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So, some of you may not know that I am a cellist, which means, I play the cello … kind of like a violin on steroids.  Anyway, my dad was a music teacher, so all of us kids were required to take a year or two of piano, starting in the 4th grade.  And then we had to choose a string instrument in the 5th grade … and guitar was not an option.  So I chose the cello.  I took private lessons for years.  In fact, on most days I was required to practice for 30 to 60 minutes before I could go outside and play.  At the time I considered that almost child abuse.  But in California we had full orchestras in our schools, so I played in the orchestra.  And I played in honors orchestras.  And when one of my dad’s schools had a concert, he’d pull me in as a ringer.  And I played in trios for church, quartets, and quintets in college.  In fact, our director in college used to yell at me a lot.  “Pattison,” he’d say, “you’d be good if you actually had a heart!”  You see, I could play the music, but I didn’t real feel it … there’s a difference.  During seminary I played for a while in the Johnson City Symphony.  Which sounds impressive, but we weren’t very good.  After that I would play occasionally … once or twice a year, perhaps, at the college; maybe once or twice a year here at CapCity… for a while … if it was convenient … and if the music was easy … and if I didn’t have to practice …

So, I’m a cellist? … right?  Kind of … sort of … I haven’t touched this thing in 10 years, probably.  About all I do now is go and listen to Yo Yo Ma if he happens to be playing somewhere close by … where I shed a tear or two … as I listen to what a real cellist can really do … which is almost magical.  So am I a cellist … really?  Would it be more honest to say, “I dabbled with cello, once”?  Would it be fair to say that, in reality, “I play cello” kind of like a whole lot of “Jesus followers” play church?

Now, because I am a little bit older now … I have several of these … “used tos.”  Do you?  I used to be a bit of an athlete … kind of sort of … Football, basketball, baseball, tennis, soccer, racquetball, handball, golf … I rarely play anymore.  And when I do play with my grandkids, I cheat.  I used to be a soccer coach.  I coached at the college for about 9 years.  But, unless my grandkids are playing, I don’t follow soccer anymore. I used to be a college professor.  In fact, I still think of myself as one … even though I haven’t been in the classroom for 10 years or so, and it was almost 30 years ago that I was doing it full time.  Do you have any “used tos.”  My wife, Julie, used to be an organist.  My son, Andy, used to be a military policeman.  My daughter, Alathea, used to be an English teacher.  …

Now, sometimes we still tinker.  I could still play a song or two if forced.  I still play catch, and shoot some hoops, and swing a club … occasionally.  But I am not nearly as serious at any of those things as I used to be.  Kind of like … some “Jesus followers” … and church.  Now, if you are in the room or watching our livestream … you are dabbling, at least.  But it’s possible that there was a time when you were way more invested in the “church” than you are now.  
· For some of you guys … it’s still a “centerpiece” of your life, your life with God.
· For some of you guys … it’s still a significant … “piece” of your life, and your life with God.
· For some of you guys … it’s a stretch to call it a “piece” of your life, and your life with God … because you dabble, but that’s all.  It’s kind of like you keep the church at arm’s length.
· And a whole lot of “Jesus followers” have joined the ranks of the … “dechurched.”

So, where do you fit?  Of course, if you are not a Jesus follower yet, I’m just glad you are here! Thank you!  I hope you’ll find a home here … or at some other God-honoring church … because you weren’t made to go it alone.  

· But some of us “Jesus followers” … we were forced to come to church as kids.  We didn’t really want to.  But, over time, we kinda bought the big ideas … sort of.  Enough that we maintained some connection with church when we graduated high school, and left home.   It’s still part of who we are … but not really a centerpiece.
· Other of us Jesus followers … there was a time when we were passionate, when we were all in.   But for one reason or another … there has been a slow fade, right?  Are you okay with that?
· What role, do you think, “should” church play in your life?  Or, if you dare, what role, do you think, God wants church to play in your life? … And how much does that matter, to you?
· I have … some regrets … that I did not take the cello more seriously.  I think I could play with heart now … now that I have lost my touch.  How sad is that!  But the church … If the church is not the centerpiece of your life now … do you have any regrets?  Will you have any regrets … eventually … do you think?

Guys, I’m going to cover a boatload of stuff this morning, and I am going to go fast.  This series is about the basics, the fundamentals, the things every Jesus follower needs to understand, and do.  Some of you will have heard some of this stuff before.  That’s okay … Others haven’t. But this stuff is really important, so hang on!

About 1800 years ago a guy named Cyprian was a bishop in Carthage, a city in northern Africa.  He was a pretty smart guy.  Cyprian said, one time, “No one can have God as Father who does not have the church as Mother.” … Wow!  Was he serious? Do you buy that?  I was at a Promise Keepers rally in Indianapolis 20 some odd years ago when I heard an old black preacher say it like this.  He said, “If the church ain’t your momma, God ain’t your daddy.” … Wow!  That was powerful! That was about a clear as you can put it. Do you buy that?

Now, our churches in America have been going through pretty hard times, guys!  Not as hard as churches in other parts of our world are going through.  But for us American Jesus followers … it’s been a rocky few years.  According to Mark Driscoll: Covid, the shutdowns and all that … 15% of our churches are dead or dying; 40% are on life support … they could go either way; 40% are surviving … they are doing … okay; but only 5% are actually thriving.  Wow!  Where do we fit, here at CapCity? It’s been so hard that 38% of our ministers have pondered leaving the ministry.  And I get that … as a pastor the past couple years have been incredibly discouraging.

But what’s worse than all that is what the shut-downs did to the hearts and minds of Jesus followers.  We kept hearing that church was a “non-essential.”  And a lot of people bought it! Do you? We kept hearing that on-line church was an acceptable alternative to in-person church.  And a lot of people bought it! Do you? It’s a whole lot more convenient. Less time consuming.  Less … demanding. Safer … physically … we were told. And … we kept hearing that a person could have a healthy relationship with God without church.  And people bought it! After all, you can read your Bible at home.  You can pray at home.  You can listen to a podcast when you’re on the treadmill.  You can listen to K-Love when you’re out and around.  And, what’s worse …  so many churches reinforced these ideas … shutting down their in-person services so quickly, so easily … as if they weren’t all that important.  It was more important to keep people “safe,” right? … Well … maybe not!

In reality, Covid simply acted as an accelerant for some cultural trends that have been building for a couple decades.  For the past 20, 30 years churches in America have been struggling.  And, if someone is looking for an excuse to diss church, it’s easy to find one.  I can make a great case against church.  
· I mean, God is good, right? God is holy, God is gracious.  Usually, we like God.  But the church?! A lot of times churches are not very holy, not very gracious, not very good … they are never perfect.  There’s a whole lot to criticize about any church, right?
· Because, churches are full of all these sinners!  I’m not just talking about the weirdos, and the narcissists, and the con men.  And there are boatloads of those!  I’m talking about just run of the mill sinners.  People who say the wrong things, sometimes, do the wrong things, sometimes, people who are just messed up … kind of like … kind of like … you guys … and me.  And we step on each other’s toes … routinely … right?  It’s not always easy to be part of this family. 
· And … this one is a little mean, maybe … I think a lot of people figure that God is not nearly as demanding as a church. Without a church meddling in your life, you can worship God how you want, where you want, and when you want. But churches kind of make you feel guilty. They are kind of controlling. They expect you to give up time for worship, for study. They expect you to give up money. They expect you to volunteer for stuff you really don’t enjoy. It’s a lot less trouble to try to hang on to God without a church getting in the way … so we think.
· And … and … sometimes church just gets in the way of life, it seems, right?  I mean, there is so much to do, and so little time.  Life gets so busy, so complex, and sometimes you just need some “me-time.”  And Sunday mornings are perfect … for “me time.”  And things come up … I mean, schools, and sports, and other groups used to leave Sundays alone.  Not anymore!  And you don’t want your kids to get left behind, do you?

So … I know there are a boatload of reasons to minimize, or marginalize, or just flat-out blow off church.  And yet … And yet … Did you know, for some crazy reason, church is both God’s idea, and God’s command?  The “church,” guys, was God’s idea … I’ll show you.  And making church a serious part of your life was, and is, God’s command.  I’ll show you.

Right before Jesus headed to Jerusalem to die, he took his disciples aside and he pulled down his mask, so to speak.  Jesus asked them, “Who do people think I am?”  And they’re like, “Some people think you’re like John the Baptist, back from the dead.  Or one the Old Testament prophets, back from the dead.” And then Jesus said, “Well, who do you think I am.  You guys have been with me for 3 years, you’ve listened to me, watched me … who do you think I am, really?”  And Peter said, “I think you are the messiah we have been waiting for.  In fact, I think you are the Son of the big G God!”  And Jesus said … … “Yep!  And on this rock, on this foundation I will build my church … “I” will build … “my church” … and all the powers of hell won’t defeat it!” (Matthew 16.13-18)  So … whose church is it? ___ And … who built the church? ____  The church was not invented by Jesus followers … it was invented by Jesus!  It was invented by God!

Now, the Greek word Matthew uses for “church” is ekklesia.  And that word has messed some people up.  It’s a compound word in the Greek, which means it’s kind of like two words jammed together.  The “ek” part means “out”, and the “klesia” part means “called.” So, it sounds like it simply means, the “called out” people, those “called out.”  But compound words don’t always work that way.  You don’t just add the two parts together to get its meaning.  That would be kind of like saying that a “butterfly” is about “butter that flies.”  If you look ekklesia up in a dictionary of ancient Greek, you’ll discover it means something more like … “the called together,” or the “assembly” of those who were called, or the ‘gathered” ones, or those “congregating” … the congregation.  It’s not just a calling out, it’s a calling together.  We are called out and bound together.

Specifically, it’s a calling together of those who accept Jesus as the Christ, the Son of the living God.  He’s the head of the church, he’s the boss … here.  So, you see, the church is a really big deal to God.  So, Hebrews says, “Do not neglect our meeting together, as some people do, but encourage one another, especially now that the day of his return is drawing near.” (Hebrews 10.25) Don’t blow off the assembling, don’t marginalize the togethering, don’t diss the congregating … God says … as some people do.  

… Now … it’s not really about the building, is it?  The called out ones, the called together ones, the assembly, the congregation ... the church is really about the people.  Bottom line, guys, the church is not some building you go to, it’s something you are … together.  Not alone, but together … together.  I’ve been using the phrase, “Doing life with God, for God, God’s way,” for a long time here at CapCity.  Recently my daughter suggested that I add one word … the word “together.”  And she was right.  That’s what the church is: people doing life with God, for God, God’s way … together.  I like that.

Because guys, when you choose to follow Jesus, God automatically plugs you into his church.
· In the New Testament, the New Covenant, our covenant with God, the church is several times referred to as “the bride of Christ.”  Those called out, those called together are “the bride of Christ” … kind of. And yet … a whole lot of people, want a relationship with Christ while rejecting his bride, the church.  That doesn’t work! If the church ain’t your momma, God ain’t your daddy! That kind of sounds to me like they want a date with Jesus, or a fling with Jesus, or an affair, with Jesus, but they don’t want to be committed to him … his way.  Guys: Jesus doesn’t cheat on his bride.
· And, in the New Testament, the church is several times referred to as “the body of Christ.”  He’s the head, the church is the body.  We’re part of the body of Christ … it says! And yet … a whole lot of people want to be part of Jesus, but they don’t want to be attached to his body.  Which makes them kind of like a finger without a hand, or a toe without a foot.  A body part, detached from the body … is kind of grotesque, isn’t it? 
· And, in the New Testament, the church is several times referred to as “the family of God.”  When you accept God as your Father, he adopts you into his family.  He makes you part of a family. Which would mean that a Jesus follower without a family is kind of like an orphan.  How tragic!  He wants you connected guys! 

If you are a Jesus follower, God made you part of the church, guys! I know … I’m not sure I want to be connected to some of you guys.  Some of you guys are just weird, right?  I mean, the church really is a weird collection of messed up people.  In fact, the idea that God would choose to use a group of people as messed up as we are to woo and to heal other broken and messed up people … how weird is that.  What a weirdly magnificent thing we are: a messed up people, gathered together for the purpose of reveling in and broadcasting the grace of our dazzling God.   

And I know that some people … a whole lot of people, in fact … don’t think they have to gather physically.  You can come together on-line, right?  You can assemble as a Facebook group, or watching a livestream, or connecting through Zoom.  Isn’t that the way some people congregate now?  And, there are serious Jesus followers who are trying to make that work.  And maybe they are right … but I fear they are not … usually.  I know it’s not about the building, but I think there is something incredibly important about the physical gathering.  God didn’t make us talking heads. How many of you guys have used one of those dating apps?  Now, if you are married and you are using one of those dating apps, you need a beating.  But a whole lot of singles do their scouting online, right?  And, that’s cool, I suppose. But at some point you need more than a talking head, right?  How many of you grandparents had to do some grandparenting online during Covid?  I mean, Facebook is better than nothing. But it will never replace a hug.  Because, guys, we’re not just spiritual creatures, we’re physical creatures too.  And we need physical presence, we need physical touch, we need more connection than a phone, or an iPad, or a computer screen can provide.  

Now, I know that a church can do solid ministry online, but it can’t do church online.  There is a difference between ministry and church. Here at CapCity we need to have a solid presence online … and we’re working on it.  But we want our online presence to serve as a front door and a workshop, not as a replacement … unless you just can’t be here.  Now there are times … 

· For those who are on the road, on-line church us a way to stay connected.  How cool is that! 
· For those who are shut in … either for a time, or long term … it’s the best they can do.  
· For those who are looking for a church … it’s a way to scout around.  
· For those who are wanting to dig deeper, it’s a way to supplement in-person church.  How cool is that!

But if you can, you need more than a live-stream, or a metaverse church. You were meant, by God, to do life shoulder to shoulder with God’s people.  Do you know why? … 

#1: When we worship together, guys, God is in the room.  Do you buy that? Do you get that? I know, God is always in every room: he is omnipresent … he’s everywhere.  And I know, he’s not only everywhere, but if you are a Jesus follower, God’s Spirit is actually inside you … 24-7.   And yet, listen to what Jesus says.  He says, “Where two or three gather together as my followers, I am there among them.” (Matthew 18.20)  There is something different about God’s presence when we gather as Jesus followers. Something special happens when Jesus followers assemble.  Sometimes God’s presence in this room becomes almost palpable.  Have you felt it?  I have.  And we need that sense of God’s presence, guys.  It puts everything else into perspective.

You see, we need to be intentional about putting ourselves in a place where everything that is happening is designed to help us be receptive to God’s presence, and God’s nudges.  So, the Bible says, “Don’t give up the habit … don’t give up the habit … the habit of meeting together, as some are doing.  Instead, let us encourage one another all the more.” (Hebrews 10.25). We make it a habit.

You see, from the very beginning, God inserted weekly worship into the rhythm of a God-honoring life. Both in the Old Covenant, and in the New Covenant, people of God were instructed to assemble, to gather, to congregate weekly for corporate worship.  Every week.  In the Old Testament, it was on the Sabbath.  In the New Testament, it’s on the Lord’s Day … Sunday. And not just occasionally, not just when it’s convenient, but as part of the rhythm of a healthy life.  Because, guys, it’s easy to lose our focus on God, right?  It’s so easy to get distracted by our jobs, by our families, by our hobbies … by just the busyness and the noise of life.  Our gathering to worship weekly helps us keep centered on God.  And … our gathering to worship weekly helps us break the insidious grip of self.  We are prone to be so self-absorbed, aren’t we.  And that’ll mess you up.

But “church” is about way more than just worship, isn’t it.  Here at CapCity we talk about more than just worshipping together.  We talk about connecting together, and growing together, and serving together … because going it alone just doesn’t cut it.  Alone … we’re kind of wussy, we’re kind of weak.  Together … we are a whole lot smarter, and a whole lot bolder, and a whole lot stronger, and a whole lot gooder (… that’s a word … now).  It’s kind of like … we drag each other to heaven, right? 

I’m going to show you one other Greek word this morning.  Some of you guys have seen it before.  It’s the word, “allelon,” which kind of sounds like “all alone,” but it actually means: “one another.” “Allelon” is used 59 times in the New Testament as part of these commands about how to do life together, with one another, in the church. Doing life with God with God, for God, God’s way … together. This goes way beyond Sunday morning worship.  You cannot “be the church” if it’s about Sunday mornings only.  You are not being the church if it’s just about Sunday mornings.  Here are just a few of these “one another” verses.

· We are told to “love one another.”  16 times. “Love one another. Love one another. Love one another.” If you master this one, you really don’t need the rest.  But here are some more …
· Be devoted to one another.
· Build one another up.
· Accept one another.
· Teach one another.
· Serve one another. 
· Bear one another’s burdens. 
· Be tolerant of one another.
· Forgive one another. 
· Comfort one another.
· Encourage one another.
· Warn one another.
· Pray for one another. 

The list keeps going … but you get the idea.  You can’t do this stuff God commands if church. For you, is about an hour a week. We’re supposed to be in this thing together.  I know we’re a bunch of messed up misfits, but we’re stronger together, we’re more effective together, it’s more fun together.  We need each other.

Guys, our God has given us a big job to do.  Right before Jesus went back to heaven, he gave us these marching orders.  He says, “Go, then, to all peoples everywhere and make them my disciples: baptize them in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, and teach them to obey everything I have commanded you. And I will be with you (all) always, to the end of the age.” (Matthew 28.19-20). Guys, individually, it would be hard to make a dent in our mission from God.  But together …

· We have this goal, this year, this plan to give those in our community 12000 nudges towards Jesus … a thousand nudges each month.  That could make a difference! How cool is that!?
· We just pulled off a Trunk or Treat together that served a thousand of our neighbors … in the name of Jesus.  None of us could do that alone!
· We just pulled off a Jesus Prom, where we pooled our resources to throw this big Jesus party for those with disabilities in our community.  None of us could do that alone!
· We take care of so many people together, we support so many missionaries together.

Do you have any idea how much more effective we are when we tackle it together?
· Some of you guys don’t feel like you’re equipped to “evangelize.” But you can invite someone to the gathering!  We’re in this together!
· And the very fact that your friends, and your neighbors, and your colleagues see you keeping the church at the center of your life … and they will see it … that’s such a powerful testimony.
· In fact, the most powerful influence for Jesus you will have on your kids, and your friends, and your neighbors will be your faithfulness to God and his church.  Because, guys, if the church ain’t your momma, God ain’t your daddy.  

One more … just more piece, one more reason to keep God’s church as a centerpiece in your life.  Here it is: God commands it.  Not capriciously, but because the big G God loves you.  Jesus modeled being the church, and God commanded it … and … God is … like … God … right?  Because you were not made to go it alone.  So, even when you don’t feel like it … Even when you are painfully aware of its flaws … For your sake, for their sake, for God’s sake … be the church, guys.  Help us be the church.

· Now, if you are not a Jesus follower yet … this is for you too.  Keep coming, please.  Try worshiping God with us.  Try connecting with us. Try serving with us.  Give it a try.  You’ll like it, I think.
· If you are one of those lurkers … You know … you’re here, but not fully.  You’re watching, but not seriously engaging … not seriously committing … Listen: if not CapCity find some God honoring church and actually make it your home.  You need more than you are getting … or giving.
· If you are one of those who comes just enough to say this is your church, once a month, perhaps, 2 or 3 times a month, perhaps … Make it part of the rhythm of your life … Every week we Jesus followers gather to worship … to keep God in his rightful place.  You need that too, right.
· And if church is just an hour a week for you … guys, it’s time to start connecting, and growing, and serving.  You’re settling.  You’re settling for way less than God wants for you, and asks of you.  
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