
Church 
 

The Book of Hebrews was written by an associate of Paul to second-generation 

Christians likely in Rome who had already been publicly exposed to insult and 

persecution.  Some had been imprisoned and some had had their property confiscated 

(10:33-34). But worse was to come. Partly for this reason, but also for deeper reasons, the 

writer writes, “Let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good 

deeds. Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us 

encourage one another – and all the more as you see the Day approaching” (10:24-25).  

 

What day that was is a bit of a mystery. Probably it’s part of the early church’s 

expectation of the Second Coming, that the end of the world would be soon. Hebrew 

Christians especially could not conceive of the Fall of Jerusalem without feeling that the 

world would end. And it is likely that this text is written and first read in those 

frightening years when news of the siege and then the destruction of Jerusalem reaches 

these readers. But God as usual does not feel obligated to make all things clear to us, and 

the point still stands that the writer urges his readers not to give up meeting together but 

to encourage one another.  

 

Why?  Yes, times are tough. But there’s more. The writer says in 12:22 ff., “You have 

come to Mount Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God. You have 

come to thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly, to the church of the 

firstborn, whose names are written in heaven.” And this is truly amazing: language we 

reserve for heavenly reflections being applied to the church we have already come to. 

You have come to church, and that means you have come already to Mount Zion, to the 

heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God. That thought did not occur to me ever in 

the little frame buildings of the country churches I grew up in. But then how often has it 

occurred to you?  

 

Evidently to the writer of Hebrews church is a really big deal. It is an outpost of heaven 

on earth; it is heaven’s agency on earth. And so we believe in the church. But of course 

it’s not at all that simple. Honestly I sometimes have mixed feelings. There are churches 

that insist on a kind of commitment to the church that borders on cultic. In the church I 

grew up in, people talked about church a whole lot more than they talked about Jesus, and 

if a person quit coming, they were spoken of as having fallen away from the church, not 

Christ but the church. And as a student of history I know the wrongs that have been done 

in the name of the church. In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries church armies, really 

papal armies, fought so that the church might have sovereign rule in Europe. And so I 

have mixed feelings.   

 

Yet God gave us no other institution on earth in which to accomplish specifically his 

purposes. So we hold as one of our Guiding Values here in Stamford: “We acknowledge 

that the church, far from being in any sense optional, is the God-given institution for 

achieving his loving purposes on earth. Consequently, the decisions that matter most and 



last longest on earth are made in churches like ours, not in the world’s major financial 

institutions, governmental agencies or corporate boardrooms.” And we believe that. 

 

But what do we mean by church? I am going to suggest that we mean something very 

simple. We mean a gathering of believers, of people who trust in God or who are learning 

how to trust God, who want to do things Christ’s way. In the spirit of Jesus, they stick to 

basics, to keeping things personal and simple. They define and theologize no more than 

they have to. They believe life is about trusting the God who comes to earth and bleeds 

for us and is resurrected, and identifying with that God in baptism and the Lord’s Supper. 

They structure as little as possible. Some seasoned people with life experience direct 

them with a light and loving hand. They call them elders. Some good-hearted deacons 

and ministry leaders get the needed jobs done. But they structure as little as possible and 

keep their worship simple, warm and personal. Church is just a gathering of people where 

anyone who wants to can feel completely at home. A gathering where the mood is upbeat 

and cheerful; where people can take time out from trouble; a place of handshakes and 

smiles and twinkling eyes. A gathering where people can unwind and express themselves 

freely, and leave rejuvenated and restored. 

 

But it’s one thing more. It’s a gathering of people who know the story we find ourselves 

in, and tell it, and live by it. They know the story begins with God. All true stories begin 

with God, fiction and non-fiction. They know that they have been created in God’s 

image. They also know that everyone else on earth has been created in God’s image. 

They know that they were created to live in a pleasure garden, a garden of earthly 

delights, where God walked with them in the cool of the day. They know that one day 

trust was broken, and that that changed everything – that humanity sunk beneath the 

shadow of dark towers and evil empires, and muddled on in all its flawed, outrageous 

humanity, seeking a way as best they could back to the light.   

 

And then one day a young girl gave birth to a tiny baby in a dusty little town in a 

desolated little country under the military occupation of the greatest superpower in 

history. But the baby grew, and as a young man, launched a revolution of trust and love 

and forgiveness that undermined the superpower and injected into the human story 

inextinguishable hope for all people. Through his own death on the cross, he single-

handedly destroyed the ring of power, and by his resurrection, he invited us all into a 

world open, wide open, to the Spirit of God – to the breath of God.   

 

So the church is a gathering of people who know this story, and tell it, and live it. In 

counterpoint to all those raving maniacs in love with violence and violent goals, it tells 

this story and lives it. It is not just a place to attend. It’s not like going to a concert or a 

lecture. It’s a gathering of people drawn by Jesus – by his story, his life, his death, his 

resurrection, his way. A gathering of people assured of Gods’ unconquerable love, 

convinced that nothing stands between them and the God who is love, nothing, absolutely 

nothing. Profoundly hopeful people who can see the beauty all around them, who know 

that the world is a place of deep design and purpose, who can see in God “a holy, playful 

Presence”1 that is always with us, a God who longs to walk with us in the cool of the day. 

A gathering of people who feel the exquisite rightness of creation from sea to shining sea, 



from earth to the farthest galaxy, who are learning to act in trust and love, not fear and 

anger, who increasingly know that they are loved, who know that they have already come 

to the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living of God, to thousands upon thousands of 

angels in joyful assembly, to the church of the firstborn. And now the salvation of the 

world – the rescue, the healing, the survival of the world – depends on these people and 

their story. It depends on this story being told and heard and lived – that there is nothing, 

absolutely nothing, between us and the God who is love.   

 

So think again about church, this group of people who know and live and tell this story of 

a creation founded in love and destined for love. Maybe you’ve been hurt by church 

before. Churches do that – especially when they forget their story. Maybe you’ve been 

bored by church. Churches do that – especially when their stories get muddled, and they 

confuse themselves for the story. But just suppose there were a gathering of people who 

know that there is nothing, absolutely nothing, between themselves and the God who is 

love, and who tell that story. That story. What could change then? What could be done 

then? What could become possible then? 

—Dale Pauls 

                                                 
1 In the happy words of Dean Koontz, One Door Away from Heaven, 324. 


