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This morning I am continuing the series of sermons on “Straight Talk.”  Remember, straight talk might or might not be good. It might be something that praises, it might be something that criticizes, but it is honest.  There has been “Straight Talk About God,”  “Straight Talk About Money,” and “Straight Talk About Funny Critters.”  If you weren’t here last Sunday you can pick up a copy of the sermon in the narthex. We’re all funny critters.

Today’s sermon is “Straight Talk About the Church.”  I am making the assumption that your presence here this morning indicates you care about the church.  You care about First Christian Church of Tulsa, but you care also about “the church,” the church of Christ, the body of Christ.  Honestly, this is not the best time for the church.  The church is criticized, sometimes rightfully so.  
Recently there was an article on the editorial page in the Tulsa World written by Clarence Page about the author, Ann Rice.  About 10 years ago it made the news that Anne Rice, who had nothing to do with the church, returned to the church of her youth.  It seemed as if she had regained her faith.  But this is what Clarence Page said that Anne Rice had written:

“’Today I quit being a Christian.’ With those words earlier this month on Facebook, Anne Rice delivered a wake-up call for organized religion. The question is whether it will be recognized as such.  ‘I remain committed to Christ, as always,’ she wrote, ‘but not to being Christian or to being part of Christianity. It’s simply impossible for me to belong to this quarrelsome, hostile, disputatious, and deservedly infamous group.  For 10 years I’ve tried. I’ve failed.  I’m an outsider. My conscience will allow nothing else.’”  
Later in the article Page says the reason Anne Rice gave for quitting the church was the fact that the church had become so negative.  It seemed to her as if the church is against everything, against far more than what it supports. 
Of course, we should not be surprised by this. That seems to be a part of our DNA as people of faith.  Remember the Hebrew children in the wilderness for 40 years, moaning, complaining, and grumbling.  Do you remember the Academy Award movie that was made about that time in the wilderness?  I have a $100 bill for anyone who can give the name of that movie.  Anyone want to take a guess?  What was that?  The Ten Commandments? That’s a good guess, but it’s wrong.  There was another award-winning movie made called “Exodus.” That’s a good movie, but it’s also not the right answer.  
The right answer is this; the movie was called, “The Days of Whine and Moses.”  I apologize for that, but isn’t it a good description of what happened all that time in the wilderness? These words; quarrelsome, hostile, disputatious. Don’t those describe much of what happens in the church today?   
The most common charge that is made against the church is the same charge that Jesus leveled against the leaders of the synagogue. Jesus said, “You hypocrites!”  Do you know why it bothers us so much when people outside the church call us inside the church hypocrites? Because we know they’re right.  We know that there is some of the hypocrite in each of us.  
But the problem is this. Without the church there is no Christ.  Later in his article, Page is talking about how atheists pick up on this kind of thing.  They love it when anybody criticizes the church. Page says there are still serious people who seek to be a part of the church and to follow Christ.  Listen to what he says, 
“What of those who are not atheists?  What of those who feel the blessed assurance that there is more to this existence than what we can see or empirically prove.  What of those who seek a magnificent faith that commits and compels, and find church offering only a shriveled faith that marginalizes and demeans.  Its response to those people, those ‘seekers,’ will determine the future of organized religion.  And it might behoove the keepers of the faith to keep in mind the distinction Anne Rice drew in her farewell: Christ did not fail her, she said. Christianity did.  

Here’s the problem. No church, no Christ.  The church is known as the Body of Christ.  That is how we come into faith; thru the life of the church.  
It seems to me the problem we often have in the church is a matter of direction.  Hear this example. The next time you’re driving your car, try this. When you get on the Broken Arrow Expressway, maybe you’re on the Crosstown, or driving down Memorial, try this; turn your head around and look backwards while you’re driving.  Try that for 2 or 3 minutes and see how it works.  
How often we do that same thing in the church, longing for the good old days. Remember the good old days?  Let me tell you something about the good old days. Fifty-sixty years ago in this sanctuary there was no air conditioning.  Do we really want to go back to those “good old days?”  
There is another matter of direction. In the church we have looked inward.  We have been critical of each other.  Let me tell you something about the new service.  I’m proud of our church for trying this.  Not counting the balcony, where most of the children are seated this morning, look around at the average age of the persons in this worship service.  Now go downstairs and look at the average age of the persons in that new service.  That is where the future of the church lies.  Young people are attracted to that kind of service.  For that reason I’m proud of what we’re doing and I’m going to be a part of that service.  Once a month I’m going to be in the leadership of that service.  
But I have mixed feelings about the new service for this reason. That service is emblematic of what is wrong with “the church.”  It is one reason why there are so many denominations. We can’t get along with each other.  I have shared with some of you before what Richard Niebuhr said about the church: “Denominations are the church’s concession of defeat to the world.”  In other words we say to the world “we’re just like you. We can’t get along so we go over here and meet and someone else goes over there.”  Meanwhile, Christ surely with tear-filled eyes, says to one group “I died for that other group.” To the other group he says, “I died for them also.”  
There used to be a time in the church when we had just one adult Sunday School class. Then people couldn’t get along, so they started forming their own Sunday School classes.  Will we get to the point someday where we have as many worship services as we have Sunday School classes because “I don’t like that style of worship.”  
Our church’s answer to this is that once a month all three services are going to come together and by that act we are going to say “there is more that unites us than divides us, and what unites us is nothing less than the presence of Christ in our midst.”  

When we were making plans for this worship service, and I’m sure you have noticed some of the physical changes in the Sanctuary, we made changes in the bulletin. Nothing major, but you know minor changes hopefully to improve the worship service.  I told the group making those plans about a minister I remember who came into the pulpit at the beginning of the service one day and said “Lord, please let something happen today in the worship service that’s not printed in the bulletin.”  Can we be open to God’s Spirit moving in our midst so that something will happen that’s not printed in the bulletin?  
In our scripture lesson today, something unexpected certainly happened.  Jesus was preaching in the synagogue. I don’t think anyone expected to see what happened that day.  They knew this little bent-over woman, who for 18 years had suffered with probably what we would now call osteoporosis. She came into the Temple and Jesus noticed her in the synagogue that day. He reached out to her and what he shared was pure grace. In some healing accounts we read that Jesus said “your faith has made you well.”  Remember the account of the four friends who took their friend on the pallet to Jesus? In that scripture we read that when Jesus saw their faith, the faith of the friends, he reached out to the one who was lame.  
However, this healing is pure grace. It’s not the woman’s faith. It’s not the faith of her friends. It is the love of Christ that reaches out to heal her and make her well.  
If the story ended here we could say that “everyone lived happily ever after,” but remember what happened.  The leader of the synagogue was critical of what had happened. Jesus compares him to Satan. Remember, Satan is anything or anyone who is opposed to God’s will, and the leader was opposed to this woman being healed on the Sabbath.  It was God’s will that she be healed on the Sabbath, so Jesus criticized and called the leader of the synagogue a hypocrite.  
He said she had been bound by Satan and I could not help but think of this as I prepared for this sermon. If someone were to ask you this question, “What is the darkest stain in the history of our country?”  What is the one thing that is worse than anything else in the history of our country?  I would imagine most of us would say slavery.  We treated human beings like animals.  There is something else that is almost as bad, another lesson from this scripture.  It is our country’s treatment of women.  Sadly, the church has had a role in that ill-treatment of women.  Thank God it’s changing. I have a prediction for you.  This November, the State of Oklahoma will elect a woman Governor.  Is it about time?  
This isn’t just political correctness folks, and it’s not being kind and considerate only.  It is wisdom.  Can we as a country continue to waste half of the talent that exists in our country when we don’t allow women to be in positions of leadership, in science, business, politics, or the church?  
Jesus reached out to the woman who was a “daughter of Abraham,” he said.  This is the only time this phrase is used in the Bible.  Several times people are referred to as the “son of Abraham.”  Jesus reaches out to this “daughter of Abraham” and offers her healing.  
Why don’t we do better in the church?   Do we just not get it? There is a well known professor of preaching named Thomas Long. He tells a story of when he was in seminary. He had worked up a sermon based on 1 Chronicles 17. That is the story of when David decided to build a permanent residence for the Ark. He lived in a house, and he felt the Ark should have a permanent place, also.  However, God said to David through Nathan, “No, my Ark needs to be in a tent so it can be moved just as I move among you.”  
Long said he tried this sermon in several congregations and then one time he visited a small rural church in Georgia. They had been without a regular minister for over 15 years.  A succession of seminary students had come Sunday after Sunday to preach.  Long said as he got up into the pulpit he looked at the water-stained walls of this sanctuary. Outside the window was a decaying cemetary. He said, “God despises your buildings and your monuments.  God does not live in houses made by men, but in tents that move.”  
He said during the sermon you could have heard a pin drop, but it was not because people were listening. It was because they were half asleep.  As the people filed out the door after the sermon it was one limp handshake after another. “Glad you’re here pastor, great sermon.”  But then as one elderly gentleman came out the door. He grabbed Long’s hand, shook it and pumped it vigorously, and said,  “I agree with you 100 percent!” Long said “You do?” The old man said, “What we need is more tent revivals.”  Of course Long hadn’t said that in his sermon, and he realized that those who understood did not approve and the one who approved did not understand. 
Why have we have missed the point in the church?  We have replaced faith with certainty, and orderliness is no substitute for faith.  It’s not faith, and rules are no substitute for grace. 
Earlier I said I know you care about the church because of your presence here. Also, because most of you, like I was, were probably raised in the church.  You were baptized in church.  You were married in a church.  Your children were married in a church.  Someday all of us will come to the church for a memorial service and it will be our memorial service.  We are a part of the church; it is a part of who we are.  
I had an experience that some of you might not have had.  When I was in college, I was working for the Coca Cola company during the summertime.  I went out on a Coke truck early in the morning. I was on my way to Mountain View, Arkansas, and as I looked across a field that was covered with dew and the sunlight glistened off that dew, and I saw the hills and Ozark Mountains, I thought to myself “There really is a God.”  It was at a time in my life when I had doubted, as most of us do, that there is a God.  But I sensed God’s presence that day in a way I never had.  
Then, two years later when Suzanne and I were in church one Sunday, our senior year in college, I was sitting in that sanctuary just as we are sitting in this sanctuary today. I looked around and I sensed God’s presence every bit as much as I sense your presence here now.  I decided at that moment that instead of being a coach this is what I needed to do, talk to people about the presence of God in their lives.  
The good news of the scripture is this; there is gracious healing for all of us, women, men, boys, girls.
“Shackled by a heavy burden, 
‘Neath a load of guilt and shame
Then the hand of Jesus touched me,
And now I am no longer the same.  
The living Christ still says to us, the church, the body of Christ, “Straighten up. Live as my disciples.” Amen. 

