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+In the name of God, creating, liberating, sustaining, Amen. 
 
Jeremiah 18:1-11; Luke 14:25-33 
 
Welcome to Homecoming Sunday! Our Scripture lessons today are not the ones I would have chosen for today 
on this festive occasionðñgive up everything, hate your parents, I am a potter shaping evil against you,ò etc.  
Thanks, but I think Iôll go to another church where the message is a little more uplifting, thank you very much. 
I think Iôll go to the ñMegaChurch.ò  
 
I promised a few months ago, I would preach on the megachurch, so here goes. Weôre particularly aware of the 
MegaChurch with the recent deaths of evangelical personalities like Jerry Falwell and James Kennedy, both 
founders of conservative evangelical churches and programs, like the Evangelism Explosion of Kennedyôs at 
Coral Ridge Presbyterian Church where Billy Graham once preached to more than 10,000 people.  

 
The Church cartoon on our 
office calendar shows a 
megachurch in Somewhere, 
America.  Cars are pouring into 
the parking lot directed by police 
officers. Directions are given to 
the chapel and the auditorium 
for those walking in from their 
cars.  In the left hand, lower 
corner of the cartoon stands a 
very tiny, in comparison, 
Episcopal Church, where the 
minister is preaching on the 
gospel lesson from Matthew 

18:20 where Jesus says, ñFor where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.ô 

http://www.washingtonparish.org/index.html
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I visited a Megachurch in Orlando, Florida last fall. Itôs the Discovery Church.org and it has an acoustic caf® 
where you can sip your cappuccino and listen to a soft acoustic praise band and view the pastor by live video 

streaming, if youôre not quite ready for the upbeat praise service in 
the auditorium, which probably seats 2,000.  The praise band sang 
one song, ñCome, Thou Fount of Every Blessing,ò for the 
ñChurchedò and many praise songs we didnôt know.  The pastor had 
a very evangelical sermon about the great outreach the church does 
and how Jesus calls us to that service, a noble theme, of course. After 
the service, we got our ñDiscovery Church.orgò coffee mugs and got 
our Americano from the café and then were invited to sign up for 
various small groups and activities: the single motherôs club, the how-
to-be-saved-from-being-gay group, the recovery group for drugs, one 
for alcohol, the menôs breakfast club, etc.  The ushers were friendly 
and welcoming and encouraged us to come back the next week.  It 
was all pretty great, lively, casual, and very performance oriented and 
entertainment focused.  People seem to come back though, and the 
commitment, or cost, didnôt really so high. You get child care in the 

ñRain Forest Sunday School wing,ò which my son would like, good coffee and church and you probably donôt 
have to sign up for breakfast, coffee hour or reading the lessons.  

So why bother with all this talk about taking up your cross and everything Jesus is saying in todayôs gospel?  At 
least theyôre not preaching all this sacrifice and hating your parents at the megachurch.  

Diana Butler Bass, the author of the award-winning Christianity for the Rest of Us: How the Neighborhood Church is 
Transforming the Faith (Harper One), is a popular Episcopal writer and conference leader. Iôve attended some of 
her lectures. She has a Ph.D. from Duke in American religious history.  Recently in a blog about the death of 
James Kennedy, Butler-Bass said this:  

ñHis [Kennedyôs] strongest contribution to the [Religious Right and Moral Majority] movement was his 
passionate belief that America was founded as a Christian nation and developing media to carry that message 
across the globe. ñOur job is to reclaim America for Christ,ò he proclaimed, ñwhatever the cost.ò His 
preaching, politics, and public ministry flowed from this central idea: to restore Christian America. ñ Butler-
Bass says that Kennedy (and his colleagues and followers) ñlived in a world so distant from our own that it may 
well have been possible to believe in a Christian America. Churches stood on every public square 50 years ago; 
members of the clergy shaped public opinion on every issue; schoolchildren uttered Protestant prayers and 
read Protestant scriptures daily. Many people from Kennedyôs generation rememberðor imagine they 
rememberða vanished Christian world, an ordered society with Protestant faith at the center. Much of the 
Religious Rightôs energy derives from a desire to restore that world, or to ñreclaim America for Christ.ò  

But somehow, the Christianizing of America doesnôt seem to be what Jesus was talking about with his disciples 
when he talked about taking up your cross. Butler-Bass said that ñKennedyôs nostalgic world bears no 
resemblance to ours. The vision of todayôs church, seems more to be a community of pilgrims joined together 
in practices of faith and justice, energizing their hope for the future.  

The gradual hymn today tells us to take 
up our cross and follow Jesus. The 
communion hymn says, then there is no 
turning back. The closing hymn asks us to 
go forth for God. This is our calling then, 
for those who are newly baptized and will 
live in this neighborhood for a while, and 
for those who have moved to a new place, 
who will carry out this ministry in a new 
way and place, and also for all of us who 
have come Home this day to begin again 
our life in this great community of faith.  
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Large megachurch congregations may or may not be a true indicator of faithfulness to the gospel: sometimes 
they are, sometimes they are not. But if the gospels make one thing clear, it is that Jesus never regarded a large 
following as a good sign. In fact, he seemed intent on a regular basis to thin out the crowds that followed him. 
To Jesusô mind, a large following probably meant that a lot of those folks did not know what they were doing 
in following the crowd. 

The closing verses of Luke 14 are a classic example. Notice how Luke structures the narrative. We are told in 
verse 25 that ñlarge crowds were traveling with Jesusò only to have Jesus immediately turn to that same throng 
of people to say some things that seemed calculated to turn people off. Luke does not directly tell us that Jesus 
said what he did BECAUSE the crowds were so large, but that is clearly the implication. 

But Jesus then goes on to tell two quasi parables (they are really more like analogies) that talk about counting 
the cost and doing prudent calculations in advance of undertaking major projects. The upshot of these two 
analogies is easy enough to discern. But the way Jesus told them seems to be a left-handed rebuke to the crowd. 
Itôs almost as though Jesus is chiding the many people who were following him for not having a clue as to what 
they were doing in that they were the ones who had in fact NOT counted the cost ahead of time. They were 
the people who had to abandon a building project before it was finished because they ran out of money. They 
were the people who had gone to war against a superior opponent due to lack of prudent advance work as to 
the strength of the enemy. 

Twice Jesus says that you have to give up everything and take up a cross if you are going to follow him. The 
implication is that these people had not done that but had found it altogether too easy to fall into line behind 
Jesus. Jesus, of course, does not call us to abandon our children or abdicate responsibility. When we give up 
our life, Jesus returns it to us, but with a difference: what we get back from Jesus is a cross-shaped life in which 
service and the doling out of cups of cold water in his name mean more than the sum total of the rat race ever 
could. We receive from Jesus a life which, to some people, looks like "no life" whatsoever. We live a gospel 
which offends those who refuse to surrender. "But don't be afraid of those folks," Jesus gently says. "If you've 
surrendered to me, then I've got you. I've got you, and I'm not letting go. Ever." 

And I think thatôs what weôre about in this small church on Capitol Hill where we gather with neighbors and 
friends and some of you who faithfully commute in from other neighborhoods to join us, where two or three 
are gathered and Christ is present among us.  This is where we care about each other and our neighbors, where 
we reach out in love to each other, where we come to do ministry, learn, feast together and become equipped 
in this sacred meal and our breakfast and luncheon to go out into the world and serve Godôs people.   

Itôs where we come in love and fellowship to bid farewell to those who move on from Capitol Hill, like we did 
to Sue Alford and Lil Fidler last year when they retired to Athens, GA, and today we bid farewell to Ann 
Erdman who has been a part of this fellowship of Christ for 35 years. When Lil was taken ill with multiple 
myeloma in April she wished so much she was here among us where we could care for her and pray with her 
and love her in Christ. Where we could remind her that she belongs to Jesus for ever. How honored I was to 
do her funeral in Vermont last month and we will gather in a few weeks to remember her in this special place 
as well. She said she didnôt find a church like ours in Athens.  I expect Ann, you will not find one either in St. 
Peterôs in Lewes or All Saints, Rehoboth Beach, but you will find faithful communities where two or three are 
gathered together to live out  the gospel imperatives of Jesusô ministry.  
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Today we welcome into this faithful, small, not megachurch, community, Alexander Gilles Hermann, who 
comes to be baptized in the name of God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  We promise Alexander that we will 
support him in his life in Christ, that we will care for him and nurture him, that we will help him learn in 
Sunday School and teach him to make sandwiches for the homeless and collect school supplies for our needy 
neighbors and make Thanksgiving baskets for those who need them.  We also promise to be there for him, 
with the two or three gathered. We promise to play with him and laugh with him and cry with him when we 
need to do that. I remember when Jamie was baptized that Christian Betts, who was probably 10 said, ñIôll 
teach him how to be a boy.ò Jamie will teach Alexander how to run laps at coffee hour.   

Each of has a role in helping the newly baptized. Ann, you have shared so many memories in this place of 
laughing and crying and playing and quilting and serving on vestry and outreach and everything.  You have 
been such a great part of this church family and now you will go forth for God to another one, knowing that as 
alum, or as part of the Christ Church Diaspora, our church family is always your home and you belong to 
Christ for ever.  

No one of us is ever replaceable in this faith community and this community is small enough that we will 
remember those who share it with us. I was a speck in a sea of people at the Discovery Church in Orlando, but 
I know that you who come through these red doors will find a home, for as long as you can stay.  These doors 
are always open to you to come and share in love and fellowship and gradually, to count the cost of 
discipleship, not by sacrifice, but by love and grace.  

The gradual hymn today tells us to take up our cross and follow Jesus. The communion hymn says, then there 
is no turning back. The closing hymn asks us to go forth for God. This is our calling then, for those who are 
newly baptized and will live in this neighborhood for a while, and for those who have moved to a new place, 
who will carry out this ministry in a new way and place, and also for all of us who have come Home this day to 
begin again our life in this great community of faith.  

Here this challenge then, from the closing hymn, ñGo forth for God, go to the world in love; strengthen the 
faint, give courage to the weak; help the afflicted; richly from above his love supplies the grace and power we 
seek. Go forth for God; go to the world in joy; to serve Godôs people every day and hour, and serving Christ, 
our every gift employ, rejoicing in the Holy Spiritôs power.ò  May God empower us this day as we go forth for 
God this fall in this beloved community. Amen. . .  


