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From the Bible:  Matthew 28: 19-20 
Here is one of the touchstone verses from the church of my childhood.  The last two verses in 
Matthew’s gospel.  Jesus’ final instructions to his disciples: 

Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of 
the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.  And, 
remember, I am with you always, to the close of the age. 

These two verses were the marching orders for Christians. 
To go into all the world with the intention of making the world, and everyone in it, Christian. 
For many Christians, these verses remain central to their understanding of who they are to be and 
what they are to do.   
I no longer believe these verses in the way I once did.   
My responsibility is not to convert everyone else to Christianity.  
To share my convictions.  Yes. 
To invite those who are interested.  Yes. 
To do my best to live and to stand up for what I understand to be the heart of the Gospel.  Yes. 
To convert.  No. 
So this morning, as the Biblical context for the sermon,  
I would like us to reexamine and rethink and reimagine these important verses. 
I still think the opening words are true – Go into the world… 
But notice, it does not say, “Go to church…” 
Make disciples of all nations…again, notice it does not say make believers.   
Disciples are those who learn, explore, wrestle with what Jesus describes as the Kingdom of God. 
Baptizing them in the name… 
In the name of means under the protection of… 
We are to welcome these others into the conversation, the searching, and the community that 
gathers in the name of and under the protection of that which we know and name as God.   
God, who we believe, is the God of all and whose image and imprint is found in all and on all. 
Teaching them, encouraging them, challenging them to obey everything I have commanded… 
And when asked what that was Jesus replied: 
Love God with everything you have.  Love your neighbors the very same way. 

Maybe these two verses still have something to say to us today. 
 
Sermon ~ Reflections and Insights from my Sabbatical: 
My son posted this quote online.  
I saw it Thursday morning as I was sitting down to begin writing what I would like to share with 
you this morning.   It comes from the book The American Scholar by William Deresiewicz:  
    “Thinking means concentrating on one thing long enough to develop an idea about it.” 
That quote seems like a good place to start because that is what my sabbatical this past fall 
provided for me.  A long enough time to think and to read and to ponder and to pray and to begin to 
develop some ideas about what I had been seeing  and experiencing about the church today.   
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So, let’s begin there.   
I have shared some of this with you before, and I am only naming what you already know. 
The church in which I grew up and in which you may have grown up does not exist anymore. 
When I was growing up nothing else happened or was open on Sunday mornings. 
When my children were growing up the understanding was that soccer games did not begin until 
Noon.  Now there are multiple sports on Sunday morning along with piano recitals and dance 
recitals and school activities.  And, with life as it is for many of us, sometimes Sunday mornings are 
the only mornings when families do not have to be up and dressed and out the door.   
And, the list goes on.   
Culturally, Sunday morning is not “church time” anymore. 
If you make Sunday morning church time you are increasingly counter-cultural. 
That is what I knew. 
And here is some of what I did not know: 

 Roughly 39% of the community around us has no official religious affiliation. 
 Roughly 30% of the population has never been to a worship service…and most of those are 

young adults under 30. 
 Organized religion in our culture has a negative connotation.   

Here is an example: 
Jefferson Bethke, who is actually a member of a church, recently posted a video on You Tube 
entitled Why I Hate Religion, but Love Jesus.  There has been significant online discussion 
critiquing the video, but here is what I think is important.  He and his roommates bet on 
how many times it would be viewed by the time they got up in the morning.  The lowest 
number they guessed would be 1000 and the highest 6000.  By the time they got up the next 
morning the video had been viewed more than 100,000 times.  And eight days after it was 
posted it had been viewed 14 million times. 
The title again: Why I Hate Religion, but love Jesus. 

 Back to my list…and following up on my last this last point. 
More and more people are defining themselves as spiritual, but not religious.   
For a long time I, like many others, rolled my eyes when I heard that.   
Now I am beginning to understand it.  Many around us are looking for meaning and purpose 
and hope and a way to hold onto values they know to be important, but see getting pushed 
aside in the world around us, but organized religion, as it is portrayed and perceived – 
narrow minded, unthinking, a list of things to believe or rules to follow – is not the answer 
for them. 

 Sunday morning worship… 
What we are doing right here, right now… 
Used to be the primary way we attracted new people.   
For a long, long time I thought that if we could offer good music and a thoughtful sermon.   
If we could be welcoming and hospitable to those who came.   
If we could be creative and engaging and have good programs for children and youth. 
Then people would come. 
But we do all those things.  And we do them well.  And people do come, but not in the way 
they once did. 
Our goal was, and in many ways still is, to get people to come to church on Sunday morning. 

What I realized is that we need a new goal. 
A new understanding of who we are and how we do what we are called to do. 
Because most of the people, including for many of us our children and grandchildren… 
Who are searching for and looking for the type of hope and purpose and meaning that Bedford 
Presbyterian has to offer, are out there and may never walk in here. 
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Just as a brief aside and to reconnect with the Bible for a moment… 
Where was it that Jesus told us we were to go? 
 
So, my sabbatical provided me time to push beyond where I had become stuck for so long. 
And “to think long enough to come up with an idea.” 
Actually several of them…and some of them we have already begun. 
So, here goes… 
On my sabbatical I began to learn about social media. 
About Facebook and Twitter and You Tube and blogs… 
Emerging tools that we could use to meet others where they are. 
And, I began to think about what would it mean if we began to think about Bedford Presbyterian 
Church not in terms of those of us who gather here on Sunday mornings or those who contribute 
financially to sustain our ministry and mission or those listed on our membership rolls, but what if 
we began to think about BPC as all those who we might “touch” in some way during the week. 
Most of whom we will never know and never see. 

Here is an example of what I mean. 
Bedford Presbyterian Church now has a page on Facebook.   
Facebook is, by far, the most visited website in the world.   
When I checked this morning 61 people are a fans of Bedford Presbyterian Church, and 6 are talking 
about us.  So do the math.  When Rachel or I post something on our Facebook page it goes to the 
Newsfeed of those 61 people.  If each of those 61 people has 200 friends then potentially nearly 
12,000 people see our post.  12,000.  Will all read it?  No.  But will some read it?  Yes.   

Another example…  A couple of days before Christmas we heard that the Mt. Kisco Interfaith Food 
Pantry had distributed food to 250 households.  70 more than the previous year, and was out of 
food.  I posted that information on Facebook and asked people if they could help the food pantry 
restock its shelves by making a donation using our church’s Donate button on our website.  Within 
two hours nearly $500 had been raised.  A couple of those donations came from people in the 
church, but the others all came for people in the community.  And, the message was passed on 
reaching at least to Pittsburgh, PA where the friend of a friend of a friend commented on what we 
were doing.  Not the 14 million of the viral You Tube video, but a start. 
 
So here are some of the ideas for us to consider: 

 I have started writing a blog.   
Some of you have seen it and read it.  Information about it is in the bulletin. 
A couple of times each week I write a brief reflection linking life and faith.  What I write gets 
posted on a website my son set up for me, and on Facebook and on Twitter.  If you see it and 
like what you read, here is what I would ask.  Pass the link it on to someone else.  Do the 
same thing if you are on Facebook or Twitter. 

 We have started a BPC Parents blog.  Our second post was this week.  It is a group of 
professionals with expertise in the area of children and adolescents and families.  We hope 
it will be a resource for parents engaged in that most important work of raising children.  
BPC Parents also has a Facebook page.  If this works the way we hope it will, it will not only 
be a resource for those of you raising children, but it will get shared with others far beyond 
the doors of this church and maybe even beyond the geographic boundaries of our 
communities.   

 A couple of us have begun a conversation about a group for business professionals that 
provide a forum to talk about meaning and purpose and investment in the community and 
not just making more money or being more successful.   A group that might meet in 
someone’s conference room and not in the Chapel Room. 
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 We are talking about the possibility of posting our own videos on You Tube.  An overview of 
what we do in Sunday Spirit on Sunday morning so that parents have tools for a follow up 
conversation with their children or if they cannot be here have suggestions for what they 
can do at home.  We are also thinking about short reflections that you could watch and, 
again, pass on. 

 Or, what about this… 
Instead of a Bible study here at the church or a book discussion group here at the church 
what if a group of us met at Cosi or Starbucks or O’Malley’s Bar and advertised it inviting 
others to join us.  Discussions about the Bible or about whether Christopher Hitchens, who 
passed away several weeks ago, was right when he said that religion is the greatest evil in 
the world or about whether there really is a heaven and a hell. 

 What if one Sunday a month those who were interested gathered, not here in worship, but  
at a playground in Mt. Kisco or in Bedford Hills that needed painting or repair, or at the 
home of a senior citizen and we spent 3 hours helping our neighbors and repairing our 
neighborhoods. 

What if… 

So, those are some of the ideas that emerged when I had long enough to think. 
The next question is “What next?”   

 You are invited to join a group of us who will be gathering next Saturday morning, January 
28th, from 9:00-12:00 when Session and Deacons and anyone who is interested will take all 
these ideas and add more and begin to prioritize them and think about how they might be 
implemented. 

 If you are on Facebook or Twitter comment on what you see from BPC or retweet those 
tweets you find meaningful or thought-provoking.  Others who recognize your name and 
not mine or BPC’s may stop to read and reflect on what they see.  I wonder how far it might 
reach. 

 Add your own ideas…PLEASE!   
If the goal shifts from getting people to come to worship to touching people’s lives what 
could we be doing.  What should we be doing? 

 I hope that some of you will be interested in continuing the conversation with me and 
thinking with me about how we implement these ideas and others that will emerge.  If you 
are, please let me know. 

Let me end with this. 
With…thank you. 
The sabbatical this fall was exactly what I needed. 
It not only gave me time to think, it gave me time be mentally and spiritually be restored. 
To be able to walk back into your presence as both a better person and a better pastor. 

If we do some of what I found myself thinking about this fall it will mean some things will change.  
Some responsibilities will shift. 
Some things that we have done for a long time may be set aside as new opportunities emerge. 
And as that begins to feel a bit uncomfortable, I know… 
We all like progress.  It is change we can’t stand. 
But, the truth is… 
It is time for the church to change. 


