Institutional Liabilities

Matthew 23:1-12


When David Roozen finished his presentation last Sunday evening here at Noank Baptist—a program addressing his decade-long study on trends in American religious communities—I was a bit discouraged and deflated.  Though I already read the report that indicated nearly all religious communities are experiencing decline, what was hard to hear was the tenor of pessimism in his voice.  When asked what he thought it would be like for Christian churches in particular over the next ten years, he simply stated: “I’m not optimistic.”  
Based on current findings, most mainline (or oldline) churches like ours will continue to show signs of weakening, with decreasing numbers attending services and participating in church life, with smaller, if not nonexistent, Sunday schools and children and youth programming, and buildings that suffer with time and poor maintenance.  [though David was impressed with how well we maintain our Meeting House; he claimed he rarely sees churches keep their buildings up so well!]  Nevertheless, all in all it was a depressing forecast for the future of the American church.

Honestly, it’s not as if he’s telling us anything we don’t already notice.  But at the same time, I don’t think he’s judging this fairly against the background of what churches in America have largely been.  If you look back to the beginnings of this country, with the exception of the Roman Catholic Church, the far majority of religious communities across the faiths have been relatively small in size, with attendance usually between 50-150 or so people.  The only thing that changed this was the post-war population growth spurt of the 1940s till the early 1960s that we refer to as the Baby Boom.  That’s when Sunday Schools blossomed into mammoth enterprises, along with youth groups, choirs, and buildings that expanded to accommodate the sudden flood of people.  For most churches, this was the “Golden Age” which set an unsustainable standard for which we now pine.
Besides having oversized buildings that are expensive to maintain, another reality has hit us.  Many congregations no longer have a generational pattern of renewal that was normal and expected in the past.  Today, adult children, if they’re religious at all, usually don’t go to the same church as their parents.  It’s a different world from the Golden Age.
Why does this make such a difference?  Well, for one thing, back when there was a steady generational pattern, churches like ours would always enjoy the presence of younger families and children, with parents and grandparents, along with uncles and aunts and cousins, sitting in the pews alongside them.  There was a family feel to the church when all the family went there—everybody knew each other.   Churches were made up of extended families as a rule, and whether small or large, they were loyal to the setting and to the people who were central to their lives.
Now, of course, this has changed.  Families no longer remain together in the same villages and towns.  Along with this, households are different.  Instead of Ozzie and Harriet, there are more single and divorced parents.  Even in traditional two-parent families, a single income is not enough to stay afloat.  Most adults of any age work one or two jobs, and have limited time for outside activities.  When they do, the choices for what to do with it are innumerable.  
As we know, most people are busy on the weekend, perhaps with work or with leisure, or with family responsibilities and visits to relatives that are now at a distance instead of nearby.  Or they may be involved in community activities and sports that until recently never were scheduled on Sunday morning.  Then you have other things like fundraising walks or bike rides for charitable causes all being the preferred activity of a Sunday morn.  Those who aren’t busy are just enjoying unscheduled time—a rarity in most people’s lives, even for retirees.  
Unlike the Golden Age when religious institutions had a monopoly on Sunday, the church today is no longer the only charitable organization people are committed to, nor the social center it was at one time, nor the obligatory place to be because of family tradition and the like.  We have more choices today than at any other time and being involved in a religious community is only one of many options, and certainly not a standard expectation for attaining a quality life.  Again, this isn’t anything new to us; we’ve been trending toward this for three or four decades.

But even with all these challenging factors, something else has impacted the health of churches.  That is, the unfortunate decline in respecting the role and moral authority of religious institutions and their leaders in society.  It used to be that religion was an asset for career and social ambitions; going to church was a way to network and to be respected.  That’s less true now.  Similarly, clergy once were highly valued, if not revered; now it’s a profession and a calling ignored by many and even ridiculed by some.  
These negatives have only magnified with the fallout over child sex abuse scandals in the Catholic Church, the political agendas of the Religious Right, the fight over homosexuality in Protestant denominations, and the growing public resentment over the untaxed property of religious organizations, among other things, contributing to bad PR and a tarnished image in the public square of institutions that once dominated the streets of our towns and the consciences of our communities.  From the Baby Boomers to Generation X to the Millennials, the institutional liabilities of the American church are significant, which add to the marketing woes of declining congregations.
At this point, you should feel about as depressed as I was last Sunday night.  It’s not hard to diagnose the problems; it’s much harder to identify the cure.  There’s much to worry about, if we start adding up all the negatives related to contemporary religion.  And it is easy to get demoralized and overwhelmed by how terrible things appear at present.  

But that said, there is an underlying hope in all of this.  
What we’re dealing with in the 21st century is a predictable and necessary downturn that awakens us to the need for institutional reform and religious renewal.  Typically, we don’t address fundamental problems or what needs to change in the nature of our institutions until we face a crisis for our survival and existence.  Even if our survival is threatened, even if the future looks bleak, the end of an institutional presence doesn’t necessarily mean that will be the end of our faith, our heritage, or our purpose.  Institutional reform is the way God inspires us to address our problems and complacency that stifles our ability to adapt and respond to cultural changes.  That’s the way reformation has always worked.
You see, institutions are good, but they aren’t as adaptive to cultural changes as are religious movements.  Institutions require care and keeping.  Buildings need maintenance; operations involve staffing, a constitution and by-laws; programs depend on leadership and continuity; institutions keep us focused on the business side of being a human organization.  Spiritual movements, on the other hand, are less rigid; they are more people focused, energizing them with fresh ideas and purpose, with renewed visions for ministry, as well as adaptability to meet people’s interests and needs.  The challenge for many churches like ours is to discern where our institutional aspects don’t dominate our vision and purpose for being a spiritual community.  

Let me take a quick test of where our loyalties lie, for we make choices all the time between institutional customs and spiritual adaptability.  For instance, what would happen if we stopped worshipping on Sunday mornings and, instead, chose another time to gather to make it easier for more people to participate?  Would you stop coming or would you adapt to a new day and time?  Perhaps a bit more radical, what would it be like if we removed the pews altogether (as some congregations have chosen to do), using moveable chairs and turning this room into an all-purpose community meeting house—suitable for a range of activities?  In that way, no one could claim a pew and we could be more creative in worship.  Would you find your comfort zone in that new setting, or would you feel as if you had lost your sense of being a church—that you’d lost something important to you?  The truth is, most of us would likely feel a loss, wouldn’t we, even if the offsetting benefit was an increase in the level of participation?

What might it be like if we adapted our educational experiences in Sunday School and Bible studies to integrate more fully into a high-tech world—using apps and online resources—where Christian education isn’t just for one hour a week, but is interactive online 24/7?  What would the church be like if we focused our life around community mealtimes, intentionally sharing our lives once or more each week around the common need to eat?  What if our music reflected the full range of what we can tap into on the radio, or TV, or through an MP3 player?  What if we made our faith more about who we are in relation to other people, rather than what we do in relation to maintaining familiar customs and traditions?  All these things scratch the surface of the types of choices we make about institutional interests and traditions and customs in contrast to adaptability for greater appeal.
As I said, we’d all struggle with these changes to a certain extent.  Individually, we might be conflicted—we’d be thrilled and excited by some things, and distressed and upset about others.  The net result would be, we would no longer be Noank Baptist as we’ve known it; we might even devolve into being different communities altogether, depending on how reforms develop.
Now I’m not trying to frighten you, but simply illustrate how radical religious reform actually is.  Truthfully, this is no different than what happened 500 years ago when Martin Luther’s movement revolutionized Europe when he called out the Catholic Church for its corruption and abuse of power and then inspired the church to be more congregationally based, even making the Bible accessible to people in the pews.  
It’s no different than what occurred when John Smyth and Thomas Helwys formed new communities of “true believers” around the notion of individual freedom of conscience and personal belief, rebaptizing them and abolishing the practice of infant baptism.  It’s no different than what Menno Simons did in determining that true fellowship with the Lord occurred when followers of Jesus formed their own versions of the peaceable kingdom on earth, eschewing violence while sharing resources and emphasizing the importance of relationships in community.  It’s no different than when congregations in the Middle Ages started using popular bard songs with new lyrics for their hymns and music.
Reforms like these were clearly radical at the time, with thinking that was out-of-the-box and adaptive to a world that had risen to reject the Catholic Church and its institutional liabilities.  What was radical then seems normal, if not traditional, to us now!  Theologically, the precedent for reform was found in earlier movements within the church, but particularly in Jesus and later in Paul, who completely transformed what faith in God would look like for those who were schooled in the traditions of rabbinic Judaism.
That’s illustrated in our passage today from Matthew, where Jesus rose up to critique the religious institutions of his own day, targeting their hypocrisy and liabilities and calling for spiritual reform.  What he cited was the way leaders were more invested in maintaining the institution and appearance of religious belief, rather than living by it.  It was dead orthodoxy.  Jesus was ready to abolish all of it, including envisioning Judaism without rabbis and restrictive rules!  
After Jesus, how out-of-the-box it was for the early church to meet in houses, instead of in the synagogue; or to abolish the kosher dietary laws, as a jumping off point before claiming there was no moral distinction in the eyes of God between Jews and Gentiles!  That was scandalous!  But one person’s radical reforms are another person’s biblical truth!  As those who inherit these stories, we often miss the emotional, spiritual, and intellectual impact this kind of new thinking had on first century Judaism.  But as Jesus knew, unless the tradition reformed itself from its corruption and institutional liabilities, Judaism would collapse as a heritage all together, as quickly as the walls of the temple came tumbling down a generation or two later.


Obviously, there’s a lesson for us in this.  When people stop believing in and trusting organized religion, it usually has more to do with our institutional liabilities than with the message itself.  If we don’t recognize this and address it, we’ll be the fools; Christ’s reforming Spirit will move on without us.  Reforming our religion is a historical necessity, purging the church of the very things that turn people off from a belief in God and from pursuing the type of life God intended for humanity.  The church will never lose the message; we only lessen its appeal with our resistance to adapt and change.  

Institutions take on a life of their own; they can demand as much loyalty from us as God, and their traditions and customs appear to be as sacred as Scripture.  Whether we’re talking about denominations or individual churches, or religious heritage or doctrines, or music, or rituals, or customs and practices—all of these sacred cows are but human creations designed to help us organize ourselves and shape our spiritual thinking as human beings.  They aren’t as important as we believe them to be.  The first generation or so understands that because they embrace the underlying vision and spirit—they are caught up in the religious movement.  Later generations, however, tend to view the practices and the traditions as more important than the original spirit, because the church has become an institution to uphold and maintain more than a spiritual movement filled with risk and meaning.  When the institution and its interests (and its politics) become the controlling aspect of a religious life—when we say, we can’t do that because we’ve always done it this way—then we’ve made a choice to consider the interests of the institution more than the movement of God’s Spirit.  
Reform is a difficult, but necessary, purging of institutional liabilities.  It’s happened continually and for a reason throughout history.  There’s always a loss, along with the accompanying grief.  But at the same time, spiritual renewal has a way of reinvigorating faith and interest, because everything is fresh and part of discovery.  We don’t know what reform will look like around here, but there are things we can do that might help us become more accessible, more interesting, more relevant, and more important to a lot of people who are searching for a meaningful spiritual community to which to belong.
That’s why I refuse to buy into David Roozen’s pessimism, because I trust there is a better future out there for churches like ours.  We might not all agree on how to do it, and we may not all sign on and get there together, or at least with the same level of enthusiasm for it.  But if we trust each other and trust God for guidance and inspiration, we will find our way.  
When we find our way, we will begin to see all the possibilities for what lies ahead into another generation.  This will reassure us that whatever we have lost in familiarity has been replaced and fulfilled with something special, meaningful, dynamic, and purposeful.  Our faith in Christ has re-formed our religion.  What that ultimately means is, we have successfully turned our institutional liabilities into spiritual strengths.  
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