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“Knowing You’ve Been in Church”

June 8, 2025 Pentecost Text: Acts 2:1-21

Reed Baer West Parish of Barnstable

Introduction to Scripture


God’s powerful and surprising presence has been experienced and expressed in a variety of ways. Pentecost is the Greek name given to the Jewish festival of Shavuot which occurred 50 days after Passover; it was a day on which Jews from all over the Roman Empire would gather in Jerusalem for the festival. It became a festival day for Christians, also, as the church remembered how God’s Spirit rushed in and among the huddled followers of Jesus, empowering them for mission, and thrusting them out into the world.

----------

De gustibus non est disputandum, or so goes the Latin proverb. “There’s no accounting for taste”. That was my initial take on it after a friendly discussion with someone who I highly respect and who had come to check us out one Sunday.  I had been delighted to see him present during our worship together, and had thought that our service had been as good as we are accustomed to here. The choir had been in usual full-voice, the anthem was the sort of upbeat number many of us particularly enjoy, and I had been reasonably satisfied with the sermon which I had delivered. What was not to love? But no, this visitor said, he would not be coming back. 
He had, he explained, been raised in the Episcopal Church, and his visit to us had brought home to him that he is really very “high church.”. When he came to West Parish, instead of a stone structure with stained glass windows and a long nave, he found a something that more resembled a barn with clear-paned windows; instead of a dimly lit interior which spoke of mystery, he found bright light streaming everywhere; instead of choreographed liturgical movements by a cadre of priests and altar boys in albs, chausables and cassocks, he found an almost hyper-active preacher in a plain black Geneva robe; instead of the hushed stillness of folk praying before worship, he was greeted by the animated chatter of church members greeting one another and welcoming visitors. When he was at West Parish that Sunday morning, he knew something had been going on; but when, a week later, he visited an Episcopal church, he had come away with the sense that there, as he put, he “had been in church.” 


I’m not ready to concede the point. Now, don’t get me wrong – I am not about to get into any sort of worship war with our Episcopalian brothers and sisters. And I am not about to devalue the way in which they worship. And I am not going to hold up our model of worshipping as the only faithful way Christians might worship together. But at the same time I am not ready to devalue our own worship, our own architecture, or our own way of being church together. 


What I would like to do, however, is to use this story as a springboard to get us into thinking about what is it that makes the church the church. I started off by saying that my initial reaction was that it is simply a matter of taste, different strokes for different folks, and all that sort of thing. But it is more than a matter of taste, I think; it also has a lot to do with our theology, our understanding of God, and our ecclesiology, that is, our understanding of the church. And so if we are going to talk about what it feels like to be in church, to be church, then what better place to begin than with the account of the birthday of the church, our reading for today, for Pentecost.


It seems that the church had its start in hushed silence – and in raucous noise. You remember how it was – the followers of Jesus were huddled together in an upper room, constantly devoting themselves to prayer – whether silent or spoken we don’t know, but either way we get the picture of an inwardly-focused, relatively quiet group. But of course this doesn’t last, for the Holy Spirit descends with a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and immediately everyone starts to speak, and it gets very noisy.


So maybe when the church is being the church, maybe it is quiet and reverent – but maybe also it is more than a bit noisy! Maybe when the Spirit descends, hushed, expectant silence can turn into excited speech.


But of course what we have in this account of the formation of the church is not just idle chatter, but speech in many tongues. The founding of the church is inextricably intertwined with a radical diversity, and it is a radical diversity with a purpose – the gift of speech in different languages is given so that the church might be open to all, that it might give voice to words of welcome to everyone, no matter the barrier of language difference, no matter the artificial boundaries which we erect to keep others out. If the church is to be noisy, that noise, the Book of Acts seems to be saying, is noise for a purpose, for proclaiming the good news of God’s welcome to all who come.


I had a visit with someone else who had visited us for the first time, but who had an entirely different reaction than the first visitor I told you about. It seems the noise and the chatter here did not really bother her. She told me that she had been church shopping for two years.
One church, the church of her youth, told her that they are friendly and welcoming to all, but because she is divorced she is not welcome to receive communion, not welcome to teach in the church school, not welcome to be a lay visitor. 
Another church told her that they are friendly and welcoming, but if you don’t accept Jesus Christ as your personal Lord and Savior you will burn in hell – and she wondered about her faithful friends who happen to be Jewish. 
Another church told her that they are friendly and welcoming, but she just could not read her children the Harry Potter books as they encouraged witchcraft. 
Another church told her that they are friendly and welcoming, but that gays and lesbians are “not normal”, and she wondered about her friends who are gay and lesbian and about who, indeed, is “normal”, and whether the failure to be whatever “normal” is puts folks outside the bounds of God’s love.  
Then she came here, and we were friendly and welcoming, and she heard the Gospel message of God’s radical inclusiveness and welcome, and she said to herself, “Now I know I’ve been in church.” She later joined.

So you see, I think that the church is the church not because of how noisy or quiet the worship is, or because it has clear glass windows or a stained-glass nave, but because it both embodies and proclaims the Gospel message of God’s radically inclusive love – because we are a community that not only talks the talk about God’s love for all, but also walks the walk of that love as well.


But of course the account of the founding of the church tells us that church is about more than how we worship together or how it radically welcomes all, for our narrative from Acts does not linger in that now noisy, Spirit-filled upper room. As soon as the gifts of the Spirit descend upon this gathered church its members are driven out into the streets, there to tell all of God’s mighty deeds of power and God’s promise of salvation for all who will come. Peter’s speech is highlighted in the Book of Acts, but the text makes clear that the good news of God’s love made evident in the life, ministry, death and resurrection of Jesus was being spread by the others as well.  

And so it seems that the true test of the church, the real litmus test for being able to say “Now I know that I’ve been in church”, has less to do with whether our worship is quietly reverent or noisily exuberant, or whether we worship in a space that harkens back to merry old England or reflects the practicality and unadorned faith of our Puritan ancestors, than with what we do when we leave this place each week. So back to that question, How do you know you’ve been in church? 
You know you’ve been in church when you have experienced people being touched by the Spirit, when they are empowered for ministry in the world, when they are living that transformed life for others when they leave this hallowed ground. 

You know you’ve been in church when you take the message of God’s unconditional love for you out into the world with you – when you find, for instance, that it is so much easier to love others, with all their foibles and faults and shortcomings, when you recall that God loved you before you did anything to deserve that love. 
You know you’ve been in church when you go out into the world and, remembering that God has forgiven your sins, you extend forgiveness where once you could only hold onto bitterness and recrimination. And this includes your Trumper brother or you radical lefty aunt.

You know that you’ve been in church when you can pick up the newspaper and read about prisoners from Gaza and how so many refer to them as “animals”, and you can see them as fellow children of God, as brothers and sisters deserving of a degree of dignity that even an enemy deserves – even as you pray that they might find a way to make peace with Israel. 
You know you’ve been to church when you find yourself moved to volunteer down at A Baby Center, aware  that some of the parents might have over-extended their visas, but believing to the depths of your soul that their innocent children deserve a safe crib in which to sleep, some warm clothes to grow in, and a safe car seat to travel in. 
You know you’ve been in church when, like Debbie Lee, you find yourself down at the Sheriff’s Ranch each week taking care of a pony, or like Wendy Northcross your retirement turns into a full-time job managing the Kennedy Museum on Main Street, or like Robin and Jim Miller as they once again are on the road sharing previously untaught African American history, or like John Lothropp and his persecuted flock, you climb aboard a rickety ship to set sail for the New World and a new start.  
You know you’ve been to church when you sit at the bedside of a spouse or child who is losing the fight with cancer, and even as the doctors tell you that there is no hope, still you hope, because you know a God who raises people from the dead and promises us eternal life. 
You know you have been to church when you go home and open up that checkbook and instead of seeing how little there is there, you see how much you have been blessed with; instead of dreading a future where there will never be enough, you catch a glimpse of God’s abundant love for you and those whom you love, a love which promises that you shall have your daily bread, if only you would ask for it. 
You know you’ve been in church when instead of begrudging that annual pledge of financial support to the church and its ministries, you are glad to be able to give, and wish only that you could find a way to do more.  
And you know you’ve been to church when you can say, “Yes, I went to church today, but not to escape the problems of the world --  I brought them with me, and then offered them – and myself -- up to God.” 

May this be so for us all. Amen.

