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 Twice every year I have dinner with a group of very fascinating people. 
Sometimes the group is large and sometimes quite small, but I always look forward to 
and thoroughly enjoy the evening. Often there will be a couple of Catholics, a 
Presbyterian or so, maybe a Baptist, and a few others of various denominational and 
non-denominational background. Our last meeting was with a couple of Lutherans, a 
couple of Catholics and a couple of life-long Congregationalists. One thing they all 
have in common each time I have the opportunity to meet with them is that they all 
have said that they want to become Congregationalists - specifically Mt. Hope 
Congregationalists… You met them this morning. They are our newest members.  Why 
did Elyse and Judy and Pat and Kieth and Emily decide they wanted to be Mt. Hopers? 
Why do people join a Congregational church when there are almost always other 
churches geographically closer to their homes (although that isn't true of Kieth and 
Emily – they are close enough that they can walk if they wanted to) - but there are 
other churches where the people are probably just as nice as at Mt. Hope – churches 
where the programs are probably just as good or better – churches where they could 
worship and raise their children in just as godly of ways…where, really, the name is 
different, but everything else seems pretty much the same? Why go here? Why 
Congregational? 
 
 When I was a young minister in my first church over in Wisconsin I made the 
mistake of actually asking that question at one of my first a board meetings.  I asked,  
“What is unique about us? What should we tell people so that they will choose First 
Congregational over some other church?”  

The question was met by silence and I wished the silence had continued. 
Instead, I was crushed and quite concerned when one of the long time members – a 
board member – said, “Nothing… Our church is pretty much like all churches. 
Churches don’t vary much. Ours is pretty typical. There really is no reason people 
should choose ‘ours’ over ‘theirs’.” 
 
 I was dumbfounded. I wanted to ask him why HE was there. It was a dying little 
church. It hired me as a last-ditch effort to not close it’s doors. If there wasn’t 
something unique about it, why shouldn’t it die and all the members go to another 
church – one just like it, but healthier? After all, there is no difference anyway…  

I wanted to throw up my hands and say, “I quit! If even the leadership can’t say 
why this is THE church to belong to, there is no hope…” But discretion kept me from 
opening my mouth. I’ve learned to listen to that little voice, and it’s kept me out of 
trouble enumerable times. I knew at that point what my job was – I knew then why that  
church was dying. I had been called to that pulpit to teach them that God loves them 
(like He loves all believers) and that a life of righteousness and faith will bring good 
things to our lives (like the church down the street teaches) and that reaching out to the 
community and to the world is following the way of Christ (which everyone should be 



hearing from every pulpit)… But also my job was to let the people know that they can 
be free! …That following Christ does NOT necessarily mean you have to also follow a 
Pope or Presbyteries or Synods or Bishops… That following Christ does NOT mean 
that you have to believe exactly like the person sitting next to you…that you DON’T 
have to boil down the whole word of God into a few doctrinal statements and make that 
non-living word represent the living Word of God for all generations to come… 
 
 We are Congregationalists! We ARE unique! It may not appear so to the casual 
observer. Our building looks like any church building. Our hymns are found in hymnals 
throughout the nation. The way we worship is pretty traditional… And even what your 
minister believes and preaches isn’t far from the norm… But under the surface there is 
a world of difference. There is an unusual respect for the spiritual journey you are on… 
No two people are at the same place on their pathway to relationship with God. We 

believe that is OK. No two people interpret and apply the scriptures in the same way. 
We believe that is OK. No two people come into belief – find Jesus as their salvation 
– in the same way. We believe that is OK. 
 
 It all started way back with that group of trouble-makers in England known as 
“Separatists” and their friends, the “Puritans.” Old King Henry had dictated that 
everyone in the nation would be a part of the national church, the “Church of England,” 
of which he was the head. Almost immediately the Separatists were formed. “No, your 
highness. You, nor anyone else will tell us which church to belong to.” So they started 
their own “underground” churches. And before too long, the Puritans declared, “We 
need to purify the church from the influences of this pagan king. Let’s work within the 
system and change it and make it glorifying to God again.” 
 
 Now, because we have TV’s and computers and movie theatres and books to 
read and cars in which to go places, our lives are pretty full and most of us don’t have 
time to think too much about church politics or church/state issues or even theology. 
Whatever Steve preaches is fine. Whatever goes on in the Sunday School is fine. 
Whatever the boards decide is fine. Whatever government regulations or laws that 
come along that affect the church – the boards will handle all that… But in the 1600’s – 
when busyness wasn’t the byword of life, people really got into this stuff. The church 
was the center of their lives. The church provided their social contacts and interpreted 
the King’s actions. The church told them how to live and what to believe. In those days, 
the church was like the malls of today. Everyone goes. Everyone enjoys. Everyone 
gets what they are looking for…  The attitude was, “You mess with my church – you 
mess with me.” 
 
 The Separatists were so committed to religious freedom and the idea that THEY 
could talk to God directly and didn’t need a hierarchy to tell them how to be Christian 
that they were willing to directly disobey the law. And the legal system didn’t just want 
to make that a misdemeanor and give them a fine. It wanted to put them away for 
sedition. They were flaunting their freedom in the face of the state. That could not be 



tolerated. Some were caught and imprisoned. Eventually an example was made and 
poor John Penry was hanged. 
 
 The point was made. The King would not allow Christians to be free.  
 
 What would you have done? I’m pretty sure I’d have become a deacon in the 
“Church of England” and liked it just fine. Most of you would have too. Most of the 
Separatists did. Most of the Puritans quieted down… 
 
 But a few couldn’t take it. For a few, the “system” was intolerable. They loved 
God with all their hearts and souls and minds. They could not bear the thought of 
having to give up their way of worship… They didn’t want to be imprisoned or die – but 
they were willing to give up almost anything to maintain their ability to walk with God as 
they felt directed BY God. 
 
 You know the story: A whole group of them emigrated to Holland, spent a decade 
there but didn’t like it much so moved back…liked that less… and eventually 40 of 
them (Separatists and Puritans) indentured themselves to a mercantile company for 
seven years in exchange for passage on a ship heading for America.  
 
 They believed that God could speak to congregations and not just to 
hierarchies… that God could direct their paths as individuals and that those individuals 
following God should be formed into congregations to do His will in the world. They 
would thus call themselves “Congregationalists.” It says who we/they are… says what 
makes us unique… People who believe in the congregation under God and not under 
any other… People who will not have their personal faith dictated except through the 
scriptures interpreted themselves. 
 
 I find it interesting that the Pilgrims make such an impact in the minds of people 
yet today – 393 years later – but it never occurs to them what it was all about and that 
maybe it should still be all about that same thing… 
 
 Thursday is Thanksgiving. Millions of Americans will gather to eat turkey and 
watch football and enjoy the family being together.  Many of them will have decorations 
depicting the Pilgrims or the Mayflower or the first Thanksgiving with Indians and 
Pilgrims sharing the day. In some vague way, some of them will remember that the 
Pilgrims were religious people who came here for religious freedom – thank you, 
Pilgrims…  But almost all of them will think of that religious freedom in some broad way 
– “Didn’t they came to be able to practice ‘Christianity’ or something?” and won’t 
realize that Christianity is just about all there was where they were coming from… They 
won’t know that the freedom they sought was a freedom within the Christian faith… a 
freedom to think and act and seek God’s ways on their own… Then they will let the 
turkey settle and enjoy the week-end and then, next Sunday, they will go to church and 
say their creeds and follow the dictates of the church hierarchies and contribute to the 



denominationally mandated causes. They won’t realize that there is another way… the 
way of the Pilgrims… the way of the congregation… the way of freedom… 
 
 My wife is a wonderfully wise person. She has often said that it would seem to 
her that everyone would want to be a Congregationalist if they knew such a concept of 
freedom of thought and faith and practice existed.  
 
 She over-stated it a bit, I think. Many people like the minister and the 
denomination to define exactly what they should think and believe and how they should 
worship… Some even like the hierarchy “out there” to select their ministers or priests 
for them. Some really don’t want to be God’s free people… 
 
 But many do. You met a few of them this morning and you meet new ones each 
fall and each spring when membership class rolls around. And you are surrounded by 
others today. But it IS true: a LOT of people would embrace the way of freedom if they 
knew it existed… But we don’t tell anyone – we, like that board member at my little 
church in Wisconsin, aren’t so sure it is any different than any other church. But it is. 
Ask the Pilgrims. Read the story. Be inspired and grateful that you have chosen to 
follow that pathway of faith to God. What makes us unique – only freedom… only 
freedom. Praise be to God... Freedom. 
 
 
 
 

Past Prayer: 
Today and this week, O God, we bring our thanks to you – thanks for all things that you 
have given us but, today, especially our thanks for people. 
For those who are an example to us, and those who in their lives show us what life 
ought to be; 
For those who are an inspiration to us, and who fill us with the desire to make of life a 
noble thing;  
For those who are a comfort to us when life has hurt us; For those who are a strength 
to us, and in whose company we feel fit to tackle any task;  
For those who, although we do not know them personally, have by their words or by 
their writings have influenced us for good;  
For those whose love and care and service and understanding we so often take for 
granted;  
For those who give us loyal friendship and for those who give us true love: 
We today thank you, O God. 
And most of all we thank you for Jesus to be the Pattern of our lives, the Companion of 
our way, and the Savior of our souls. 
Might our lips be constantly pouring forth thanks for your mercies and for your 
goodness… May you be praised and glorified and thanked forever. Amen. 
 


