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“A View from Across the Street” 

Text: Ephesians 1:15-23 
 
A new pastor was appointed to a church.  On the first Sunday, worship services were going well 
until it came time for the Lord’s Prayer.  As soon as the prayer began, half the congregation 
stood up and half of them remained seated.  The ones standing up began yelling at those seated 
telling them to “Stand up!”  Those seated yelled right back at the ones standing saying, “Sit 
down!”  It was a very disruptive moment in the service. 
 
Not knowing what to do, the new pastor did nothing at the time.  But on Monday morning, he 
paid a visit to the former pastor.  The former pastor asked how his first Sunday had gone.  “Well, 
for the most part things went well.  But there was a moment in the service that I want to ask you 
about.  When we came to the Lord’s prayer, half the congregation stood up and half of them 
remained seated.  I wanted to ask you today, is it their tradition to stand for the Lord’s Prayer?” 
 
The former pastor shook his head and said, “No, that is not their tradition.” 
 
The new pastor said, “So then it is their tradition to remain seated for the Lord’s Prayer.” 
 
Surprisingly the former pastor shook his head and said, “No, that is not their tradition either.” 
 
Confounded, the new pastor said, “But they ended up yelling at each other and fighting through 
the rest of the service.” 
 
With a wink of the eye, the former pastor said, “Yes, that is their tradition.” 
 
Every church has a reputation.  Although every church will tell you that they are a friendly, 
welcoming place, not all of them really fit that reputation.  Sometimes in very subtle, and even 
unconscious ways, a friendly church can be perceived as unfriendly or unwelcoming.   
 
I recall attending a conference where Bishop Ken Carder was one of the speakers.  He told us 
that in the years when he was a District Superintendent, he would often visit the churches he was 
overseeing.  And on those occasions, he would usually give himself plenty of time in case he got 
lost along the way.  This meant that he often arrived well in advance of his appointed time. 
 
He would use that time to walk around the neighborhood.  He could see the context in which that 
particular church was doing ministry.  But, he would also use that time to encounter neighbors 
and ask them what they knew about the church.  Their responses were many and varied.  Some 



said they didn’t know much and had never attended.  Other said that while they had never 
attended, they knew something about the ministries of the church and told him their impressions. 
 
Bishop Carder referred to this as the “street talk.”  Right or wrong, it is the impression that 
people have about the church.  It is the reputation within the community. 
 
I wonder what impressions we might hear if we were to step outside the church and walk through 
the neighborhood.  What is the street talk from the community?  Whether rightly or wrongly, 
what are the impressions that our neighbors and community have about our church?   
 
Occasionally, I will get an unexpected glimpse of these impressions.  When I have told folks that 
I am one of the pastors of First UMC, I have had folks say to me, “Oh, is that the church with the 
beautiful flowers all around it.”  Yes, that is us.  Or I have heard folks talk about attending 
musical events here at the church or other special events.  They might mention things like 
Smorgasbord or Cookie Walk.  Sometimes folks with make the connection between our church 
and the Learning Tree Preschool.  Most often these impressions are positive and people share a 
favorable statement. 
 
That may be a bit more skewed after what happened last Sunday.  I have had several folks tell 
me that the use of beach balls in church during our closing hymn was the talk around many 
tables this week.  And for anyone who has come here this morning awaiting the beach balls I am 
sorry to say that we didn’t bring them today.  But seeing the ways in which this congregation 
laughed and played together makes me think that we should find a reason to do it again. 
 
These are the positive things, but I suspect that there are also some negative impressions out 
there as well.  That is to be expected.  In spite of our best attempts, there are likely folks who 
didn’t feel very welcome here…for any number of reasons.  It is something that should always 
keep us on our toes.  
 
The truth is, in spite of all that we do to create a positive impression, right now churches in 
general are often viewed in rather negative ways.  In researching this sermon, I came across 
several articles with common themes.  They were about the negative perceptions of the church 
held by those who do not attend.  These are the reasons why they would rather spend their time 
doing something else on Sunday morning than attending church. 
 
One of those impressions about churches is that they are too judgmental and negative.  The 
perception is that when coming to church, they feel like it will be a negative experience in which 
they will hear all the ways in which their life doesn’t measure up.  You aren’t good enough.  You 
aren’t doing enough.  Or you aren’t doing it right.  Instead of coming away from church feeling 
better or hopeful about their life, they will come away feeling worse.  
 
Another common complaint against the church is that it is not relevant.  It is interesting to hear a 
story about a man swallowed by a whale, but what does that have to do with my life, my work, 
my struggles?  What folks are asking for is not just a Sunday School lesson about the Sermon on 
the Mount, but an interpretation about what it means for our modern day.  What does it mean to 
me today?  People feel like the church has become irrelevant. 



Several popular perceptions about the church might be combined into the statement that the 
church is antagonistic toward the world around it.  Some felt that the church was antagonistic 
toward science.  Other felt that the churches stance on social issues, particularly homosexuality, 
made them feel unwelcome.   
 
There were a lot more perceptions that form barriers to people coming to church.  They felt that 
the churches were often not places where one could share their spiritual doubts.  They were 
hurting in a number of ways, but didn’t feel that it was safe to acknowledge that.   
 
Such perceptions make our work here even more difficult.  And sadly, I believe that such 
perceptions are often grounded in reality.  There are churches that can be very judgmental.  
There are churches who reject science, churches where it is unacceptable to have doubts.   
 
But while there is a kernel of truth in these statements, I don’t believe that they are universal.  
And I don’t believe they are reflective of the community of faith that I experience here at First 
UMC.  I don’t experience this as a place where people are judged.  I don’t experience our church 
as a place that is irrelevant.  I don’t experience this as a place that is antagonistic toward others.  
And I experience this as a place where people can be open and honest with their struggles, their 
pains, their fears, their doubts…and know that such things are normal to us all. 
 
And that leads me to what I believe is the most important take away in today’s sermon.  I believe 
that we are called to tell our story.  There are plenty of folks out there who are longing for 
something, searching for something.  But they have been told too many times that the church is 
not the place where they can bring those needs.  The result is that they are alone in their time of 
need.  We have to find ways to tell our story so that people know that this is a church where they 
would be welcome. 
 
The community of faith that I have come to know is one where all people are treated with dignity 
and respect.  Pastor Lisa tells me that the guests of Hot Meals will often express their 
appreciation for the meal they receive here.  They comment about how much they appreciate the 
work that goes into the meal and how welcome they feel.  Because of this, some of them will 
occasionally stay to talk with Lisa or our other volunteers.  They feel comfortable asking for 
prayers, talking about their struggles, asking where they can go for help.  Because of the respect 
given, they know this is a place where they can be honest, even vulnerable. 
 
I experience that respect on Sunday morning when our children are invited to say the prayer 
during the Children’s Moment.  These are children learning that they have something they can 
share, an important and meaningful role they can play in worship.  And truthfully, the prayers are 
always very thoughtful, but sometimes they are incredibly profound. 
 
I experience that respect among people who have been excluded from other churches finding a 
home here at First UMC.  We have some children who sometimes speak out during the service.  
They may wiggle and fidget a bit.  But their families are reassured that they are welcome here. 
 
I experience this church as a place where people can share their doubts and uncertainties.  On 
multiple occasions, I have had folks say that they weren’t sure that God was listening.  They had 



prayed, but didn’t feel like their words had been heard.  They had searched for God, but didn’t 
feel anything.  There are churches where one could never admit such things.  It would be seen as 
a sign of spiritual weakness.  But what I have experienced here is the ability to search together, 
the ability to share those times when God feels incredibly real and close and those times when 
we can say that God feels distant.   
 
There is a story about a woman was telling a dear friend about her struggles.  She said that she 
wasn’t sure what to believe anymore or even if she believed at all.  She felt like a fake to come to 
church and sing the hymns, recite the liturgy and participate as if God was right there.  She didn’t 
know what to do.  Her friend, a very wise woman indeed, assured her that she was doing the 
right thing and to keep doing it.  It is in the searching that one will find what you are looking for.  
Sometimes it just takes a bit longer.  That is what I experience here.  It isn’t a community of 
people who have their faith all figured out.  It is a searching community that is continuing to 
learn and grow together.   
 
I experience this as a community where people can bring their hurts.  We pray for one another in 
times of need.  We comfort one another in times of hurt.  We send cards, we show up with food, 
we offer prayer blankets, we call one another.  We may not always get it right, but we are a 
community that seeks to care for one another, a place where it is ok to grieve.   
 
In the book, “Brother to a Dragonfly” the Rev. Will Campbell writes about rural Southern 
culture with the following statement.  He said, “food is always the first thought of neighbors 
when there is trouble.  That is always something they can do and not feel uncomfortable.  It is 
something they do not have to explain or discuss or feel self-conscious about.  ‘Here, I brought 
you some fresh eggs for your breakfast.  And here’s a cake.  And some potato salad.’  It means, 
‘I love you.  And I am sorry for what you are going through and I will share as much of your 
burden as I can.’  And maybe potato salad is a better way of saying it.” 
 
Ministry takes on many forms within this congregation…it might be a casserole dish or a phone 
call or a thoughtful letter.  But it is our way of sharing one another’s burdens.  
 
Outside these doors there are a lot of perceptions about church.  Some are likely right on target 
and represent the things we need to work on and change.  Others are far from accurate, but are 
perceived as being true.  That is why it is important for us to tell our story. 
 
In the many letters attributed to St. Paul, he often began by saying something that he had heard 
about that particular church.  Although he wasn’t able to be there with them, he had heard many 
things.  Sometimes it was about divisions or disagreements within the church.  In such instances, 
he wrote to encourage them to find solutions and reconciliation.  Sometimes he heard positive 
things they were doing.  In those instances, he wrote to encourage them to keep doing what they 
were doing. 
 
In the opening words of the letter to the church at Ephesus, he says these words, “I have heard of 
your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love toward all the saints, and for this reason I do not cease 
to give thanks for you as I remember you in my prayers.”  The street talk about that church was 
their abiding faith and their love for one another.  Wouldn’t we wish that statement for every 



church?  Wouldn’t we like to be known in such ways?  I’m sure the church at Ephesus had their 
share of differences and disagreements, but the primary way in which they were known 
surrounded their faith and love.  It gives all churches something to strive for. 
 
I hope that you will find the opportunity to tell that story to someone you know.  Tell them the 
good things you have experienced here.  Tell them of our love, tell them of our hospitality, tell 
them of our compassion and kindness, tell them about the things that inspire you here.  In telling 
our story, we are telling the deeper story of God’s love for us all.  


