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We are the Church Together   

 

During the time when I was on sabbatical, my family and I worshiped at 

churches that have already returned to having in person worship.  

One of the churches that we visited was one of the first to open its doors in 

the New England Synod. They were worshiping in their building, with many, many 

precautions in place, in the summer of 2020.  They still had some precautions in 

place when we worshiped with them in June. We happened to be there on the 

Sunday before they were going to start singing together again. 

One of the churches we visited has been open for in person worship since 

May. That service felt like a normal worship service, like a pandemic had never 

happened, except for a sign at the entrance encouraging people who are 

unvaccinated to wear masks, children under the age for vaccination wearing masks, 

and some AV equipment in the aisle, livestreaming the worship service for those 

kept home from worship by Covid concerns or for any other reason.   

We also visited a church that was open for in person worship for the first 

time on the Sunday that we visited. We actually went back and forth about whether 

or not we should go to that church and add more people to their attendance on a 

Sunday when they would just be getting back to being together in person. Britton 

and I talked about it, but then we decided that we wouldn’t want someone who 

wanted to come to worship at our church not to come for any reason, so we 

decided to go. It didn’t feel like the service was particularly different because it was 

their “first Sunday back”. The only signs of the pandemic were some people wearing 
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masks and special instructions about the sharing of the peace. For the most part, it 

felt like a normal, joyful, musical service of worship.  

Some of the churches we considered going to during my sabbatical were 

actually still online, not planning on opening for in person worship until the fall. 

But still, all around us, churches, Lutheran and other denominations, are reopening 

their doors or making plans to reopen their buildings, and celebrating in person 

worship again.  

One of the churches here in Norwood that recently returned to in person 

worship joyfully announced that return on their church sign. Unfortunately, they 

made that announcement with a cutesy message on their sign that made me cringe 

every time I passed by it.  

This is what the sign said, “Welcome home! I missed you! Love, God Worship 

in the building this Sunday at 9:00 a.m.”  

Now, I understand what they were trying to say. There is great joy for those 

who are able to return to their church building, to a place that for many people is 

a spiritual home, a place where they have experienced God, a place where they 

received communion, witnessed baptisms, celebrated weddings, clung to their faith 

in the presence of their beloved dead, celebrated Christmas and Easter, sang with 

their family in God, and found hope in times of need.   

There is nothing wrong in feeling a deep spiritual connection to a place, a 

building, a sanctuary that has been a refuge, a home, a place of spiritual intimacy 

and revelation. There is nothing wrong with experiencing a building as a spiritual 

home. In Psalm 122 we find these words, referring to the Temple, but that could, 

for many, refer to their own sanctuary, their own church building, “I was glad when 

they said to me, ‘Let us go to the house of the Lord!’ (Psalm 122:1) 

The joy that was expressed in that church sign’s “Welcome home” and its 

announcement of its return to in person worship was not what I had an issue with. 

What I had an issue with was these words, “I missed you.”  
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As though, God, in some way was confined to a building and not able to be 

present to God’s people during this time of crisis. As though for the past 15 months, 

God has been absent to God’s people, just waiting for them to come back to a 

building, not with them in every way during this time of fear, of sickness, of 

suffering, of loneliness, of disorientation, of loss, of grief. As though we’ve been left 

alone to struggle alone, with God not able to get to us, because we couldn’t gather 

in a building.  

It is fine and perhaps right and salutary, that we should honor and care for 

and joyfully return to the building that has housed our worship and for many of us 

has housed some of our most meaningful spiritual experiences. In fact, during my 

sabbatical, I looked forward to finding out what our plan was going to be here at 

Emmanuel for returning to in person worship. I knew that Emmanuel’s church 

council was working on that plan while I was on sabbatical. We had talked about 

it a lot prior to my sabbatical and I knew that they would make a good plan. I have 

been looking forward to being back together with you for in person worship.  

There is much work being done and there has been much work being done 

to get the building ready for people’s return, so that we will be able to step into 

the next chapter of our life together as a congregation with a building ready to 

house our worship, to house our service and our fellowship and our learning and 

growth as disciples, to welcome our neighbors, and to be a resource for those in 

our community.   

But I cannot say this more unequivocally. During this time when we have 

been on Zoom worshiping together, singing together, praying together, sharing our 

stories with each other, and finding ways to serve and love our neighbors together, 

we have not been alone. God has been with us.   

Because while a building is a blessing and a gift and a resource that should be 

valued and treasured and cared for, a building is not the church and the God, who 



4 

 

promised in Jesus Christ to be with us always, to the end of the age, has not been 

sitting in this or any other building, missing us and waiting for us to come home.  

 

The God who set the Hebrew people free and who was with them in the 

wilderness, feeding them, giving them water in the desert, guiding them with a pillar 

of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night has been with us during our wilderness 

time, our wilderness journey. We have not been alone.   

The God who fell on the praying apostles in Jerusalem, who came to them, 

the Holy Spirit, like wind and fire, and gave them a message to share, good news, 

that transcended language and ultimately that transcended race and class and 

religion, has been with us all this time, helping us to figure out how to keep telling 

the story with Zoom and videos and artwork and flowers and cards and green 

communion bags and creativity that has transcended lockdowns and travel bans 

and helped us to care for each other’s physical well-being and the well-being of 

others in our community while we have also lived in fellowship and experienced 

God’s presence in community and shared God’s love with others.   

Our lectionary readings have given me a gift this morning, because while I 

can say all that I have said out of my own conviction that it is true, I can also speak 

with the conviction of the scripture reading that we have from Ephesians assigned 

for today.   

In this reading the author of Ephesians, is speaking about what it means to be 

a part of Christian community. He is speaking specifically to a challenge that the 

early church faced, which was the place of Gentile believers in a church, in a faith, 

that has started as a subset of Judaism. One of the first things that the church had 

to figure out was that all people who had been called together by Jesus Christ, who 

had been baptized into Jesus Christ, who had faith in Jesus Christ, were part of 

God’s covenant people, were one people, equal heirs and recipients of the promises 

of God, of the peace of God, people in whom the Holy Spirit dwelled.  And that 
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was what made up the church. People called together by Jesus Christ and knit 

together by the indwelling Spirit.   

 

To people who might have thought themselves to be two different nations, 

the letter to the Ephesians says, “So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but 

you are citizens with the saints” (Ephesians 2:19a). 

To people who might have thought of themselves as so different that they 

could never even eat at the same table, the letter to the Ephesians says you are, 

“members of the household of God” (Ephesians 2:19b).   

It goes on to say, “built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, 

with Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone. In him the whole structure is joined 

together and grows into a holy temple in the Lord; in whom you also are built 

together spiritually into a dwelling place for God” (Ephesians 2:20-22).  

The structure that makes up the church is not made of wood or break, the 

foundation of the church is not poured concrete or stone, because the church is not 

a building. The church is a gathering of people, of different ages and races and 

languages and abilities and life experiences and backgrounds, with different stories 

to tell of life and of how God has touched our lives, who share the faith that has 

been passed down by the apostles and the prophets and who have Jesus Christ, by 

the gift and grace of God, as the cornerstone of their lives.   

The people of God are the church, a holy temple to the Lord, built together 

into a dwelling place for God.   

This week will be a race to the finish, as we try to get all of our renovation 

projects completed, so that next Sunday, we can reopen our building and welcome 

those who can come to an in-person service back to Emmanuel’s sanctuary. It will 

be joyful Sunday, to be able to be together in one place, to sing together and be 

able to hear each other’s voices, to feel each other’s physical nearness as we pray, 

to share the peace with each other again while in physical proximity with one 
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another, to receive communion as a group, rather than as socially distanced 

households, to be able to stand and talk with each other after worship.  

 

But we will also continue to have our Zoom service, for people who are 

unable to gather in crowds yet, or perhaps forever, because of weakened immune 

systems, or lack of mobility, or physical distance. And in both worship services, on 

Zoom and in person, God will be with us, not missing us, not waiting for us to show 

up in the right place, but present with us, no matter where we worship, as we sing, 

as we hear the Word of Life, as we pray and as we welcome each other and support 

one another in fellowship and love.    

Whether we gather in person or on Zoom, God will be with us, and we will 

be what God has, in God’s love and grace, made us. We will be then what we are 

today; the church, a holy temple, a dwelling place for God. Amen.  

 

 


