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Mark 13:1-8

“Why do I need church? It isn’t necessary. I have a relationship with God, and I pray a lot. But I don’t see the point of having to add on all these organized rules like the church leaders think you should do. It feels like they take something beautiful and natural and make it into this complex nonorganic structure where you now have to jump through hoops and do everything in the way the organized church tells you to. It seems to lose all its innocence when it becomes so structured and controlled.”
  The words of Alicia, a 24-year-old molecular biologist. Now there is doubtlessly a great deal we might want to say to Alicia, and not all of it would be terribly polite. We might be tempted to dismiss her as misinformed or even uninformed with regards to the church and organized religion. So very many people today, and especially younger adults, see the church as narrow, judgmental, oppressive, homophobic, arrogant, and biblically fundamentalist. We know the church to be something very different. Why is nobody listening to us? A better question: Why are we remaining silent?
I am struck today by the cruelty and arrogance of the priest Eli. He assumes the woman Hannah is drunk and accuses her of the same without any attempt at discernment. He does not relieve, but adds to her burden. She should not have to justify herself to this petty man who has not the good graces even to apologize or to offer one whit of human kindness.
“Do you see these great buildings? Not one stone will be left here upon another; all will be thrown down.” There is a warning here that we cannot fail to take with anything less than utmost seriousness and sincerity. I have been to some of the great and beautiful temples, churches, and cathedrals of our own day, as well as some that offer nothing to catch the eye. Some of them are nothing but piles of stone standing only because a constant flow of tourists feeds the tremendous maintenance expenses. And some, though the paint is peeling and the mortar crumbling, are alive with the fire and energy of faithful prayer and dedicated worship.
Little Gidding, in England, is the site of an Anglican religious community founded in 1626 by Nicholas Ferrar. The place and its history inspired T.S. Eliot’s poem, Little Gidding, published in 1942. In it Eliot writes:

 “You are not here to verify, 
Instruct yourself, or inform curiosity
Or carry report. You are here to kneel
Where prayer has been valid.”

What is this building here for? If we think that this is the church, and we are not, then look – not one stone will be left here upon another. I know we have all heard that the church is not the building, that we are the church. But I do believe that we have got to feel that deep in our bones. I do believe that our lives and our common life must originate there, in the knowledge that we are the church. Because then we are able to make cold stones live. Then this place becomes a place where prayer has been, and is valid. What does that mean? Look at Hannah again. It is the fervor and faith of her prayer that blesses the shrine at Shiloh far more that the empty routines of the priest Eli. Prayer that is valid is prayer that changes lives, that awakens in the heart of the one who prays the awareness that God is working in and through her or him, that welcomes that change and that work with open arms. It is prayer that demands our best effort. It is prayer that leads us beyond our words to the place where the holy touches the pain of life and brings healing. What is this building here for? So that we may kneel in a place where prayer has been, is, and will remain valid.
Last Sunday, at the early service, a woman came in, knelt for a while, then got up and left. She left before any of us could speak to her and welcome her. I have seen this sort of thing happen so very many times. I think people have a need to place themselves in the presence of God, even though they may not be able to explain it to themselves. They need to come and kneel and pour out their hearts, just like Hannah did, just like we do ourselves. They come, not interested in the least in what we are doing, but reaching out, perhaps only blindly, to draw near to God. We must never, never, never get in the way of such a seeker, but support her in the silence of our own prayers, and be ready to welcome her when she awakens to the presence of God’s people.
So many people like Jesus but not the church. Why have we been so silent? We have been given a precious gift. We are a precious gift. We are the Church, God’s people, Christ’s body. And this is the place made holy by the power of our prayers, the place that teaches us that every place is likewise holy and every moment likewise filled with the presence of God.
� Dan Kimball, They Like Jesus but not the Church (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007) p. 75.





� T.S. Eliot: Four Quartets – An accurate online text. http://www.tristan.icom43.net/quartets/index.html





