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 There are few things a minister likes more than a great quote. I suspect that I was 

destined to be a minister, since I've always enjoyed a good turn of a phrase or the written 

expression of something profound or meaningful or moving or beautiful. There is something 

about saying something important in just a few, memorable words that is very appealing.   

 It is that same love for words and ideas and brevity that almost made me NOT become a 

minister. I'd read someone's wonderful thoughts or listen to the way their words sounded in 

my mind and pretty much knew I couldn't do that. My thoughts are pretty much run-of-the-

mill. My phraseology has improved over the years, but I suppose I will never be a great orator. 

I have a dream but I've never said it like Martin Luther King in his amazing sermon. I try to 

challenge my listeners to DO and to BE but I've never come up with anything that even 

approaches JFK's "Ask not what your country can do for you..." I want to be a peace-maker but 

I could never have thought of "Do unto others as you would have them do unto you." 

 I take solace in the fact that maybe those lines were written by speech writers (except 

for Jesus quotes, of course) and in the fact that both men (all three men) and all other great 

men and women have said hundreds of thousands of other words that were just so-so... That 

everything they said was NOT profound or wonderfully stated. So I speak, hoping that 

eventually I'll say something that sticks and makes my words immortal... or not. Maybe I 

should be satisfied with simply not putting you all to sleep on a Sunday morning (or, at least, 

most of you). 

 If you look in the back of my favorite Bible you will find a quote by Bruce Larson. Listen 

to this. It's great. Listen to it: "To love is to trust, and to trust is to reveal those things about 

yourself that could give someone else the weapons with which to hurt you. Until we can be 

this vulnerable we cannot truly love. And it is not enough to be vulnerable to God; we must 

also be vulnerable to our brothers." I wrote that in my Bible in 1967. I think it guided me in my 

search for love as a young man and I found Sue and, to this day, I work at being vulnerable and 

giving her weapons to hurt me if she so chooses. Love is in the fact that she doesn't. 

 There was another quote that I came across that meant a lot to me in those early days 

that I lost. I found it in seminary. It was about why a person ought to go to church. For a young 

minister it was worth its weight in gold. Quote it often and loudly enough and people would 

know why they should be in church on a Sunday morning. But somehow, wherever I wrote it 

down, it vanished. I looked for that quote for forty years. I knew it was written by a man 

named Edgar Guest and that Edgar Guest was, at some point in history, a poet laureate of 

Michigan. I did some research. A "Poet Laureate" is a position given by a government to a poet 



expected to write poems for special state occasions or events. Did you know that the United 

States has a poet laureate? Any guesses who it might be? I would have guessed Maya Angelou. 

She is often reading poems at state functions. But it isn't. She has never been. The U.S. poet 

laureate since 2012 is Natasha Tretheway. She gets $35,000 to oversee readings and lectures 

at the Library of Congress - who knew? 

 Edgar Guest was Michigan's first and only poet laureate. Named in 1952 and continued 

until he died in 1959. Michigan has been poet-less since then. How hard could it be to find a 

quote by a specific man about the church? Let me tell you - very hard. Over the past 40 years 

I've been obsessed with finding that quote. I've discovered that Guest wrote twenty seven 

books. I've found them in libraries and at used book stores, I've purchased them on Amazon 

and I've scoured through them. One I found I was sure would contain the quote, "The 

Collected Verse of Edgar A. Guest." I read so much poetry from that book that I began 

speaking in iambic pentameter. My quote wasn't there. 

 A year or so ago I discovered a twenty eighth book Guest wrote - not listed in Wikipedia 

in the list of his works, but when I saw the book title I knew this one would have my quote. 

After all, the book was titled, "Why I Go to Church." It's just a little book and it has been laying 

on my desk ever since I found it. Even Justin has failed to comment on how strange it is for a 

minister to have a book titled "Why I Go to Church" on his desk. For me, the answer is fairly 

obvious. I go to church because that's what I'm paid to do - and who wouldn't love getting paid 

for what they love to do. 

 Listen to how he starts out this little book: "I go to church and contribute to the support 

of a church because I believe in churches. I would not care to live in a city or a state or a nation 

in which there were no churches and no churchgoers." 

 He says, "I am not a religious fanatic. I have yet to quarrel with a man regarding his 

choice of a religion, but I would rather have churchgoers for my neighbors than non-

churchgoers." 

 See what I mean? This guy says some wise things. He is suggesting that church is good 

for society. Churchgoers - people of faith - make better neighbors. Don't your best neighbors 

go to church somewhere? ...Not to suggest that non-churchgoers can't be good neighbors, 

they certainly can - but you can almost bet that a church going neighbor WILL be a good 

person and a good neighbor. If you do have good neighbors who don't go to church, have you 

invited them to Mt. Hope? Invite even the bad ones. Maybe they'll be transformed by the 

Christ they see in us. 

 A little later in the book he says: "I am not a regular churchgoer in the sense that I 

attend every Sunday, rain or shine. I do not believe that God will love all those who go regularly 

to church, and make outcasts of all those who do not." Although that is probably true, we 



ministers try not to emphasize it. Going to church has nothing whatsoever to do with God's 

love nor your eternal home. I think going to church is important, but it is not essential. I think 

going to church enhances our spiritual lives and helps us to grow in the faith and to know God 

better. Going to church allows us to worship in a disciplined fashion. But church attendance 

has nothing whatsoever to do with heaven or hell. I WANT you to come to church every 

Sunday. I want you to WANT to come to church every Sunday. But if you don't - and I can't 

believe I'm saying this out loud - it's OK. 

 Continuing with Guest's words a bit later in the writing: "I have been bored in church. I 

have been annoyed; I have been made angry; I have encountered in church men for whom I 

had lost all respect; I have heard things uttered in church which have disgusted me; but I have 

never lost my faith in the purpose of the church, nor in its ministry as a body."   Guest has 

discovered an important fact. The church must not be judged on the people within the church. 

We are all sinners. We will disappoint you - I will disappoint you -  if given enough 

opportunities. We will say things or do things or NOT say things or NOT do things that will 

upset you. If you are looking for a community that won't, stop looking. It doesn't exist. Judge 

the church on the Christ that is in it not on the people who belong to it. Look at the Christ who 

dwells in the hearts of flawed people and you will see love and compassion and goodness and 

wholeness trying desperately to transform those in whom He dwells. It's a process and takes a 

very long time... It's a matter of perspective. Jesus is the thing. Not Steve or Justin or Susan or 

Lydia. They are just trying to let Jesus shine - doing the best they can - often failing. You've 

heard that other famous quote by some anonymous pundit: "If you find the perfect church, 

please, don't join it." You get the idea... 

 Guest writes: "Most folks who have been angered by ministers have had to listen to 

something which they did not like to hear. The same people hear things they don't like in 

theatres, but they keep right on going to them. They have been bored by inferior shows; they 

have had their intelligence insulted by low comedians who have sneered at them for their 

failure to appreciate their stale jokes; they have had their pet weaknesses mirrored before their 

eyes; they have sat with their wives and children and witnessed obscenity portrayed, but they 

continue to support the theatre. They have seen bad baseball and they still go to baseball 

games. They have drawn bad cards, but they still play bridge... Friends have cheated them, but 

they still look to friendship for the lasting joys of life..." 

 The church SHOULD be held to a higher standard. When you come to church you should 

expect solid teaching, joy in the singing, passion in the prayers, inspiration in the scriptures. 

You should leave having suspected that you were in the presence of God. That's not always 

possible, but those are the things we pray for every time you walk through the doors into Mt. 

Hope Church - that you will experience just a bit of holiness. 



 Guest then has a little section on ministers he's known. He mentions Father VanDyke of 

St. Aloysius Church in Detroit. He says he was nearly eighty when he died - a more Christ-like 

spirit never walked the earth... Then he says, "I go to church because I want my children to go 

to church. I want them to know something more of this life than business and sport. I know 

only one institution what will teach them that they are divine. 

 "The church will interfere with their pleasures at times, but their mother and I sometimes 

have to do that, and we hope that they will love us none the less because of it. The church will 

mystify and puzzle them now and then. But all things that are worth while demand something 

of us in sacrifice." 

 I have often been confused by parents. They KNOW that their children will become what 

they model for them. They sincerely want them to love God - to know Jesus. They want them 

to develop a spiritual life, but then they allow excuses and different priorities to sneak in and 

church becomes ONE of the options on a Sunday morning. God becomes ONE of the options 

for family life. Then they are surprised, when their children grow up, that they don't have 

much of a commitment to God. They don't care whether or not they go to church - sleeping in 

on a Sunday morning is so appealing... They wonder what happened... What happened is that 

somewhere along the way they failed to teach their children that God asks us to sacrifice our 

time and our energies and our resources for Him and His Kingdom. They have failed to BE the 

kind of Christians they want their children to be. And how sad it is when they aren't. But not at 

all surprising to anyone but them. 

 Then, in my reading, I came to it. It was right there at the top of page 29. The quote I 

had searched for for four decades. I share it with you today. If it isn't as profound to you as it is 

to me, please don't burst my bubble by saying so. By sharing it I am making myself vulnerable - 

because I love you. Here it is: "To say that I don't need the church is mere bravado. I needed it 

when my father died; I needed it when we were married and when our babies were taken from 

us, and I shall need it again sooner or later, and need it badly. I am in good health now, and I 

could, I suppose, get along very nicely for a time without the aid of clergyman, or choir, or even 

prayer; but what sort of a man is he who scorns and neglects and despises his best friend until 

his hour of tribulation?" 

 We go to church - or don't go - for so many reasons. We don't want to commit. We 

don't want to be put to work. We don't want to give our money. We don't want to be hurt by 

friends. We don't want to expend our energy. We don't want to get up on Sunday morning. 

We don't want to be preached at. We don't want to be asked to help. But "To say that I don't 

need the church is mere bravado... what sort of a person is he who scorns and neglects and 

despises his best friend until his hour of tribulation?" 

  


