
There has been a lot of conversation the past several years about the decline 
and future of mainline Protestant denominations including the United Methodist 
Church.  The past seven months the COVID pandemic has only highlighted and 
accelerated the changes and challenges facing us.  Numerous articles and books 
have been written diagnosing the problem and offering a variety solutions.  But, 
is the decline of the Methodist Church as an institution our most pressing 
concern?   

 
John Wesley had his own thoughts about any possible future decline of 
Methodism.  Wesley commented that he was never worried that the people 
called Methodists would cease to exist, rather, he was concerned that the 
Methodists might linger on, having the outward form of religion but lacking its 
power.  In other words, Wesley wasn’t afraid that there would someday be no 
institutional Methodist Church.  Wesley was concerned that we would decline into 
a mere religious organization having all the outwards signs and trappings of faith 
but lacking the real power of faith. 
   
And this is true for us as individuals as well.  We can have all the outward 
manifestations of being a Christian, while lacking the true power of a transformed 
life of discipleship.  We can be admirers of Jesus without actually ever being 
followers, we can be thinkers about God without loving or serving God, we can 
be members and even attenders but not disciples or apprentices of the risen 
Lord.  We can be a people who bear the name Christian and yet our lives in no 
way resemble and reflect the one in whom we claim to have faith. 
   
While it may be relatively easy to be a member of the United Methodist Church it 
has never been easy to follow Jesus.  Our calling is not to superficial faith, to an 
outward show of religion.  The holy adventure of faithfully following Jesus cannot 
be reduced to being a nice person who gathers with other nice people on 
Sundays inside a building we’ve named church.  Manners and good citizenship 
are not substitutes for discipleship.  Friends of Jesus, those who have 
apprenticed themselves to Christ are called to holiness, to wake up from our 
spiritual slumber, be filled with the presence of the Holy Spirit, and be consumed 
by the love of God so much so that our very lives – what we say, how we act, 
what we do with our money and our time, who we eat with and welcome into our 
homes, all make it obvious to whom we belong. 
  
In his letter to the Church in Ephesus Paul reminds us that as followers of Jesus 
and members of Christ’s body the Church we are called to be a holy people.  
Holiness is at the heart of our life together.  But holiness does not mean holier 
than thou.  And holiness cannot be reduced to a list of things you can do and 
another list of things you can’t and if you diligently adhere to the lists then, well, 
you’re holy.  Holiness is not an outward show, a way of proving that I’m better 



than you, and more moral than you, and therefore I’m in and you’re out because I 
do the right things and avoid the wrong things.  No, Ephesians says, holiness 
means that we are imitators of God, that our lives resemble God’s life, that our 
lives point others towards God.  We are to be a holy people, because God is 
holy.  And the presence of a holy people, glorifies God and announces God’s 
desire to redeem and renew all creation. 
    
Eugene Peterson translates it this way,  
 

“What this adds up to, then, is this: no more lies, no more pretense.  Tell 
your neighbor the truth….Go ahead and be angry.  You do well at times to 
be angry—but don't use your anger as fuel for revenge.  And don't stay 
angry…. Watch the way you talk….Say only what helps and builds up, 
each word a gift….Make a clean break with all cutting, backbiting, profane 
talk.  Be gentle with one another, sensitive.  Forgive one another as quickly 
and thoroughly as God in Christ forgave you….Watch what God does, and 
then you do it,…be imitators of God.  Mostly what God does is love you.  
Keep company with God and learn a life of love.  Observe how Christ 
loved us.  His love was not cautious but extravagant.  He didn't love in 
order to get something from us but to give everything of himself to us.  
Love like that.” (Ephesians 4:25-32, The Message) 

 
I know these past months have been very difficult and I’m grateful for the ways 
you have continued to be the church when our buildings have been closed.  And 
I love being together in our beautiful, sacred spaces.  I grieve with you our 
inability to gather in the way we would like to gather, but you’ll notice, Paul 
doesn’t say anywhere that at the heart of keeping company with God and 
learning a life of love is a building.  There are people at the heart of that life.  A 
gathered community committed to the way of Jesus, to holiness of heart and life, 
to loving and living as Christ.  This weary world of ours doesn’t need more church 
buildings.  Our world needs the church – the holy people of God, friends of 
Jesus, saints, who day by day keep company with God and learn and live a life 
that resembles Jesus’ life.   
 
We should look different friends, be different, be salt and light in a dark and bland 
world.  As followers of Jesus, we mustn’t simply mirror the chaos, hatred, and 
division we see around us.  We must instead seek reconciliation and peace.  In a 
world of lies we’re called to tell the truth, always, even when it’s inconvenient and 
doesn’t fit the narrative of our favorite news channel or our version of how we 
want the world to work.  In a world where we are told over and over that people 
who don’t look, or sound, or think like us that they are the enemy to be feared 
and hated and controlled we are called to say no, they are our neighbors whom 
we love.  In a world of look out for number one, win at all costs, and get as much 



as you can we are called to give our lives away, to follow Jesus’ pattern of 
downward mobility, humbling ourselves and our agenda in order that Christ and 
his way might be lifted up. (Philippians 2)  In a world of settling the score we are 
called to forgiveness.  In a world of injustice we are called to be like Jesus, to do 
justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with God.  And though it may seem 
insignificant we Christians, we friends of Jesus are called to be careful with our 
speech, even or posts, saying only what will build up and fall like grace.  We’re 
called to live before the world a better way of being human because we’ve 
encountered that way in Jesus.  And that is more beautiful than any church 
building. 
 
Holiness is about how God wants to take these messed up, broken, dying lives of 
ours and resurrect them into something beautiful and good.  So, it is not a matter 
of there being no buildings with the name Methodist on them, of us ceasing to 
exist as a religious institution.  The real question is are we going to settle for 
being only a religious institution?  Are we content with admiring Jesus from a 
safe distance?  Are we really going to reduce what it means to be the people of 
the living God to showing up for coffee and conversation an hour here or there on 
a Sunday morning?  Or might we risk taking hold of the gift of grace we’ve been 
offered and become holy people, imitators of God, maybe even saints?  The 
world doesn’t need us to wag a self-righteous finger and tell them how miserable 
they are, they need hope, good news, and love so powerful that it can raise the 
dead, and they need to see it lived out, in the flesh, in you and me.  So Church, 
will we risk keeping company with God and learn a life of love?  Will we dare, by 
the grace of God, to be holy, to be like Jesus?     


