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Introduction
As an institution the church can as easily embolden as 
infuriate us, make us proud one minute and defensive the 
next. As a community it can invigorate us with glorious 
music and stirring liturgy just as it can drive us just this 
side of crazy with interminable board meetings, inevi-
table budget shortfalls, and entangling bureaucracies. 

The church is many things, but perfect isn’t one of them. 
What it is, though, is a community of sinners—ourselves 
imperfect—saved by grace; a community that wants 
more than anything to live in accordance with God’s will 
for us and every so often comes close to getting it right.

We need each other for the times we do get it right, but 
also for the times we don’t, because on the one hand 
it is in community that God’s will is more clearly dis-
cerned so that we might live as better Christians, and 
on the other hand it is from community that we derive 
guidance, stamina, and forgiveness as we make our fi t-
ful strides toward a more faith-fi lled life.

So what makes a church a church? How does our partic-
ipation in the life of the church shape its identity? And 
equally, how does its participation in our lives shape 
who we are? There are, I believe, at least fi ve compo-
nents worth looking at in this regard: history, institu-
tion, scripture, community, and liturgy. 

The History
The church has long been blamed for every evil under 
the sun—from the bubonic plague to the stock market 
crash of 1929. But while its hands have not been thor-

oughly clean nor its record unsoiled over these many 
years, a balanced look at our history paints a more com-
plex and sympathetic picture.

For all of the terrible excesses committed in the name 
of Christ —witch trials, forced baptisms of aboriginals, 
degradation of the Jews, the selling of indulgences—the 
church of history is also to be commended for having 
acted forcefully (if not unanimously) in the forefront of 
the abolitionist movement, the civil rights movement, 
and the movement to grant women the right to vote. In 
addition, churches played a pivotal role in the Under-
ground Railroad, the drafting of the Emancipation 
Proclamation, and the founding of historically black 
colleges. They also helped to establish and fund Cesar 
Chavez’s United Farm Workers (UFW), Clergy and 
Laity Concerned (CALC) about the war in Vietnam, 
the nuclear disarmament movement, and the religious 
campaign against the death penalty. 

As missionaries to the poor, churches have long cared 
for the homeless and hungry, the disenfranchised and 
dispossessed, the orphan and widow, sometimes advo-
cating on behalf of national efforts to eradicate poverty, 
but always working to see to it that emergency meals, 
housing, and clothing were provided to those who 
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needed it. To paraphrase Dom Helder Camara, the late 
Archbishop of Brazil, the historical role of the church 
has been to feed the poor and inquire forcefully as to 
the roots of their poverty. Or, to put a new spin on an 
old story, the church has been the Good Samaritan who 
cared for the man who had been beaten on the side of 
the road, but she then went to the authorities, protest-
ing and demanding that the roads be made safer for the 
citizenry (Luke 10:25-37). 

Therefore, the church has historically worked in shap-
ing society’s stronger values rather than refl ecting its 
weaker ones; it has been in the church’s willingness to 
take up the unpopular cause, advocate on behalf of the 
most unpopular of citizens, and lead by example that it 
has most faithfully refl ected Jesus’ mandate to tend to 
“the least of those” in our midst.

The Institution
Many of today’s mainline churches face the daunting 
obstacles of declining attendance, depleted assets, and 
waning national infl uence. As one writer put it, “statistics 
confi rm something common sense has already told us: 
most people stay home on Sunday mornings.”1 On top 
of this, it is an increasingly aging population that attends, 
a pattern that does not augur well for the future.

Nonetheless, those who do claim church affi liation even 
if they don’t attend (which is like declaring a party loy-
alty without voting) can be rightly proud of the pres-
ence many denominations have in our culture today. 
The Quakers, for instance, through their American 
Friends Service Committee, send regular delegations to 
Israel and Palestine in an effort to work on behalf of 
justice and reconciliation between the two states.

Nor are the Quakers the only religious activists. Thirty-
eight conferences of the United Church of Christ deliver 
fi nancial, technical, and legal assistance to communities 
nationwide that have been affected by natural or tech-
nological disasters, including earthquakes, hurricanes, 
tornadoes, toxic waste dumps, and mining hazards. 
The Evangelical Lutheran Church in America builds 
health care facilities in Rwanda, and through its “Jus-
tice for Women” program, offers resources to its local 
churches to be part of a broader effort to eliminate sex-
ism not only in the church but in society as a whole. 
The American Baptist Church, through its peace fellow-
ship, sponsors annual global peace conferences, holds 

vigils to end the war in Iraq, and provides resources 
and training for congregations to learn how to practice 
peaceful, transformative confl ict resolution. 

In point of fact, there is virtually no justice issue—from 
immigration to racism, from health care reform to child 
abuse, from poverty to the fi ght for a living wage—in 
which churches are not involved. Through advocacy, 
fund raising, work teams, research, letter writing, and 
civil disobedience, denominations are providing ways 
for the time, treasure, and talents of their constituencies 
to be faithful to the vision of the prophet Micah when 
he compelled us to “do justice, and to love kindness, 
and to walk humbly with your God” (Mic. 6:8).

Beyond such efforts, the denominations meet other 
needs of individual churches that those churches could 
never meet on their own. They supply educational 
resources in the form of books, pamphlets, training 
sessions, videos, and curricular materials. They offer 
clergy and laity study retreats and workshops on topics 
as wide ranging as how to adapt to the changing face 
of your neighborhood to how to make your sanctuary 
more energy effi cient. They offer grants and loans for 
church renovation and growth. And they help subsi-
dize seminaries, nursing homes, assisted living facili-
ties, colleges, universities, and overseas missionaries. 

The Scriptures 
Our relationship to Scripture, like our relationship to 
religion, is not always a comfortable one. We are often 
wrestling with the meaning of tales fi rst told thousands 
of years ago around councils, committees, or campfi res 
by people with their own agendas to advance. The sto-
ries have been embellished by the teller, buffed and 
clipped, edited to suit the bias of this or that commu-
nity, often without regard for consistency (did Noah 
take two of every animal onto the ark, as written in 
Genesis 6:19, or seven of every animal, as written by 
7:2?). They give us abundant detail on how to manage 
a herd dispute between nomadic tribes or the proper 
way to clean up after the slaughter of a sacrifi cial goat, 
but are maddeningly silent on the question of whether 
the use of stem cells is a morally justifi able way to save 
lives or the use of nuclear weapons is a morally justifi -
able way to take them. 

All this is to say they must be approached with great 
care and respect, trusting that the text is willing to give 
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up its secrets to the person who is willing to discern 
them. There is an element of the artistic to them. When 
we look at a work of the artist Jackson Pollock, such as 
his cacophonous Lavender Mist, we can either reduce it 
to a riot of squiggles and smears “that any six-year-old 
could do,” or we can appreciate it as a product of genius, 
absorb ourselves in it, discover the undercurrent of order 
beneath the surface chaos, note the eagerness with which 
our eyes move from place to place across the huge can-
vas, and therein feel something of the artist’s congenital 
and ultimately fatal restlessness. In other words, we can 
ask the painting to do the heavy lifting for us or we can engage 
it, question it, mine it, study it, and uncover its treasures. 

Scripture is indispensable because it is the written tes-
timony to the birth of our faith. It is our foundational 
story, our link to the beginning. Through its poetry, 
its legends, its myths, its teachings, and its histories, 
authors speak to us of a God among us, and it is our 
task as a community to listen to how the lessons learned 
thousands of years ago in a part of the world many of us 
will never even set foot in must still be learned today. 

And so we will ask ourselves, what does the Bible say 
about stem cell research or nuclear weapons? The faithful 
will disagree on this question, as we always have, and as 
we will on innumerable other questions of behavior and 
belief, from capital punishment to infant baptism to the 
divinity of Mary. Still, it’s better to have honest disagree-
ment in search of a diffi cult truth than cheap rhetorical 
sleights of hand in search of an easy one. We owe the text 
at least this much. We owe it the opportunity to teach us 
diffi cult truths that are more often than not embedded in 
the mystery of these ancient words. At times they are hard 
to unearth, but they are nonetheless worth the effort.

Community
We don’t take on those hard questions alone, we take 
them on with others and we do so because the religious 

life, like life itself, is not one lived in total isolation. Even 
the hermit monks and ancient mystics were members 
of brotherhoods who saw their solitude as both feed-
ing on and contributing to the greater good of a wider 
community. 

It is into the religious fellowship that we are born, bap-
tized, and bat mitzvahed. As young children we squirm 
our way through services, draw crayon pictures of the 
Garden of Eden, and tell our parents that all we’ve 
learned in Sunday school is about how God is bigger than 
big. Unbeknownst to us, it is our fi rst taste of that com-
munity. Later we may go off to church camp, where, in 
the words of the Old Testament scholar Brevard Childs, 
“We get Jesus, mosquito bites, and, if we’re lucky, our 
fi rst kiss.”2 Counselors sneak religion to us through the 
back door, with late night conversations about things 
like sexual ethics and human values, because they know 
that at this age religion and cool don’t mix, and cool is 
very, very important.

Later still, some of us are unsettled by questions that 
seem greater than our religion’s ability to answer them. 
Somebody young dies, a parent leaves home, or a ter-
rible earthquake kills thousands of innocent people in 
a faraway land. Or perhaps nothing of any great import 
happens, but religion has come to feel as bland and tepid 
to us as our college civics class—inoffensive, but tedious 
and hardly worth our time. So we drift away from that 
community, perhaps sniff around to see if there’s more 
excitement to be found elsewhere, in other modes of 
seeking, or perhaps not. 

Then somewhere along the line, for some of us, circum-
stances conspire to return us to religion, and whether it 
is to the religion of our childhood or another we are still 
welcomed by the community and grateful to be a part of 
it. At times contentious, at times petty, always a learn-
ing process, the community is also a devoted, active 
expression of the faith we want so much to fi nd again in 
our lives. Common creed brings us to identify with one 
another, which brings us to appreciate and understand 
one another, which in turn brings us to care for one 
another. In this way, we are family—people who often 
but not always like each other but who always aspire 
to love each other, if for no other reason than because 
this love is at the very heart of that creed we commonly 
claim as our own.

When we are here we are free 
to use language we rarely use 
in public the other days of the 
week.
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It is family because these are the people with whom we 
admit our fears, our misgivings, and our misdeeds, and 
who can hear that admission without need for query or 
explanation. It is here that we allow our doubts to sur-
face because we know that they will be met with both 
wisdom and generosity by people for whom doubt is 
also no stranger, that our words are not foreign to the 
sensibility of the other. These are the people who know 
when we are ill and pray for our recovery, know when 
life has been good to us and celebrate our triumphs, 
know when we have suffered loss and weep with us the 
anguished tears of bitter grief. They are our fellowship 
to whom we are attached by shared belief, which is no 
small attachment.

Liturgy
Sitting in a church doesn’t make us a Christian any more 
than sitting in a garage makes us a car, but it is in liturgy 
that our religion brings that fellowship together and 
coheres for us. Worship is our watering hole, our town 
square. It is the time and place in which we gather from 
distant walks to be of one voice. To paraphrase St. Paul, 
here we are neither male nor female nor slave nor free, 
nor Republican nor Democrat, nor college professor nor 
street sweeper, nor able-bodied nor wheelchair-bound, 
nor old nor young, nor black, nor white, nor yellow, nor 
red, nor brown. Here in this space, in this hour, God’s 
devotion to us and ours to God supersedes all differ-
ences of birth, chance, choice or affi liation. 

Perhaps that space is in a modest clapboard church of 
the western Great Plains or one of the majestically spired 
cathedrals of Dallas, Texas, that people come to gather 
in this way. Or maybe it’s in the squat little immigrants’ 
synagogue of New York City’s lower east side, with its 
peeling paint and pitted façade, the one that now pro-
vides a counterpoint to the chic cafés and high-priced 
boutiques that surround it. Or if not there, perhaps it’s 
the call to prayer heard above the clatter of the El from 
one of the onion-domed mosques in south Chicago. 
Whatever the house of prayer, whether we are called 
to it by the rabbi’s shofar, the priest’s pealing bells, the 
imam’s adhan, or the high C of jazz vespers, we grate-
fully heed it. By week’s end we are ready to be with 
one another again, to feel the creak of the pew, sing the 
hymns of our youth, and, if they must, let subdued emo-

tions fi nd their voice and be totally unashamed. When 
we are here we are free to use language we rarely use in 
public the other days of the week. It is here that we feel 
as though we have slipped into the waiting arms of God, 
and here we remove ourselves from the world so that 
we might be better prepared to return to it. This is why 
we worship; because in the moment it is a good expe-
rience and beyond the moment it is a sustaining one. 
Our weekly second chance. Or, in the inspiring words of 
Alfred North Whitehead, “The worship of God is not a 
rule of safety—it is an adventure of the spirit, and fl ight 
after the unattainable.”3 

Conclusion
The church is not an entity outside of our own experi-
ences. It is a community that is the sum total of all of 
our experiences. Identifying its faults and recognizing 
its limitations is a form of confession because ultimately 
we are responsible for these shortcomings. And it is in 
making this confession that we challenge ourselves, cor-
porately, to make the church better. 

The seeds are there, in its history, its outreach, its texts, 
its liturgies, and most importantly, its people. We have 
been handed these seeds, these kernels, these little nug-
gets of hope that can transform a good institution into 
a great one. They are ours to plant, and water, and feed, 
and nurture. No one will do it for us. 

What is the church? Well, that is up to us to answer, not 
by our words so much as by our deeds.

About the Writer
Erik Kolbell is a writer, psychotherapist, and ordained minister in 
the United Church of Christ. He was the fi rst minister of social 
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Endnotes
1. Rebecca Barnes, Churchcentral.com at http://rebecca
barnes1.blogspot.com/2006/05/how-to-address-church-
attendance.html.

2. Brevard Childs, in an unpublished sermon heard by the 
author at Yale Divinity School in April 1978.

3. Erik Kolbell, The God of Second Chances (Louisville, KY: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2008), 104.



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads true
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 12.002400
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


