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This past week, Rex Smith forwarded an article to me that just hit the spot for this preacher. It 

wasn’t long before I noticed the article seemed to be going viral on the Facebook pages of 

several of my clergy colleagues. It was written by Elizabeth Felicetti, the rector of St. David’s 

Episcopal Church in Richmond, Virginia, and published on Wednesday, October 27, 2021, in 

The Atlantic. It was entitled, My Church Doesn’t Know What to Do Anymore: Last year was 

hard, but at least the answers were straightforward. 

 

Rev. Felicetti begins her article by stating: 

 

After fielding back-to-back complaints about masks in church—one regarding a 

fellow parishioner who had shirked a mask during a recent service and the other 

wondering whether our congregation had changed its policy from “strongly 

recommended” to “required,” because “everyone” was wearing them—I realized 

something surprising: Leading a church is harder now, in 2021, than it was in 

2020, during the worst of the coronavirus pandemic. Last year, state and diocesan 

mandates meant I could throw up my hands and respond, “Sorry, not up to me.” 

And anyway, the answer was, for the most part, a straightforward “no”—no, we 

can’t gather for services, and no, we can’t sing. Now it is up to me, the rector of 

St. David’s Episcopal Church in Richmond, Virginia, and I am struggling to find 

a way forward.1 

 

This past week, I travelled to the United Methodist Church of the Resurrection in Leawood, 

Kansas, the largest United Methodist Church in the nation, to engage in a dialogue with senior 

pastors, staff, and laity from some of the largest churches across the United States about the 

future of the United Methodist Church. We came together to talk about the potential split in the 

denomination over human sexuality and possible ways forward. I want to emphasize that that 

part of our conversation was filled with hope as many were ready to focus on “making God’s 

love real” in the lives of others as we reenergize ourselves on connecting people to God in Jesus 

Christ. 
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It was also telling, however, as we shared some of the challenges to leading in this time. The 

article I quoted came out on Wednesday and was written by an Episcopalian, but it could just as 

easily have been written by any number of my colleagues and other leaders in ministry there. We 

shared about the difficult decisions that we’ve all made as pastors, church leaders, and 

congregations over the past two years. We also shared our heartbreak for a world that has 

become so hyperpolarized that even the church is caught up in it. It’s hard to even try to speak 

from a position of faith without being considered “political.” 

 

Even outside the Church, you know the struggle as you’ve either avoided or engaged difficult 

conversations about faith, science, racism, division, and polarization in your families and among 

your friends. We get caught in sizing one another up. It’s been a difficult two years in many 

ways as we’ve tried to live through this time. And now we are on the brink of vaccine approval 

for children as young as age five. Numbers of the virus are going down, but we’re all trying to 

find our way back into a new world that has changed so much around us. There’s hope on the 

horizon again, but we’re all a little skeptical about what moving forward looks like, aren’t we? 

 

As we talked about all of the challenges we faced during our time in Kansas City this past week, 

however, the tone started to change not too long into our days together. You see, the day prior to 

our gathering, young clergy were invited to be a part of the event and come together a day early.  

They were invited to dream together about who we are and who we might be moving forward as 

United Methodists. Halfway into our time together, they got up to share about their meeting on 

the prior day. 

 

It was like a switch was flipped in that moment for all of us. They began to inspire dreams of 

what a Church might look like when we are in ministry with those who are on the side of the 

road. They challenged us anew to think about our ministries with the poor and the marginalized.  

They dreamed together of how the Church might speak into this time with a word of hope and 

actions that make God’s love enfleshed for the world. They started to think about what we might 

look like when we work towards understanding one another and building one another up in faith 

rather than tearing one another down. 

 

Even better, when two of them got up to speak and they were sharing their ages, one of them was 

45. I said, “There’s hope for me yet to be considered ‘young clergy’ still!” They spoke and the 

room was inspired because they were leading us and alongside of us. 

 

I wondered in that moment if this is what Jesus was talking about when he said, “Therefore every 

scribe who has been trained for the kingdom of heaven is like the master of a household who 

brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old.” I think I saw the kingdom of heaven in 

those moments as we dreamt together of a church where all are welcomed and included; even 

when we see things differently. 

 

Professor Karoline Lewis, the Marbury E. Anderson Chair of Biblical Preaching at Luther 

Seminary in St. Paul, Minnesota, tells the story of the marketing campaign that Starbucks 

launched several years ago called The Way I See It. They sent out hundreds of quotes from a 

variety of sources that caused you to stop for a moment and ponder what was being said. Each of 

the quotes was numbered. The campaign has long since been discontinued even as pumpkin 
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spice will come to an end when its season has passed. Yet one of the quotes in particular stuck 

out for Professor Lewis. Of course, I had to check it out for myself, as well, and I couldn’t pass 

up sharing it this morning. 

 

“The Way I See It #230,” originally written by Joel Stein, a columnist for the LA Times, stated, 

“Heaven is totally overrated. It seems boring. Clouds, listening to people play the harp. It should 

be somewhere you can’t wait to go, like a luxury hotel. Maybe blue skies and soft music were 

enough to keep people in line in the 17th century, but Heaven has to step it up a bit. They’re 

basically getting by because they only have to be better than Hell.” Professor Lewis goes on to 

say, “How we imagine what the kingdom of heaven is like depends a lot on what we need the 

kingdom of heaven to be, which frequently hinges on factors we’d rather ignore.”2 

 

I wonder if it’s not just heaven that needs to step up its marketing campaign. Could it be that as 

this time comes upon us, the Church has all that we need to examine and reflect the goodness of 

God and the love of God that is centered in a kingdom that is coming into our present reality yet 

again in Jesus Christ? Yet are the scribes, the students, the disciples, the followers of Jesus; are 

we willing to look at the treasures that are from of old as well as those that come to us in new 

ways out of the riches of God’s love for us? 

 

As United Methodists, with John Wesley we believe that the Bible is our primary source for faith 

and understanding about God. Yet, we view the scriptures and matters of faith through the lenses 

of tradition (our treasures of old), experience (how others have experienced God and how we 

experience God here and now, our new treasures), and the gift of reason. God gives us the gift of 

reason to bring us fresh understandings of who God is and how God is at work among us. We are 

not a people who say, “The Bible says, I believe, and that’s that.” We dive into the scriptures and 

find God’s love story for all of humanity within the pages of sacred text. But that text becomes 

alive for us when we discover our own story within it. There is beauty in our diversity of 

experiences and the witness that we bring together. I remembered that anew with some young 

clergy who reminded us of the passion of our call to ministry. 

 

Delores Dufner wrote the following words of a hymn entitled, “Sing a New Church into Being:” 

 

Summoned by the God who made us 

rich in our diversity 

Gathered in the name of Jesus, 

richer still in unity. 

 

Refrain: Let us bring the gifts that differ 

and, in splendid, varied ways, 

sing a new Church into being, 

one in faith and love and praise. 

 

As I returned back to Birmingham this past week, Pastor Susie shared with me a story that she 

had heard from Deacon Sarah about one of our youth. It seems that one of our middle school 

youth was talking to a couple of her friends that were sisters about her experience in youth group 

at Birmingham First. She then turned to the sisters and invited them to join her for youth group. 
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Their mom followed up with a call to find out more about our church, who we are, what we 

believe, and how we operate. Even better, the sisters came out to our middle school youth 

program to experience it for themselves. 

 

Well, sisters and brothers, when was the last time you invited someone to church? 

 

Certainly there are challenges as the Church faces all the days that are ahead. It may be that in-

person worship numbers may not be as accurate a predictor of vitality in the months and years 

ahead as participation in activities and ministries of the church. It used to be that worship was the 

front porch to church membership. It may be that a mission experience, a concert, a youth outing, 

a journey group, or even a Christmas gathering might be that first engagement as we head into 

the future. 

 

Yet, God has equipped us with treasures, ideas, thoughts, and people, old and new, for such a 

time as this. And when we will bring them out and hold them up for one another, we just might 

catch a glimpse of the kingdom of heaven. Or better yet, give someone else that glimpse. 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2021/10/church-

pandemic/620496/?fbclid=IwAR217z5TXTlxRK1u6_Op-rB87L9TSuHUqNKR6y5zRFHJooq-HqAXg_L_Aq4 

 
2 https://www.workingpreacher.org/dear-working-preacher/inviting-a-kingdom-imagination 
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