
Jesse Perkins

Friday, September 8, 2017


Year A Proper 18

Kickoff Sunday


Exodus 12:1-14

Romans 13:8-14


Matthew 18:15-20


“Where two or three are gathered”


• Let me start by saying I am truly glad to be here with all of you today

• And to kick off this new program year

• Mainly because there are many things planned- some good and 

familiar ones

• Some new things to try

• All of it seemingly infused with energy and hope and excitement 

• And I love that feeling when it is in a church


• Another reason why I am glad to be with you all this morning is that- 
well, summer attendance is… less than… fall attendance

• Back in the spring I was having lunch with Fr Al, and he told me- 

“don’t take the summer personally.”

• That even back in the day when the church was at its peak, 

attendance fell by half during the summer months

• That’s just how it works


• So my heart is glad, not only to see all of you, but to begin again our 
common life together


• To walk through another liturgical year, to read and preach the founding 
events and stories of our faith


• To celebrate Jesus’ birth, life, death, and resurrection

• And as we kick it all off, I have spent some time the big question that 

poses itself on days like today

• And that is: Why are we kicking all of this off?  Why are we here, and 
why is it that we give so much of ourselves to this place? 


• It was fun this past week to play around with this question in the Parish 
pulse, the little fun survey that Lisa and I are doing this fall


• Most of you answered that there were too many things that you loved 
about St. Michael’s that you couldn’t pick only one


• Other responses included our worship, and that St. Michael’s feels like 
family

• All good things
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• I also learned that people under 40 apparently do not check their 
email or answer poll questions!


• Now as I was thinking about our Kickoff today in the weeks leading up to 
today, and the big question of “why”, I ran across an article titled 
“Reasons to go to Church” 
1
• It was written by someone named Ann Fontaine, and was published on 

the Episcopal Cafe website

• She has five reasons, and they are good ones to add to our discussion 

this morning

• Her very first one is that a healthy church will help us get over ourselves

• Because good preaching and good liturgy invite us into a story much 

larger than our own

• And that leads into another one of her reasons: a healthy church will 

invite you into a countercultural community 
• Which seems to me that getting beyond ourselves and into a story 

much larger than our own is quite counter-cultural, isn't it? 

• So much of our culture today is a marketing culture, one where the 

consumer is made to feel like they are the center of everything

• It’s all about what I can get out of it- I pick my activities based on what 

they offer: enjoyment, refreshment, self improvement or education

• We select Gaius’ school activities on how it might help him- soccer for 

team building and physical fitness

• Chess club for problem solving and strategic thought

• I tried desperately to get him to play golf with me, as my golf skills are 

approximately that of a six year old

• But it didn’t give him enough stimulus- he got bored, so for now, it 

does not give him what he wants and needs, so he doesn’t play

• Now instead of getting caught up in the consumeristic models, I agree 

completely with Ms. Fontaine that church must be something different

• That a healthy church calls us beyond that, calls us out of ourselves 

and into something bigger

• Asks things of us, rather than gives us things

• Because what are we if not children of God, followers of Jesus, helping 

to change this world bit by bit alongside of God into something better

• The process of redemption that began millennia ago, and will continue 

long after we cease to walk this earth

• Now that’s big picture faith


 https://www.episcopalcafe.com/reasons-to-go-to-church/1
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• That is the arc of history that we plug into every time we gather 
together in this place in prayer


• When Christians gather together from a world that is all about ME, into 
this place where it is about God, and about the other


• She goes on to say, in a third reason to go to church, that by going we 
are introduced to words and music that connect us to our past and to 
this greater purpose

• Words that you do not hear anywhere else, like blessing, grace, 

parable, holy, sacrament

• When we come to church, we enter something bigger than ourselves, 

and something connected to the many Christians who have gone 
before


• Roots are deep here- far deeper than the any family’s living memory

• Far deeper than these United States of America, or any other modern 

government

• By the way, the longest running government by a long shot is in San 

Marino, dating back to the year 301 AD… 
2
• Yet here we are, reliving God made flesh some 2000 years ago, and 

even before that the God has been working all along, creating and 
redeeming


• All of that, just by sitting here this morning

• Last two real quick: A healthy church will allow us to acknowledge sin 

and guilt, and also experience forgiveness 
• Rare in our world, here is a place where we can be imperfect, 

unpolished, honest, and authentic

• We do not judge each other, because we do not want to be judged

• Because we sin

• And the number of places in our world today where we can mess up, 

everybody knows we messed up

• Repent, and try again, and still be accepted are few and far between

• Everywhere else we have to be “on”, we have to impress

• But not here.

• A healthy church should offer forgiveness because God forgives us, 

and because it is such a rare commodity in the dog eat dog world

• And finally, my favorite- a healthy church is a place of divine encounter

• In our gospel today, Jesus tells the disciples:

• Where two or three are gathered in his name, he is there in the midst of 

them


 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_sovereign_states_by_date_of_formation#Sortable_list2
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• That’s the promise, and it is true whether we feel it on a particular 
Sunday, or if we are not quite aware of it


• A number of years ago, I was invited to speak at a Happening event- 
that is a weekend retreat for teenagers 


• Comparable to Cursillo for adults

• An intense weekend of spiritual reflection, community and worship 

• My role there was two fold- I had to answer questions- any questions- 

they had in a session they called, “stump the priest”

• And then lead a talk on the sacraments

• Most of these young adults had grown up in the Episcopal Church, 

most were confirmed

• Most already knew the seven, and they knew that very catchy definition 

of a sacrament found in the prayer book

• “outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace”


• So I wondered how to present an understanding of sacrament that 
would deepen it for them


• That would explain why they are so important to us as Episcopalians 
and as Anglicans 


• So I invited them to think about a time when they experienced 
unexpected joy


• Moments that overwhelm you because they are so good, and so 
beautiful


• First snow of the year, a beautiful butterfly landing near you

• Looking at a beautiful sunset or landscape

• Toes in the sand, feeling overcome with the ocean’s size and depth, 

and being connected to it all

• All of these little sacramental moments, when “outward and visible 

signs are reflecting an inward and spiritual grace”

• Now also think of all the other times when you’ve see butterflies, 

sunsets snow, and beaches- all the times when they didn’t invoke that 
feeling


• It’s not predictable, is it? And that’s the difference.

• Because here, every week, we have Sacraments with a capital ’S’

• One that is predictable and guaranteed to be a means of God’s grace

• And it does it even if we are not aware of it- it still seeps into our skin, 

penetrates down into our souls, and nourishes us

• Every time.  

• Church cannot help but be a place of divine encounter

• And as we come Sunday after Sunday, and maybe even during the 

week 
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• We are marinated in God’s love and grace

• It seeps in, it changes us, shapes us into a better image of God


• I don’t know about you, but that list of five things pretty well sums up 
why I am here

• Why I visited that Episcopal Church in Conway, AR, the second time, 

and the third, until finally I wasn’t visiting anymore

• I don’t know if I have told you this story or not, so if it’s a repeat, I 

apologize

• My first visit to the Episcopal church was on a Saturday, in the parish 

hall (or community room)

• Attending an all day silent Zen mediation retreat

• Not only was I very interested in Buddhism, and even practiced 

meditation, I was visiting to fulfill an assignment from my religions class

• We had to visit 3 religious services or churches other than our own

• My first was a Bahai prayer meeting

• The second was this Buddhist silent retreat int he parish hall of St. 

Peter’s

• And I was so shocked that a church would allow a Buddhist priest to 

come and lead a retreat

• That I wanted to return and see what that was all about

• The next day it was Sunday, and Katy and I, we were still dating at the 

time, get up and dig deep for courage, and attend a different church

• The procession, the robes, the formality, the thoughtful sermon- even 

the announcement advertising Yoga later that afternoon

• It was like I was in a different world

• The church in which I grew up would have suspected Yoga of 

borderline witchcraft, and would have sentenced the Buddhists to hell

• And yet here I sat- in a church that saw itself differently.

• That invited me out of my own life, out of the judgment of other 

traditions

• Out of my own head and what I thought was the definition of Christian- 

here was something else

• Something countercultural.

• A service that dated back centuries, a nave with candles, and the pulpit 

off to the side to make room for the altar front and center

• A place where we confessed our sins right there in the worship, and 

were offered forgiveness by the priest

• A place that existed somewhere between Conway, Arkansas, and the 

very presence of God
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• I was loved, accepted, even as I was challenged by different theologies 
and different ways of thinking


• There was space there for a recovering Baptist who had all but lost his 
faith, yet there was judgment as I needed space to make my own 
spiritual journey


• I experienced a sanctuary that I had not expected, or even knew I 
needed


• And I kept coming back in the end, not for what it gave me, but for who 
they had become


• They had become like my family

• And I wanted to offer that same Sanctuary to the next person who 

walked in that church and needed it

• That is what this Sunday is all about

• Kicking off our fall is only an intentional way of renewing our work and 

our energy in being this type of church

• This place of Sanctuary

• A place where we can be loved, forgiven, challenged, reminded that it 

is not about us

• Reminded it is about giving and not receiving

• And told over and over again that God loves us, deeply, and that we 

are a part of a much greater thing

• God is calling to St. Michael’s- come be a part of it this year.


Amen.
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