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Several months ago I was visiting a potluck dinner at a neighborhood parish when a young man approached me.  He looked familiar.  He shook my hand and told me his name – I’ll call him Adam – and I was stunned.  He introduced me to his wife and young children and told me how they had come to join this church of which they now were active members.

I remembered the day I’d first met him many years before.  I was working as a campus minister and it was a Sunday night.  A small group of undergraduates had gathered at the front of the college chapel for our weekly worship service.  At the back of the chapel one student I’d never seen before sat alone in a pew.  I invited him to join the group, but he declined.  He asked if it was okay for him to be there, and I said yes, of course.  He sat through the service observing from the back pew.  Afterwards I had a chance to speak to him.  
He said that this was his first time ever to come to a church.  He had grown up attending secular boarding schools, and his family had had no particular religious affiliation.  He said that he had wanted to come to church before, but he didn’t know how.

That conversation stayed with me a long time.  Adam never became more than marginally involved in our ministry on campus, but I felt that I had a lot to learn from him.  I knew that my mission as a campus minister was to reach out to those we called the ‘unchurched,’ but I had grown up in the church myself; I had no idea what church looked like to someone who wasn’t used to it. We who are church folk can do our best to be welcoming and inclusive, and church may well feel that way to those of us on the inside, but Adam made me realize what a very strange thing church is, and that there is such a thing as learning how to go to church – and how to be church.
Today is the Feast of the Pentecost, the celebration of the coming of the Holy Spirit, and it is sometimes called “the birthday of the church,” as by the gift of the Spirit Jesus’ disciples become the first apostles, proclaiming Christ’s resurrection and calling on pilgrims from many nations to repent and be baptized in his name.  This birthday of the church may be an appropriate time for many of us to reflect on the hows and whys of going to church.

Why do we do church?  One answer may found in the prayer that Jesus taught us: “thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”  That is what we ask of God, and church is one of the ways in which God answers that prayer in and for and through us.  We come together as church in order that, more and more, we may experience Gods’ kingdom and do God’s will in our lives and in this world.

Church is not the only way in which this happens, of course.  We may speak of three dimensions to the Christian life, three distinctive modes of relationship by which we are formed and act as God’s people on earth.  One dimension is our personal connection with God, the inward dimension of our spirituality, nurtured in prayer, study and contemplation.  Another is the active or public dimension by which we serve one another and work for justice, freedom and peace in the world in accordance with God’s word. But a third dimension joins these two and feeds them both, and this is the communal dimension of our coming together as the distinctive people of God in a place set apart for worship.  
We come together as church in order to experience the incarnational connection with one another that we can never experience in solitude, and also to experience a way of being together that is different from our way of being in the world.  We come together as the community in which our ordinary modes of separation, distinction and exclusion are suspended; we come together as an entirely new society in which there is “neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free, neither male nor female,” but where all are one and all are of infinite value as children of God.
In all three of these dimensions – the personal, the communal and the public – we are trained up as citizens of the reign of God through specific spiritual practices.  As in any realm of human endeavor – whether in arts or athletics or homemaking or the professions – a regular discipline of practice makes us able, over time, to do and be things that we otherwise could not do or be.  There are many specific practices involved in being and doing church.  If we were raised in the church we may not have been conscious of learning these practices, but they are part of what all of us need to learn in order to do church.  I’d like to mention just a few.  (I am indebted here to Brian McLaren’s discussion of spiritual practice.)
The first we might call the practice of showing up.  Arriving here at 10:00 every Sunday morning is not convenient for any of us.  If we were not willing to undertake the discipline of getting ourselves all in one place at one time, church would not happen.  The church – the ekklesia – by definition is the people of God gathered.  Showing up is indispensible.

When we arrive at the designated place and time – whether it’s a cathedral like this or the backroom of a pub or a designated tree in the park – we cross a threshold.  We enter what Peter Rollins calls “suspended space where our being together will reflect our fellowship as the people of God and our communion in Christ.  And so as we come together, as we depart, and especially in the liturgical moment known as the passing of the peace, we greet our brothers and sisters with loving kindness – no matter what they look like or sound like or even smell like. 

One final practice to mention.   When we cross that threshold into church, we consciously enter the presence of God, and typically we mark that consciousness by some ritual action that is personal to us.  We may sit and close our eyes for a moment and just breathe.  We may say a prayer or recite a verse of scripture.  This consciousness carries through the entire time of worship, because we do not come to church to be distracted or entertained:  we come to be attentive, to listen, and to receive whatever it is that God has to give us this day.  It may come to us in the word preached or in the soulful uplift of singing or in an encounter at the passing of the peace, or in receiving the brad and wine made holy.  Whatever it may be and whenever it may come, we don’t want to miss it, and so we are deliberate and conscious in attending to God.
There are many other practices, of course, that are involved in learning how to go to church —practices of breath and voice and gesture and intention – and all are part of receiving in our hearts, minds and bodies the answer to our prayer that God’s kingdom come and God’s will be done on earth as in heaven.  Amen.
