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It was in the evening on that very day when the tomb had been found empty.  

The disciples were again in the Upper Room, the same room in which only a few 

days earlier they had been sharing a meal and telling their sacred story with their 

Teacher. Maybe it’s why they returned here. Because it’s the place where they 

felt safe, where they had been in the presence of Jesus, and where things had 

seemed certain. Now they were huddled together behind locked doors, so 

terribly afraid and unsure of everything. Into this room bolted by fear and shock 

and grief, Jesus stands among them. No locks can keep him out. No fear can keep 

him out. He offers them his peace and then breaths the Holy Spirit upon them. 

Many consider this moment to be the first Pentecost experience. Jesus is pushing 

and prodding his followers to go out and share what they have received. To find 

His risen presence not only in this safe place but in the world below. To follow 

him into the streets of Jerusalem and on the shores of Galilee and beyond. 

 

Even after their final experience in the Upper Room when the Spirit comes to 

them in wind and fire, forcing them into the world like never before, the women 

and men who formed the group of apostles always find a way back to each other. 

The early Church formed around their witness and service out in the world 

along with their gatherings of prayer, breaking bread and sharing stories of 

Jesus. This model of being gathered together and then sent out practiced by those 

early apostles is what I believe we’re being called to embrace as the church of the 

21st century. In the past century we were used to a very different model, one in 

which we built an institution, organizational structures and buildings believing 

that people would come to us. And they did. God was to be found on Sunday 

mornings at St. Peter’s Episcopal Church, and at St. Anne’s Episcopal Church, at 

St. Luke’s Roman Catholic Church and at St. Paul’s Lutheran Church and at all 

other churches along every street corner and in every small and large town 

across this country. Witness and service to Jesus was found within the context of 

the gathered community of faithful believers.  

 

In 2018 we are coming to terms with the reality that this model does not serve us 

well anymore. And so, we are trying to figure out a new way of being church. 



Not unlike those first followers of the risen Christ, we are invited to explore a 

landscape we’ve never seen or experienced before. Christ is breathing the Holy 

Spirit upon us and pushing us out beyond the confines of our buildings, 

organizational structures and institutional norms that we’ve become so 

comfortable with. What we’re being invited to do is downright frightening. We 

don’t know how to do it. We’re in the holy work of improvisation ~ making it up 

and figuring it out as we go along. Andy Doyle, Bishop of Texas is helping us 

think about the cultural context we live in and how to be holy improvisors. He 

writes, “We’re living in a different world. It’s the VUCA world: volatile, 

uncertain, complex, and ambiguous. And it’s going to take a different kind of 

church to be a part of that. It means we’re going to need leaders who are no 

longer invested in the way things worked in the past, no longer worried about 

having the right answers, but focused on understanding, seeking clarity in the 

midst of complex situations, and who are agile and willing to try new things. We 

need to start realizing that God is trying to push us out the door. Rowan 

Williams, former Archbishop of Canterbury says, ‘One of the big problems with 

the church is we think we’ve got to take little baby Jesus by the hand, and walk 

Him out into the world,’ and that’s not the way it is working. God, through 

God’s Holy Spirit, is out there doing this work, and we as the church are 

supposed to be out there, trying to discover it and discern how we can 

participate in it.”  

 

God is out there when we march in the streets of Philly seeking a safer world for 

our young people and for all of us. God is out there when we impose ashes and 

pray with someone at the train station. God is out there when we talk to someone 

whose faith is different from ours at the Peace Walk. God is out there in our 

neighborhoods and workplaces, our schools and at our dinner tables. Like Peter 

in the passage from Acts we have to be willing to let go of our assumptions of 

how we are supposed to follow Jesus, thinking we know exactly what it means to 

be the church. And instead be open and even surprised about what God is up to. 

Our job is not take little baby Jesus by the hand and walk Him out into the 

world.  Neither is our job to go out into the world and lead people by the hand 

back here in order for them to get to know the little baby Jesus in order to grow 

our church. Our job is to be partners with God and God’s people to bring about 

the reconciliation, healing and peace Jesus embodied.   



 

I would add to Bishop Doyle’s comments and say that God is not only trying to 

push us out the doors of the church, but God is also trying to unlock and push 

open the doors of the church. At 5 o’clock on Thursday when I left the building 

for the day I passed by a mother and daughter waiting to see the psychologist 

who has an office downstairs, a dozen or more teens rehearsing for their 

upcoming musical in the parish hall, a dad picking up his child from Kidview 

nursery school and one of the On Gracie’s Wings volunteers gathering up clothes 

for a toddler who had just been matched with a foster family. This place was 

brimming full of activity ~ of life and ministry. I looked on in awe and wonder as 

Peter did among those gentiles and witnessed the work of the Holy Spirit 

happening all around me.  

 

For decades the church has used ASA or Average Sunday Attendance as the 

primary measurement of a community’s vitality. Our Bishop believes this tool no 

longer works well and wants us instead to think of vitality in terms of AWE -

Average Weekly Engagement. What I witnessed Thursday is a perfect example 

of this understanding. It first hit home for me the week of Thanksgiving when 

we welcomed almost three hundred people from our wider community into our 

space for our Interfaith Thanksgiving service and for our Thanksgiving ministry- 

putting together bagged meals and other items for the homeless. And then on 

Sunday we welcomed around eighty people for worship, not bad for a holiday 

weekend. But the ASA number did not come close to measuring the ministry we 

engaged in throughout the week. Your Vestry has been working hard this year to 

think about ministry in this way. How do we widen our doors and welcome 

those beyond us to partner in ministry with us? How do we create the accessible 

and inviting space for those to engage in the work God has equipped them to 

do? How do we support them in their work? How do we share in it with them? 

How do we use our wonderful spaces for greater community engagement?  

 

The task that lies before us is to cultivate the curiosity needed to imagine what St. 

Peter’s might become in the next decade and beyond. It’s being willing to ask the 

wondering questions like our kids do every Sunday in Godly Play, recognizing 



the questions matter more than the answers. It’s being unafraid to try new things 

and to fail. And then to try again. And to fail again. And to keep on trying. It’s 

the capacity to see that with endings come new beginnings, new possibilities, 

and new opportunities. And it’s having the awareness that we are not alone in 

this VUCA (volatile, uncertain, complex, ambiguous) world as Bishop Doyle calls 

it. In widening our doors, we open ourselves to deeper collaboration and 

partnership with other Episcopal churches, other communities of faith including 

our interfaith friends, and to communities that are doing God’s work outside of 

traditional, religious organizations. 

 

In February we celebrated the end of our journey as two separate communities, 

St. Peter’s and St. Philip’s. We know what it’s like to be pushed out of our doors 

and to follow Jesus into places we never imagined possible. Our St. Philippian 

members embody for all of us what it means to let go of what was in order to 

embrace what can be. We’ve done it. We’ve done it together and we’ve marveled 

at each other’s courage and faithfulness in the midst of great change and 

uncertainty. “It seems to me that the Christian life is about being drawn deeper 

and deeper into the wondrous mystery of the love of Christ until, one day, we 

are drawn into it completely,” writes a clergy colleague. “Discerning what God is 

calling us to do is about choosing the path that draws us into wonder and 

mystery. I have found that path invariably to be the one of greatest challenge, 

and not infrequently, the one of greatest adventure.” As a community, we have 

been given both the grace and the will to adapt to our ever-changing world in 

every generation. It is in our DNA. It’s an important piece of our identity and our 

heritage and I believe will serve us well as we embark on this new path.  

 

I am confident that we are prepared and equipped for the next challenge as the 

beloved people of God, gathered in prayer and in the breaking of bread, and sent 

out to discover the way of Jesus in the world around us. And I am also confident 

that it will be an amazing adventure because we can look back and celebrate 

what an amazing adventure it has already been. For what was, thanks be to God. 

For what is, thanks be to God. And for what will be, thanks be to God. Alleluia! 

Alleluia! Amen.  


