, but most require you to tithe 10% - and 

make sure you do. They also demand regular attendance. 

Many have you agree to a written doctrinal commitment - that 

is: what they peddle, you buy – hook, line and sinker. That’s 

the only easy part.  They tap into the reality that most people 

are intellectually lazy and don’t mind being spoon-fed as long 

as they don’t have to do any thinking or self-reflection. They 

may not know your name, but they know your envelope 

number. They may not know where you live, but they’ve got 

your e-mail address. They know the radical, counter-cultural 

lifestyle that Jesus expects his disciples to live. And, the people 

keep coming.  

Why? because – as Willimon believes: "people are 

starving to give their lives to something more than themselves. 

There’s no such thing as a ‘free lunch’ – and, in our better 

moments – we’re even eager to pay whatever it costs." But, 

then, there’s Grace… 

‘Whoever comes to me and does not hate father and 

mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters – yes - and 

even life itself, cannot be my disciple…Whoever does not carry 

the cross and follow me cannot be my disciple. And, none of 

you can become my disciple if you do not give up all your 

possessions.” 

 Jesus’ words – not mine. 

Most of us are her because we were raised in the 

Church – we didn’t consciously ‘agree’ to come in after we read  

the expectations, But, are the things we do here: like having 

our babies Baptized, choosing to be Confirmed, taking 

Communion, serving in worship: things we all understand from 

our history with the Church – are they really marks of 

discipleship? Maybe they’ll help us become a Church member, 

but what makes us into a ‘Christian?’ And, what do they mean 

to those who are ‘unchurched’ – who have never even 

darkened the door of a church: a number the Barna Research 

Group puts at right about 100-million Americans:  that’s 43% 

of the population, and a group which – if it were a nation, it’d 

be the 11th most populated one on earth.  

Here we are: already playing ‘catch- up’ – yet, we 

‘Mainliners’ still don’t seem to ‘get’ it.  We – myself included –  

will do almost anything to make it as painless as possible to 

join the church: greeters, a non-intrusive “inquirer’s” class, a  5 

minute reception in worship - even sermons guaranteed to 

provide helpful ‘household advice:’ giving people what they 

want -  which appears to be the exact opposite of what Jesus 

is saying this morning. 

Imagine if we told Pauline or Jerry and Maxine – as 

Greeters welcoming our guests: "Good morning! But, are you 

absolutely sure you want to come in here, and do this? After 

all, this Jesus you’ll be encountering in a few minutes says 

we've got to hate our families and ourselves in order to follow 

him, plus we have to give up our possessions. Maybe you 

wanna’ think twice about it…three times even. Here’s a list: 

check off those things you like most about your life, and then 

be willing to give them up.” 

“…. Oh…well, thanks for stopping by...”  

Anyone want that job next week? 

This all can become quite confusing thing to consider– 

with cultural, intellectual, spiritual – all sorts of things coming 

into play when we start considering what it means to be a 

disciple. Should we expect more – or less of people – and is 

that even something for us to decide?  Do we dictate a set of 

beliefs for everyone to swallow – or, as I prefer: encourage the 

asking of tough questions? And what about this family stuff: of 

hating, and the possessions stuff of giving them all way – not 

even to mention the cross-bearing thing, and ‘Law’ versus 

‘Gospel.’  

Where do you draw the line in any of this? Or do you?  

Is it less of a line than, maybe, an attitude – more one of 

acceptance than exclusion? Grace as opposed to judgment? 

Doesn’t the Bible say that Jesus came to save – and not to 

condemn? 

In case you were wondering: that’s one of those 

‘tough questions’ I mentioned. I guess if you really want an 

answer, I could recommend a couple of other places in town…  

Amen.
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