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Every month, Julie and I have the privilege of gathering with other Ministers from our sister 

churches throughout Wisconsin for fellowship and conversation.  That most recent gathering was 

up in Madison a week and a half ago.  As we often do, we touched on a number of points of 

discussion, but at one point the dialog circled around to the scandals that have rocked the 

Christian Church in recent years, and that have once again emerged in very profound ways in the 

past few months.  We talked, of course, about the unimaginable reports that came out of 

Pennsylvania regarding the Catholic Church, we talked about the series of allegations lodged 

against Bill Hybels (the founder of Willow Creek Church in Illinois), and we talked about the 

ongoing issue of clergy and church misconduct, and the impact that recurring story has on the 

Christian Church as a whole.  And the question that was asked was, in its simplest form, ‘What 

do you about that?’  As clergy, and as churches, what do we do to try to reclaim what is being 

lost? 

 

You see, the issue of which we are all painfully aware is that the impact of these stories goes far 

beyond the local bodies, regional judicatories, or even denominations of which they are a part.   

• The scandal with Bill Hybels doesn’t just impact the life and ministry of Willow Creek. 

• The actions of priests in the Catholic Church don’t limit their damage to their church (or 

even the Catholic Church as a whole). 

• And, the stories that pop up of clergy misconduct in one place after another leave a trail 

of destruction far beyond the local churches that they served.   

 

It was sobering, after putting this sermon on paper Thursday morning, to watch the news that 

very night and see the story of the resignation of Jason Webb, the Sr. Minister at Elmbrook 

Church in Brookfield – who had resigned due to, in his words, struggles with addiction that led 

to multiple marital infidelities.  As the report continued, one of the Elmbrook members was 

interviewed.  “How is this going to look to the outside world,” he asked, “because the Church is 

supposed to be a shining light to non-believers and we don’t practice what we preach.”   

 

That’s the issue at its core!  These incidents recurring throughout the Christian Church in our 

country, and elsewhere, become the face of the Christian Church in the world.  This is not just 

how Willow Creek is known, and it is not just how the Catholic Church is known, it is not just 
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how Elmbrook is known, it is the banner under which the entire Christian Church, under which 

WE, reside. 

 

Ask anyone who has made the specific decision to stop being a part of organized religion and I 

would bet that in 4 out of 5 conversations you won’t make it 30 seconds before they are talking 

about the lack of integrity in the church.  Whether it be from the grand stories of Catholic priests 

and megachurch Ministers or the personal experiences of feeling ignored, unvalued, or cast aside 

by a local church, the vast majority the people who have made the decision to step away from the 

Church will state that a major element of that decision rests in the fact that they just don’t see the 

Church as a place of integrity.  In the shortened, platitudinal, form that Elmbrook member used – 

We don’t practice what we preach!  We say one thing, but then in the news and even in the pews, 

people see and experience something else – and that sends them running! 

 

That was the question with which we were wrestling in that conversation in the clergy group last 

week.   

• How do we address this?   

• What do we do about this?   

• How do we begin to reclaim our role in the lives of those around us who feel that the 

Church simply has not lived up to the message we claim to hold as our own?   

• Where do we go from here? 

 

We spent some time on it.  Ideas were mentioned but, really, we spent more time exploring the 

depths of the problem than we did discerning solutions (in part because there probably aren’t any 

pat solutions).  In the end, I think the most notable conclusion I brought home was that this is, 

without question, one of the (if not THE) most important issues the Christian Church will face in 

2019 and beyond.  We no longer live in a society that culturally subsidizes our discipleship.  

Sectarian evolution has pulled us away from the years of Sunday mornings belonging to the 

Church and congregational life being at the center of daily living.  And, you can argue both sides 

of that debate all day long, but the simple truth is that it’s not coming back.  All we have is our 

claim that the Church can help bring people into a relationship with God in Christ that can prove 

to be a bulwark in the face of adversity and a path to everlasting joy and peace in fellowship with 

other Christians.  If people won’t/don’/can’t see that in the Church, there’s really nothing left for 

us to stand on.   

 

I came home from that conversation, with those thoughts swirling in my mind, and I started my 

early prep for this week’s Bible study and worship.  I was placed right in front of those two 

passages we shared this morning.   

• You are the salt of the earth. 

• You are the light of the world. 

• A city on a hill cannot be hid. 

• You are a letter of Christ. 

 

There are so many images here that can take us so many places.  But, the more I reflected on 

these two passages, the more they spoke volumes to this issue that had overtaken our clergy 

meeting, and the more just two lines jumped out to me.  “You are the salt of the earth;” Jesus 

says, “You are the light of the world.  A city built on a hill cannot be hid…In the same way, let 
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your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to God in 

heaven.”  (Matthew 5: 13a, 14, 16)  “You yourselves are our letter,” Paul writes, “written on our 

hearts, to be known and read by all.”  (2 Corinthians 3:2) 

 

‘Let your light shine so that all may see.’  ‘You are a letter from Christ to be known and read by 

all.’  We are the shining light that all WILL see…we are the very letter sent by Christ that all 

WILL read…I don’t think we can read those words without realizing the underlying problem of 

the message being sent or asking ourselves the question of what message we are sending! 

 

The quote that I shared as the Call to Meditation, today, is one that I said was ‘attributed’ to 

Charles Spurgeon.  I added ‘attributed’ because I couldn’t find secondary verification of the 

quote and I couldn’t locate exactly when or where he had supposedly said it, but the quote was 

powerful enough that I thought it was valuable regardless of where it came from.  “The Bible is 

not the light of the world, it is the light of the Church.  But the world does not read the Bible, the 

world reads Christians!  You are the light of the world.”   

 

“The world does not read the Bible, the world reads Christians!”  Just think about that.  Just 

consider both the truth and the implications of that claim.  The world outside of the Church does 

not read the Bible.  They don’t read the stories of the miracles in the Gospels, the heartfelt 

promises of peace and strength in the Psalms, or the narrative of the death and resurrection of 

Jesus.  The world outside of the Church doesn’t engage the stories and passages that are so 

central to our identity and life with God.  No, what the world outside the Church reads is the 

Church.  What the world outside the Church engages is the Church!  It’s us, it’s others in the 

banner of the Christian faith – that’s the story that the world reads and that’s the very problem 

that we were identifying in that conversation with our clergy group last week. 

 

Just ask yourself what they are reading.  Ask yourself what they are seeing.  Ask yourself what 

the world outside of the Church reads when they read the Church.  They read scandal.  They read 

abuse.  They read isolation and exclusion.  They read self-serving leadership and hypocritical 

membership.  They read institutional preservation taking priority over faithful conviction.   

 

Now, please don’t get me wrong – I don’t believe that any of that reflects a true depiction of the 

Christian Church as a whole, nor an accurate portrayal of most of the Christians, or even 

churches, of the world.  But, I don’t think we can argue that, more often than not, that is the 

message they read.  On the news, in the papers, plastered on the magazine shelves at the 

supermarket…the world outside of the Church is not reading the Bible, they are reading the 

Church, and what they are reading is often not anything like the message we want to be sending.  

And, I’m not sure there is a more important question for the future of the Christian Church, as a 

whole, than to ask ourselves what we can do about that. 

 

And, no, I don’t have a simple answer to proclaim up here today.  But, more and more, I am 

convinced that the answer starts (perhaps only the first step of many beyond many), but the 

answer starts with the question…What message is being sent? 
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There is an enormous overload of messaging being sent by the Church over which we have no 

control.  We can’t change what’s on the news or in the papers.  But, as individuals and as a 

church, we can control the message that we are sending. 

• When someone encounters us during the Farmer’s Market in our lot on Saturday 

mornings, what the message they are reading? 

• When someone comes through our doors on Sunday morning, what is the message they 

are reading? 

• When someone waits until the last minute in the construction zone and then cuts us off to 

merge from the closing lane, what the message being read by all of those around? 

 

I could go on and on and on with the recurring, constant, moments in which we are being read by 

the world.  The world does not read the Bible.  The world reads the Church.  They read us.  As 

individuals and as a body we are a constant reflection of Christ.  Whether we realize it or not, we 

are a message being sent by God to the world around us.  And, whether we realize it or not, they 

ARE reading it!     

 

So, take some time, this week, and just consider the message that the world is reading day after 

day.  On the news, in the papers, plastered on the magazine shelves at the supermarket…the 

world outside of the Church is not reading the Bible, they are reading the Church, and what 

they’re reading is not anywhere close to the message we mean to be sending.  And, I’m not sure 

there is a more important question for the future of the Christian Church, as a whole, than to ask 

ourselves what we can do about that. 

 

And, no, I don’t have an easy answer.  But, more and more, I am convinced that the answer starts 

with the question…What message is being sent?  We can’t control the message that is being sent 

by scandals throughout the world.  But, we can control the message they are reading in us.  As 

individuals, and as a church, we are the light, we are the letter, and they ARE reading it.  So, I 

am convinced that the first step in reclaiming the integrity of the Church is by starting with the 

question.  Each day, each moment, as the world reads you, as the world reads us, what is the 

message being sent?   

 

 


