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 What is the church? Is the church a building? Is the church an institution, with roles and rules 

and job descriptions and elections? Is the church a group of people engaged in a spiritual journey? 

 The obvious answer is the church is all three. The church is buildings. The church is an 
institution. The church is a community of people engaged in a common journey.  

 In different times and different places people have held these three ideas of the church together 

in different ways. For instance, ideas about the relative importance of the sacred journey, sacred 

institutions and sacred places play an important role in the story of the Exodus. The sacred journey of 

the people, the Exodus, is at the center of the story. The sacred organization is beginning to take shape. 
It includes Aaron as the intermediary and Moses as the prophet and ultimate authority figure. The 

sacred place doesn’t exist in the beginning of the story. 

 Ideas about sacred places and sacred objects were controversial in the ancient Hebrew religion. 

The other religions of the time were heavily invested in their sacred objects and sacred places. There 

were sacred statues and sacred poles and holy mountains. The Hebrews defined themselves over 
against these other religions. The Hebrews defined themselves as people on a sacred journey. 

 Nevertheless, the sacred begins to take physical form when Moses brings the 10 commandments 

down from the mountain. Eventually Moses is given directions for building a sacred box, called the 

‘Ark of the Covenant’ or the ‘Ark of God’. From that time on, the 10 commandments are kept in the 
sacred box, in the Ark of the Covenant. 

 After forty years of wandering in the wilderness, the people of God carry the Ark of the 

Covenant into the promised land. For a time the leaders of Israel carry the Ark with them everywhere, 

including into battle. The Ark of God was their sacred object. By the time of King Saul, the Ark is 

situated at one of the ritual sites, at Bethel or Shiloh or Balle-Judah.  

 In our passage from Second Samuel, King David leads a crowd of people in a ceremonial 

journey. They bring the Ark of God from Balle-Judah to Jerusalem. They brought in the ark of the 

Lord, and set it in its place, inside the tent that David had pitched for it. If you know the whole story 

you can see where this is headed. The tent is not good enough for David. David will plan to build a 

dwelling place for the Ark of the Covenant. 
 David's reign pushes the people of Israel toward an emphasis on the sacred place, and a 

weakening of the centrality of the sacred journey of the people. The result is long-lasting. Before 

David, there was no sacred city and no Temple. After David we refer to the city of Jerusalem as the 

holy city, the city of David. After David there aren't any stories of the people of God heading out on 

sacred journeys. After David there was a single, sacred place, the Temple. 
 St. Paul played a primary role in directing the church back to an Exodus style emphasis on the 

church as the community of God's people. In the letters we have, Paul never expresses any interest in 

the Temple in Jerusalem. In 1 Corinthians, Paul says that God is dwelling in each member of the 

community:  do you not know that your bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit within you. Paul 

emphasizes the sacred journey of the community of God's people. 
 1200 years after Paul, in most places, the idea of the church had changed completely. More than 

ever before, the church referred to an institutional structure: in most places to the hierarchy of the 

Roman Catholic church. Church officials played a primary, mediating role between God and the 

people. There was a strong emphasis on the church as a sacred building. Sacred activities took place in 

sacred buildings. 
 By the time of Martin Luther, the sacred journey of the people played a minor role in the grand 

structure of the catholic church. Martin Luther pushed the concept of the church back in the direction 



of St. Paul and the Exodus. Luther articulated the idea of salvation by God's grace alone. Luther's 

emphasis on grace diminished the importance of priests and church authorities, because God's grace 
does not rely on intermediary figures. Luther articulated the idea of scripture as the singular authority 

in matters of faith. Luther's emphasis on the authority of scripture diminished the emphasis on the 

church as a sacred place, because in Luther's time individuals could read the Bible in their own homes.  

 Moving forward to the present time, our fundamental conception of the church in the Episcopal 

Church is articulated in the Book of Common Prayer. Our Baptismal liturgy concludes with these 
words, spoken by the congregation: We receive you into the household of God. Confess the faith of 

Christ crucified, proclaim his resurrection, and share with us in his eternal priesthood.  

 This is a powerful statement about the church. The church is the household of God, that is, the 

people of God. The work of the church is to confess the faith of Christ crucified and to proclaim the 

resurrecting power of God's love. The members of the church are members of Christ's eternal 
priesthood. There is no emphasis on the church as a sacred institutional structure. There is no emphasis 

on the church building as a sacred place. The emphasis is on the church as the sacred community. The 

emphasis is on the sacred journey of the people. 

 I love this statement and this theology of the church. But life teaches us new lessons, every year. 

I learned something new about the church during the pandemic in 2020. 
 Each week during most of 2020 all of the clergy of the diocese met with Bishop DeDe via 

videoconference. Some of the clergy made bold statements, like, "This experience will be good for us. 

This time away from our buildings will help us learn some lessons. We will remember that the church 

is not buildings, the church is people." 
 I hope we will learn lessons from the pandemic, but I think I learned a different lesson than 

some other religious leaders. Perhaps I learned a different lesson, because I have never doubted the 

idea that the church is a sacred community of people engaged in a sacred journey together.  

 The lesson I learned is that, in a time when people live in buildings, work in buildings, and even 

exercise in buildings, people need a sacred place. In order to continue on this sacred journey, we need 

this sacred place.  

 We need this sacred place because this building is a place of refuge for us. This building is, and 

must always be, a safe place for every person, including for our children.  We need this building 

because it is the place where the ground rules are for us to love God and to love our neighbors as 

ourselves. We need this building because this is the place where we are nourished by conversations and 

inspiration from friends on this sacred journey. 

 A few days ago, Becky and I brought a visitor into the nave. We had planned for this visitor for 

several weeks, and I had carefully adjusted the lighting to emphasize the beauty of our building. When 

our visitor walked through the door in the back and looked forward, she let out an audible gasp. That is 

the appropriate response. This is a beautiful place. We are inspired by the beauty of the windows and 
the woodwork and even the bricks of the walls. 

 We need this sacred place because it is a place of inspiration, refuge and ministry with our 

neighbors in great need. This sacred place is located in the best location for us to seek and serve Christ, 

at the crossroads of a poor neighborhood in a relatively poor city. 

 We need this place because this is the place where we encounter the sacred. We engage with 
sacred texts, sacred music, sacred liturgy and hopefully with sacred conversations. We engage in sacred 

service to God's people.  

 We come here to work and engage with others on this sacred journey. We come to this sacred 

place to seek the face of Christ in the faces of God's people, including the hungry, those who are sick 

and those who are alone. We come to this sacred place hoping our hearts and minds and lives will be 
changed by God. This is what I learned during the pandemic. 

 


