
Warming God’s Heart.  A Rally Day Sermon delivered at Mt. Hope on September 9, 2012 by Rev. 

Steven Schafer. Texts: Jeremiah 4: 23-31 and Luke 15: 1-10.  

 Try to visualize this cartoon I saw: A lakefront shop where the owner is standing out front 

showing one of his rowboats that are for rent. For some reason the rowboats behind him are all lined 

up sitting upright on that part of the boat that is flat (I don't know what you call that on a rowboat - the 

stern, I think?). The sign above says “Little Green Chapels.” And, I suppose, a rowboat in that 

position does look a bit like the arch of a church. The owner, in the cartoon, is saying to his customer, 

“it's for those who prefer to do their worshiping on the lake.”  

 

 The cartoon, of course, is a potshot at the explanations people sometimes give for spending 

Sunday mornings fishing, golfing, going out for a leisurely breakfast or even sleeping in instead of 

going to church. I've heard the argument tons of times: “I don’t need to go to church. I can worship 

God by myself. Nature is where I feel closest to God.” (Translation: “Who needs to get up, get 

dressed, drive somewhere, be harangued about how I live my life and then be asked to pay for the 

experience?”) 

 

 Pastors typically respond to those kinds of reasons for not going to church by pointing out that, 

while it’s true you can worship God anywhere, most people don’t actually do it. When they’re climbing 

a mountain, walking on a golf course, sitting by a stream or lazing home in bed, chances are pretty 

good they aren’t thinking about God at all. And even if they are, we ministers argue, it isn’t quite the 

same thing as being in church. 

 

 We like to remind the absentees that maybe it's that there are fewer demands on them when 

they don't go to church than there are when they go. No one will pass offering plates among Sunday 

morning golfers. No one will bother Sunday morning joggers with pesky questions about how they’ll 

address the world’s hunger problem. No one will tell Sunday morning fishermen that they must stop 

doing what is wrong and start living life according to God's standards. Not going to church really is a 

lot easier. 

 

 But as valid as those arguments are, I've got to admit that they sometimes have an undertone 

of either desperation or ambition. We pastors have a vested interest in not only the survival of the 

churches we serve but also their growth. So we get worried when attendance drops off. And that is 

the case in many churches across America today... Fewer and fewer people are going... 

Nevertheless, when we talk about why people should attend church we can sound a bit self-serving 

even if what we say is true. 

 

 Church attendance has always been an issue for ministers. Back in 1756 there was a chaplain 

who travelled with a volunteer militia led by Benjamin Franklin. To defend the Pennsylvania colony 

against Indian attacks, Franklin led his recruits in the building of a fort in the Blue Mountain region. 

Once the fort was built, the chaplain — “a zealous Presbyterian,” as Franklin called him in his 

autobiography — complained that very few of the men were showing up for his worship services. 

Franklin, the creative genius he was, solved the problem by putting the chaplain in charge of the daily 

ration of rum for the troops. He told the minister, “It is, perhaps, below the dignity of your profession to 



act as steward of the rum, but if you were only to distribute it out after prayers, you would have them 

all about you.”  

 

 The chaplain accepted that duty, and Franklin reports that thereafter, “never were prayers 

more generally and more punctually attended.”  

 

 That solved the attendance problem. But I'm not sure just how much good those prayers did 

the soldiers given their reason for praying. But even now, in many churches, including Mt. Hope, it 

can be observed that when there is food and fun to follow, attendance at worship is up. Look at our 

congregation today – the promise of food and just about everybody comes… That’s not a complaint – 

I’m delighted you are all here. In fact, the food is the reason I came today. 

 

 While we certainly want our churches to flourish, attendance should never be the primary goal. 

 

We do church because we need community.  

 

  We all benefit from participation in church life - every one of us BECAUSE of one another. A 

faith community provides instruction, support, feedback and accountability. It brings order to our lives. 

Attending worship is an important way of putting the events of our lives in perspective. For one hour 

of our week we get together with people we love to take a break: to NOT talk politics, to NOT fight 

with the kids, to NOT want to swear at rude drivers, to NOT be bombarded with commercials... but to 

simply be with people who love God and love us and whom we love. We gather to get perspective on 

our lives and to ponder bigger things than ourselves and all that presses in on us the other  167 hours 

of the week.... 

 

 In support of the benefits-of-church-attendance argument, a pastor might trot out that old 

illustration about the longtime church member who had always attended regularly but then, for 

whatever reason, stopped going. After a few weeks of his absence, the minister decided he ought  

make a visit. He went to the man’s house and found him there alone, sitting in front of a blazing fire 

just enjoying life.  After the initial greeting and a few minutes of small talk, the two just sat in front of 

the fireplace in amiable silence, watching the fire. Then, without saying a word, the pastor took the 

fire tongs, reached in, and picked up a burning ember. He laid it down on the hearth. Both men 

watched it burn until eventually the flame began to flicker and died. Within minutes it was nothing 

more than a cold, gray piece of burnt wood, with no life or warmth whatsoever. 

 Then the pastor picked up that piece of wood with the tongs, and placed it back into the middle 

of the fire. Within seconds, it began to glow, with light and warmth, ignited by the flames around it. 

 The  pastor stood to leave, the man said to him, “Thank you for the sermon, Pastor. I’ll be back 

in church next Sunday.” 

 

 Who knows if that incident ever really happened, but the truth it represents is plain enough: 

Our individual faith gives off more light and warmth when believers support it and when that support is 

denied, we grow cold and somewhat useless. We do church because it satisfies our need for 

community .  

 



If pushing church attendance for the survival or growth of a congregation is a perspective from 

the pulpit, attending church because of the faith benefits it provides is a perspective from the pew. Yet 

neither reason takes into account the perspective of the One whom we worship when we do come. 

 

Someone once asked a woman who faithfully attended church why she did. Her only response 

was “because God said to.”  

 

For her, that settled it, but actually, it isn’t easy to make that argument from the Bible. Nowhere 

in Scripture does God ever say, “Go to church every Sunday.” True, the Bible has many texts in 

which God tells the Israelites to worship him.  

 

• In 2 Kings 17:35-36, God says: “You shall not worship other gods or bow yourselves to them or 

serve them or sacrifice to them, but you shall worship the Lord, who brought you out of the land of 

Egypt with great power and with an outstretched arm; you shall bow yourselves to him, and to him 

you shall sacrifice.” …But those verses are really talking about the ancient sacrificial system, which 

was something quite different from how we worship God in church in the 21st century.  

 

• In the fourth commandment, God said, “Remember the Sabbath day, and keep it holy,” but Sabbath-

keeping is something larger than attendance at a public worship service for an hour. It is the devotion 

of a whole day every week to God. It includes lifestyle changes for that day and special family 

practices designed to remind one of one’s covenant with God. I’m not sure many of us keep that 

commandment very well. Going to church MAY be a part of Sabbath observance…But in the New 

Testament we see Jesus as one who sometimes broke the Sabbath rules of the day, doing such 

things as healing people on that day. So exactly what IS involved is a bit unclear. 

 

• Luke does tell us it was Jesus’ custom to go to the synagogue on the Sabbath day (Luke 4:16), and 

Acts reports that Paul had a similar custom (Acts 17:2). So Jesus WENT to his “church” but didn’t 

suggest that anyone else ought to feel obligated to. 

 

• Some of the first members of the early church apparently worshiped daily. Acts reports, “Day by 

day, as they spent much time together in the temple ... praising God ... ” (Acts 2:46-47).  

 

Taken together, all those things give us a biblical basis for attending church, but none quite in 

the way that woman put it with her “because God said to” response. 

 

Yet she is probably right in the sense that God WANTS us to. And maybe the best place to see 

that is from a text not usually thought of as referring to church attendance: Jesus’ parable of the lost 

sheep in today’s New Testament reading… 

 The shepherd has 100 sheep, but when one wanders off, the shepherd leaves the 99 

(presumably somewhere safe), and searches for the lost one until he finds it. And when he does, he 

brings it back to the flock and then asks his friends and neighbors to rejoice with him. 

 

According to the text, Jesus told this parable in response to some Pharisees and scribes who 

were grumbling because Jesus was welcoming known sinners to listen to him. In fact, he was even 



eating with them. So in the parable, the shepherd can be viewed as a stand-in for Jesus. And what 

does he do when the sheep wanders off? He hunts it down and brings it back to the flock.  

 

While finding the sheep was certainly of some benefit to the shepherd, it was of even more 

benefit to the sheep, which, had it stayed apart from the flock, probably would’ve become a mutton-

chop dinner for a wolf or lion.  

 

Can we draw from this parable something of God’s perspective on our church attendance? 

Perhaps the main reason to be present in the flock (the flock that is the church) is that the church is 

the place to which the Divine Shepherd drags wandering sheep.  

 

And maybe that’s the point. Although we can enumerate benefits to our faith from being in 

church, the main reason for being here isn’t for the benefits it beings US but because it’s where God 

wants us to be.  

 

We can talk about why we should attend church in terms of the church’s survival or of the 

benefits we receive from being here.  But the fact of the matter is, when we wander off and Jesus has 

to find us and bring us back to Himself, he brings us always to the church - - toward a community, 

toward a place of safety, sustenance and nurture because He cares for us… because He knows what 

will make us happy and fulfilled and will bring us peace. Yes, it’s difficult to give up a Sunday morning. 

It’s hard to get out of bed or to have a later tee time. It’s uncomfortable being told how we ought to 

live by someone who isn’t walking in our shoes. It seems foolish to put money in the plate for the 

privilege of all that. But when we do, I believe, God’s heart is warmed for His flock is all accounted for 

and safe. 

 

 

 


