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Here is the Steeple, But Where Are the People?  Sunday, 8/23/20 

Last week I asked the question: what if the disruption of the COVID-19 pandemic is 

less like a blizzard or a winter and more like a little ice age? What if, even after we get a 

handle on COVID-19 through vaccines and therapeutics, too many of the assumptions and 

norms about the ways we live, work, and be the church have changed for us to ever get back 

to what we recognized as normal before the COVID-19 cold front suddenly arrived? It’s 

time for us to stop responding to COVID-19 like it’s a blizzard, or even an especially bitter 

winter, and begin to embrace the hard work ahead of rebuilding our lives, our church, and 

our world, reinventing adaptive ways for us to be the people of God instead of just 

hunkering down and waiting for the storm to pass.  

The good news is that God’s people have done just that, time and time again, because 

our hope and power comes from the faithful God who answers our prayer and is always 

faithful to be present in every circumstance of life. But it’s never been easy or simple, and in 

the circumstances we find ourselves in today, we need to do more re-inventing rather than 

just rebuilding what was there before. We’ve already been making many technical changes 

to allow our core ministries to continue, but what remains is many adaptive changes, 

changes in the essential ways we see ourselves being the church.  

Let’s start by asking, “What is the church?” We could all give some of the canned 

answers that we learned in Sunday School, but I want you to actually feel what the church is 

and not just think about it. How did you feel when you either saw a friend here on the church 

grounds this morning or on the Facebook Live message feed? It felt more than just good, 

didn’t it? Somehow it’s fulfilling in a very substantial way. That’s because it’s part of what 

the church is meant to be- a gathering of people: physically, spiritually, and when necessary, 

virtually. 

How did you feel when you saw Carter stand up and affirm his faith, receiving a fresh 

anointing of the Holy Spirit? That is definitely central to what the church is, because the 

church is all about making disciples of Jesus Christ. Take a good look at Carter- He is a flesh 

and blood example of what it means for us to make a disciple for Jesus Christ. And disciples 

need a church to form them and support them. It’s such a joy to baptize someone because 

whenever we do it, we’re unambiguously being the church. 
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 We haven’t worshipped in the church building for many months, and yet we’re still 

the church. I’ll bet that none of us would have imagined that was really possible before 

circumstances made it a necessity. So obviously, the church isn’t just a building or a place. 

We don’t really “go to church” as we used to say. We do, under less dire circumstances, 

meet in this church building as a part of being the church, but actually, being the church isn’t 

even something that usually happens in a church building. So what is church? 

In our first Bible reading, Jesus calls Peter the “rock” upon which he’ll build his 

church. That’s an important clue and a pretty radical statement. Remember that each of the 

Jewish disciples practiced a faith that was built upon the rock walls of the Jerusalem Temple. 

It was impossible to be in right relationship with God without a connection to the physical 

temple. Insisting today that our building at 609 8th Street South defines us as a church would 

be like Peter rebutting Jesus by saying, “That’s nonsense, Christ- The temple is where I 

build my faith! Your church should be built on the Temple!” Come to think of it, I guess it’s 

not too hard to imagine Peter saying something stupid like that, is it?  

We know that the foundation of the church is faith in Jesus, and that Peter was the 

rock upon which the church was built. Doesn’t it stand to follow then that the church is 

something that’s built using ordinary people, just like Peter, people who have come to accept 

and practice an extraordinary faith in Jesus?  

The church is you and me, in as much as we are rooted in our faith in Jesus and living 

out that faith according to the purpose of the church. But here’s where we tend to get 

confused again. Judging from our behavior, you could be forgiven if you assumed that the 

primary purpose of the church is to produce Sunday worship services. For many, if not most 

of us, that one hour represents the most significant fraction of our weekly time spent 

contemplating God and our faith. Our worship gatherings are important, but the true worship 

of God is lived out in a thousand different ways in our ordinary lives during the 167 hours 

each week that we’re not in formal worship.  

And that’s exactly what Jesus was talking about when he said that we hold the keys of 

the Kingdom of Heaven. All those countless behaviors and attitudes of love that Jesus 

associated with the Kingdom of Heaven, those are the keys, and we turn them every time we 

choose to act in love in the name of Jesus. Being the church actually requires us to get out of 
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the church building and into relationship with the rest of the world. Admittedly, that’s harder 

than ever to do with face masks and physical distancing, but that’s still our purpose, and 

somehow we’ve got to find new ways to do that. 

 The good news is that the Holy Spirit who enables us to be the church isn’t confined 

to a church building or a worship hour. Let’s remind ourselves of that fact as we hear again a 

portion of the Pentecost story. I’m reading from Acts 2.  

{Read Acts 2:1-4} 

Peter later gave a speech to everyone assembled, that ended in this way… 

{Read Acts 2:36-41} 

  3,000 people! Remember, they weren’t at the Temple, they were sitting in a house in 

a Jerusalem neighborhood, so presumably Peter must have given his speech out in the street 

or even from a balcony or window. Would 3,000 people even fit in our church building? No! 

The most we can cram into the sanctuary is around 200, and with physical distancing that’s 

probably closer to 50. But the disciples weren’t at the Temple or a synagogue, and that was a 

good thing, because the Holy Spirit arrived on the scene in an ordinary place and grew the 

church more in one day than ever would have been possible had they confined their ministry 

to a regular building dedicated to religious services. 

At first glance, the pandemic might appear to be a timely gift to the church, a swift 

kick in the pants that finally got us out of our buildings and into the world. But alas, the 

same contact precautions that keep us out of our church building are also keeping us away 

from the rest of the world. Some ministries like the Wesley Meals are indefinitely on hold, 

while other ministries, like the Hanover food shelf, have managed to adapt with contactless 

food distribution for those in need of help. But in many cases, physical distancing has led to 

social distancing, and social distancing is deadly to the spread of the Gospel. 

The Gospel is inherently social. There can be no loving God without loving our 

neighbors, and it’s hard to love our neighbors if we don’t spend any time with them. The 

keys of the Kingdom can’t be used if we’re isolated from the relationships with which the 

Kingdom is built. That’s a huge dilemma, and I don’t have any easier answers for it. I 

suspect, however, that we need to reimagine what it means to communicate the Gospel, just 

as we need to remember what it means to be the church. Peter took a very direct approach 
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with his public preaching, but preaching a message of repentance to thousands in the streets 

is not only a bad idea today, it probably wouldn’t be very effective. Even simple acts of 

kindness and service- demonstrating the Gospel through our acts of love- has become 

challenging in this new “contactless” world in which we live.  

But difficulty and uncertainly are no excuses for abandoning our mission. Do you 

remember what that mission is? Carter is our mission. The 3,000 added to the church are our 

mission. The people of Buffalo and all the surrounding communities are our mission, 

including the neighbors we woke up this morning with our load speakers- sorry about that, 

neighbors. Peter said it so very clearly in his speech: “Each of you must repent of your sins 

and turn to God, and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. 

Then you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.”1 I do believe that we’ll find inventive 

ways to serve and share the Gospel in these times, but before we’re able to do that we’ll 

have to recover our identity of being the church for the world rather than just people who 

come to a church building to be comforted and inspired. We’ll have to remember that we, 

the church, are the Body of Christ, each one of us adding our gifts together so that the Body 

can move through the world, offering extravagant acts grace and love. The Body of Christ 

was never meant to remain on a couch, collectively resting in piety for an hour each week 

before dispersing to attend to our private lives. 

In many ways, I’m foreshadowing next week’s sermon here, which is about making a 

shift from pretending to have all the answers to becoming better at asking questions, 

listening, waiting, and observing. The pandemic has exposed what’s always been true- the 

church isn’t a repository of all the answers. The church is a gathering of people, called and 

gifted by God, to be sure, but also finite and often uncertain. And that might not be such a 

bad thing, really. Perhaps in confronting our human limits we’ll be more inclined to turn to 

the wisdom and strength of God. That’s exactly the message our Lord gave to the Apostle 

Paul, saying “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”2  

Summer is coming to an end and September is just around the corner. We can’t make 

the pandemic go away just because we don’t like it. It’s up to us to decide what this new 

 
1 Acts 2:38. New Living Translation (2nd Edition). 
2 2Corinthians 12:9. New International Version (2011). 
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season will mean for our ministries. Will COVID-19 be the virus that sidelines the Body of 

Christ, or will it be a catalyst for us to reclaim our identity as the people of Christ on a 

mission to bring Good News to the world? None of us are victims of our circumstances in 

this. It’s our choice, individually and collectively, to turn away from our Gospel mission or 

to rise to the challenge, thinking outside of the box and finding new ways to bring light and 

hope into the world in these strange times. Which is it going to be? The choice is before us 

to make with each sunrise that we have the privilege of greeting. Which is it going to be 

today? 
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