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Living God, may your word be proclaimed and may we claim it with joy for our lives today. 
Continue to speak to us through my words or in spite of them. Amen. 
 
Ephesians 3:14-21 
 
For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and on 
earth takes its name. I pray that, according to the riches of his glory, he may grant that you may 
be strengthened in your inner being with power through his Spirit, and that Christ may dwell in 
your hearts through faith, as you are being rooted and grounded in love. I pray that you may 
have the power to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth and length and height and 
depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that you may be filled with all 
the fullness of God. 
 
Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far more than 
all we can ask or imagine, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, 
forever and ever. Amen. 
 
Do you ever get mail at your house addressed to someone who doesn’t live there? I do, all the 
time. Most of the time it’s junk mail so it just goes in the trash, but occasionally it’s a clearly 
personal letter, painstakingly hand addressed and stamped. If I happen to know the person to 
whom it’s addressed, I do my best to get them their mail when that happens. Oftentimes, though, 
that person hasn’t lived here in a long while so I simply return it to the post office with a note. 
One was just delivered the other day, and it looked stuffed full of hand-written pages. I sent it 
back, but I’ll admit I was curious about what was in the letter. Even still, I know better than to 
read mail that’s not mine. 
 
Today’s scripture reading feels a little bit like reading someone else’s personal mail. The whole 
book of Ephesians is a letter, written to the folks in Ephesus (the Ephesians), but this part feels 
particularly personal. It opens with those words, “I bow my knees before God…” We’re not just 
reading someone else’s mail; we’re eavesdropping on someone else’s prayer. It feels like a 
private moment we’re overhearing.  
 
Of course, this prayer was meant to be overheard. This letter, including this prayer, has been 
passed down in the Church for generations. It’s taken on new life now, not just as a prayer for 
those first century Ephesians but now also as prayer for and with us. It’s still personal, but now 
it’s been forwarded to all of us — the Church with a capital C. We can’t return it with a note 
saying “Not at this address.” 
 



So today we get this letter in the mail, praying for us, the Church, that we might be inwardly 
strengthened, that Christ would dwell within us, and that the Church would be “rooted and 
grounded in love”. This feels like a prayer we need to hear in 2021. 
 
The Church needs some strengthening these days. Even before the pandemic hit, things were 
already rough — Mainline Protestantism has been on a trajectory of decline since the mid-
twentieth century. Each new generation is less religious than its predecessors. The Church’s 
influence in society has increasingly waned as political divides and polarization make it harder 
and harder for us to use our prophetic voice and actually be heard, much less respected. Our own 
denomination has been in a 50-year conflict over LGBTQ+ inclusion — and it reached a boiling 
point in recent years. Meridian Street hasn’t emerged unscathed from all of this either. As we 
celebrate 200 years, it’s impossible not to see how different things are today than they were 50 or 
more years ago. And then 2020 hit, a year that accelerated the decline that was already 
underway, increasing the strain on churches and, ultimately, resulting in the closure of far too 
many. We need this prayer as much today as they did two thousand years ago. 
 
It’s not easy being the Church these days. If I’m honest, I regularly contemplate what life might 
look like if I walked away. I have a number of friends who have done just that, some once-
regular worshippers who simply decided to let go of any involvement they had with organized 
religion as well as some clergy colleagues who decided to go back to school and re-invent 
themselves in the secular world. From a distance, they look happy. And so, I sometimes wonder 
if I should join them, if life would indeed be happier or at least simpler on the other side. Thus 
far, though, I haven’t been able to walk away. As difficult as it is somedays, I still love the 
Church. 
 
Six years ago, I took a trip up to Minneapolis with a couple of friends. We went to attend an 
experimental conference, dreamed up by two theologians many of you are now familiar with 
today — Nadia Bolz Weber and Rachel Held Evans. These two women threw their idea for this 
gathering out in the world, with no clue how many or how few people would respond. To 
everyone’s surprise, nearly a thousand folks gathered that week at St. Mark’s Cathedral, pushing 
the bounds of its capacity.  
 
The agenda was simple: Each day, we’d worship together and then speakers were invited to 
share — they had 18 minutes, following the model of the successful TED talks. The speakers 
were varied, some well-known, others unheard of before this conference. There was 
intentionality in inviting a diverse group of speakers, in terms of race, ethnicity, age, geographic 
location, and sexual orientation. All were women — not because this was a “women’s 
conference” (the organizers were clear it wasn’t) but because there are so many incredible 
storytellers, who happen to be women and who need to be heard. They had 18 minutes to answer 
a seemingly simple question: Why Christian? Given our sordid history and in the midst of all that 
is tough about being in the Church today — decline, irrelevance, hypocrisy, corruption, and more 
— why are you still a Christian? 
 



What a great question. These speakers rose to the occasion, offering their testimonies, telling the 
stories of their lives and how they’re entwined with the Church, and doing so with eloquence, 
passion, humor, and vulnerability. The details of their “whys” varied but, in the end, it all came 
back to two things:  
1. Because the Gospel of Jesus Christ (the “Good News”) actually does change everything for 

us.  
2. Because, despite how messy it gets, we need each other. We can’t do this Christian thing on 

our own, so we’re sticking it out with the Church.  
 
Rachel Held Evans, who co-organized this event, wrote a book that same year. I know many of 
you have read it: Searching for Sunday. The subtitle is “loving, leaving, and finding the church.” 
Apparently an alternate title she toyed with for a while was: Jesus Went Back to Heaven and All 
He Left Me Was This Lousy Church. I’ve read and re-read her book since that year. I liken it to a 
love letter to the Church — a brutally honest, sometimes-painful-to-read, but beautiful-
nonetheless love letter. She lays out in stark realness all the messiness of the Church and all of 
the reasons why we need it. It’s one of those “deconstruction books”, but she doesn’t stay there 
— she ends with hope. As I read it and as I heard her and all of those other women speak in 
Minneapolis that year, I was reminded that the Church is bigger than any of us. We can screw it 
up over and over again (and we do), but the Church — thank God — is of God, and by God’s 
grace, miracles still happen here. 
 
In her epilogue, she writes: “I find myself wondering if perhaps every generation of Christians 
has felt itself at the edge of this precipice, waiting for resurrection and worrying it might not 
come…. But if I’ve learned anything in this journey, both in writing this book and clumsily 
living its content, it’s that Sunday morning sneaks up on us — like dawn, like resurrection, like 
the sun that rises a ribbon at a time.”1 
 
She finishes with these words: “Even here, in the dark, God is busy making all things new. So 
show up. Open every door. At the risk of looking like a fool buried with his feet facing the East 
or like a mockingbird singing stubbornly at the night, anticipate resurrection. It’s either just 
around the bend or a million miles away. Or perhaps it’s somewhere in between. Let’s find out 
together.”2 
 
Rachel died two years ago, but like all good and holy writings, her words continue to speak 
today. At the risk of looking like a fool…. show up, open every door, and anticipate resurrection. 
That is what it means to love the Church. To love the Church is to have the audacity to believe 
God is still doing something new here, even when everyone says we’re dying, and to stick 
around to be a part of it.  

 
1 Rachel Held Evans, Searching for Sunday: Loving, Leaving, and Finding the Church (Nashville: Nelson Books, 2015) 257-
258 
2 Ibid, 258 



 
For the past six months, I’ve been spending one day each week chasing after what should be a 
fool’s errand in the Church. You see, we closed a number of our United Methodist churches here 
in Indiana this past year. It happens every year now. Churches dwindle down in size and energy 
until they finally say it’s time to close the doors. Then the conference sells the property and re-
invests whatever proceeds come from that into ministry elsewhere. One of those closed churches 
was in our city, just south of downtown, in the Bates-Hendricks neighborhood, butting right up 
against Fountain Square. Our superintendent, Dr. Fulbright, had this crazy idea that maybe God 
isn’t done there, and she asked me what I thought. Despite everything in me that says it’d be 
simpler to just walk away, like we always do in these instances, I felt a tug to go there with her. 
When the leadership here at Meridian Street was asked the same question, you all also went with 
that tug to go there, freeing me up a little bit for this work. So for six months, I’ve spent one day 
each week chasing after resurrection. And it turns out, it’s possible.  
 
After months of getting to know folks in this near-downtown neighborhood, hearing their stories, 
listening to their dreams, and inviting them to imagine the possibilities of resurrection through a 
Church that was previously irrelevant in most of their lives…. Today, new life is emerging. 
Since the beginning of June, there’s a team of a dozen or so folks who are now committed to 
showing up twice a month to figure out how we can birth something new here. (I say “or so” 
because every time we meet someone new shows up, so it’s hard to keep track.) They’re almost 
all in their twenties or early thirties. Nearly all are completely disconnected from the Church. 
Some are just indifferent about the Church, others have histories of hurt that cause them to have 
no interest in the Church today. I can’t and don’t argue with them — the laundry list of damage 
perpetuated by the Church and its ills of racism, xenophobia, misogyny, and just general mean 
spiritedness is long and true. And yet, these folks are still showing up, twice a month and 
bringing friends, because they sense that something is happening here. God is bringing about 
resurrection. 
 
They’re not just coming to meetings. They’re also doing the work. Some have set out to 
intentionally walk the neighborhood, seeking to get to know the folks who live there. Others are 
planning community meals and events to create space for building community and connection 
with neighbors. The past two Saturdays, these folks have given up their precious weekend time 
to do the messy, dirty, and sometimes smelly work of cleaning out a church building that’s over 
a hundred years old. They’re showing up and, even in that decidedly un-glamorous work, they’re 
bringing friends along with them because they’re telling compelling stories of resurrection, of 
what the Church actually could be.  
 
The other day, in one of our meetings, I was asking the folks on this newly formed launch team 
to read through some language I put together, a vision document of sorts about what we’re 
birthing here, and I’ll admit I was nervous. It was my rough attempt to capture the dreams 
they’ve voiced and also to ground it in the timeless vision of the Church, with plenty of 
theological and sacred imagery. Here I was handing this document over to these decidedly non-
Church folks and wondering how it would be received. One of the folks there that evening… she 



falls firmly into that disconnected from and disinterested in the Church camp, with lots of good 
reasons to view the Church with suspicion and maybe even some hostility. She was at the top of 
my list of those who might not react well to what I wrote. She read the document thoroughly and 
seriously, then set it aside, looked up at me and said, “This is beautiful. It almost makes me want 
to go to Church.” These Millennials who say they want nothing to do with the Church are seeing 
the possibilities and forging the path ahead for all of us. 
 
It’s probably still a fool’s errand. For every sign of hope that emerges — and there are so many 
stories I can tell — I can make an equally long list of reasons why this is doomed for failure. But 
I’m choosing to lean into those prophetic words of Rachel Held Evans, showing up, opening 
every door, and anticipating resurrection even still. Because I can’t walk away. I love the Church 
too much. 
 
Several of you have asked me if I got a day off this week. The answer is no. I plan to get one 
soon, but it didn’t happen this week, largely because of VBS. You should know: I like kids, but I 
generally like them in small doses. I’m not the most gung-ho person about things like VBS. That 
said, when our VBS director Lisa Voy called me and asked if I’d be willing to help fill a gap she 
had, I said yes. So I was here at VBS all week, dressing up in costume as and doing some bad 
acting as a train engineer on the Rocky Railway. As a result, between that and the cleanout at the 
Bates-Hendricks church yesterday, along with other things that cropped up here, I didn’t get that 
day off.  
 
But you know what? It’s OK. I’m not quite so cranky this week because of what I witnessed in 
that supposedly-closed United Methodist Church near downtown and right here in this Sanctuary 
filled with 70+ young people and devoted adults — it was that resurrection I’ve been chasing 
after. It was Church at its very best.  
 
I love the Church, and I suspect you do too since you’re here. So today, our invitation is keep 
showing up. For the children (even when it’s not our jam), for the disconnected Millennials, for 
the faithful in our pews, for the faithful who can no longer be here with us in person, and — most 
of all — for that foolish anticipation of the new things God is doing in our midst. Let’s risk 
loving the Church and looking for resurrection, even when it seems a fool’s errand, and let’s do 
it together. This is still the Good News. 
 
*** 
 
Our blessing today: 
“I pray that you may have the power to comprehend… the breadth and length and height and 
depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that you may be filled with all 
the fullness of God… who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far 
more than all we can ask or imagine.”  


