
Church Business

Acts 1:15-17, 21-26; Psalm 1; 1 John 5:9-13; John 17:6-19

Well one thing that the pandemic has accomplished is a lot less church meetings. You don’t

hear things like: “The church ought to be more than a business,” said the frustrated participant at the

Finance Committee Meeting. “Dollars and cents, voting, spread sheets, income and expense.

Where’s God in all that?” 

“I agree that church is more, much more than just another business,” said a committee

member, an accountant. “One reason why I know that this church is of God—that the work we are

doing here tonight is holy—is that there is no way I’d be out here on a Thursday night, sitting through

this meeting and going over all these numbers, if Jesus hadn’t made me do it.” 

The Acts of the Apostles opens with a bang. Luke’s first volume, the Gospel of Luke, ends with

Jesus’s resurrection from the dead and then his second volume begins with his ascension into

heavenly glory, leading to…a church board meeting! What’s the very first thing the church does after

the ascension of Christ? We have to hold a meeting to find a replacement apostle for Judas! 

After narrating Christ’s ascension into heaven to take the seat at the right hand of God, then

the very next episode is this Sunday’s assigned first lesson, the election of church officers. 

A church business meeting seems boringly mundane after a heavenward ascension. We are

just a few Sundays past the shock and amazement of Easter. Couldn’t the lectionary provide us with

a bit more inspiring text than this election of Matthias to replace the betrayer Judas? 

And yet maybe this is Luke’s way of reminding us that there is no church without appropriate

attention to organizational, structural needs—principally, without attention to leadership. From the

first, leaders were needed in order for the church to be faithful to its divine vocation to be “my

witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (1:8). There is no
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way for the originating church to take the good news more than a few blocks down the street, much

less to the ends of the earth, without appropriate attention to organizational structure. 

Ministry arises from the top, from the action of God through the Holy Spirit. Yet the story of the

selection of Matthias demonstrates that ministry also rises from the bottom up through God’s

vocational work in the church as ordinary Christians are summoned to step up and take responsibility

for leading the church. 

I will want to remember that little speech whenever our congregational Nominating Committee

has to do its work! 

Leadership is necessary only if a group is under orders to go somewhere. Without a mission,

there is no need for leaders. The skill of leadership required by an organization is in proportion to the

danger and difficulty of the organization’s mission. It’s easier to enlist an adequate leader for the

Men’s Bowling Club than it is for an Army platoon, less risky to be the president of a football league

than of a Protestant denomination. 

The main motivation for organizing a congregation is for participation in the ministry of Jesus

Christ. Thus, care must be exercised in correlating church organization and leadership with that of

any other institution; the church is an alien colony with few allies among the world’s ways of gathering

and empowering people. Only cautiously can the church take our cues from secular models because

our leading and mode of operation are under orders to be congruent with, and accountable to, Christ. 

And yet—because we are under Christ’s mandate to be faithful by being fruitful (as was noted

in last Sunday’s sermon)— Christian leaders and their congregations are not free to dismiss out of

hand any insight or skill that will enable the church to be more fruitful. Church inefficiency not only

wastes time and money but is also an offense against the urgency of Christ’s rapidly encroaching

kingdom. Inept leadership hinders our obedience to Christ’s “Go and make disciples of all nations...”
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(Matt 28:19). Damage is done to well-meaning disciples by ill-equipped leaders. Poorly run meetings,

lax financial oversight, absence of accountability, sorry supervision of staff, and poor time

management are frequent complaints from laity about pastors. “Remember, the church is not a

business. Leadership techniques that work in the world don’t work in the vineyard of God” is often a

cover for a stubborn unwillingness to serve God’s people by being competent, well-prepared, and

committed to the mission. 

I confess that, for most of us clergy, leadership of a congregation is an acquired skill. To be

honest, it’s all too easy for preachers to evade responsibility for gaining the skills and insights

required to lead in inspiring the congregation. Our ministerial training presented theology as abstract,

disembodied ideas and spirituality as a set of personal practices. Most of us received our theological

education from seminary professors who had little or no leadership and management experience. 

Even though few ministers were attracted to the ordained ministry with, “Do you want to be

responsible for moving a group of people forward?” ministers soon find that we can’t be ministers

without being leaders. Jesus won’t allow his people to be victims of a disembodied, static,

stay-at-home God, or enslavement to the status quo as a substitute for the adventure of playing our

part in Christ’s mission. Paul didn’t just write letters; he built up congregations. An early Christian

preacher like Luke didn’t write merely to convey religious ideas, saying, “Don’t you agree?” Their

Gospels were vocational: “Join up!” followed by, “Let’s go!” 

That’s why I think Luke is telling us this story of the process of electing the replacement

apostle Matthias. Maybe this is Luke’s way of saying, “Hey church, when you are given some office in

the church’s structure—when you are given a job to do—it’s important. It’s important for you to show

up, to be on time, to follow through with what you say you will do, to work in concert with others. Your

preparation for teaching the Bible study group may seem like rather humdrum, mundane work. But
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believe it or not, through your preparation and conscientious faithfulness, the kingdom of God is

encroaching among us.” 

Theologians of the church have always affirmed that Christ is fully, completely human,

embodied without diminution of his divinity. We must resist the temptation to disdain concern for

administrative, managerial, and financial leadership of the church—Jesus Christ is really, fully,

completely human; disembodied faith is not faith in him. A merely spiritual church is no church at all. 

And yet at the same time, we also must affirm that the mission of the church is utterly

impossible without a Jesus who is really, fully, completely divine. Upon his body descended the Holy

Spirit as a dove (Luke 3:22); his body, even as it was crucified, is where and in whom the fullness of

God chooses to dwell (Col 2:9). Jesus actually is God coming for us, God in motion, more God than

we can handle, God refusing to be vague or insubstantial, God with a body, God so near as to

demand human response. A merely human Jesus reduces Christian leadership to what solely human

efforts can achieve. Church as just another helpful, human, volunteer organization is no church at all. 

Just as some wish Jesus had not come as a Jew, had not refused self-defense and violence,

had not turned his back on wealth and worldly power, had not said so many unkind things about

religious leaders (like me), many wish Jesus had not made the poor old church his bride and body,

his great plan for what’s wrong with the world. We can’t dismiss Jesus’s teachings with, “Well, he was

God, so forgiveness of enemies was easy for him.” Jesus was fully, completely human. He calls us to

follow him in this world now as fully, completely human followers of Christ, rather than passively wait

for him to give us the next. 

And the way we do that is called church. 

Jesus is also fully God. Many of our churches languish because they’ve tried to cut God down

to our size, reducing the Trinity to a rather trivial, allegedly concerned but essentially inactive God.
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They attempt to achieve only that which is humanly feasible. They venture nothing so bold and brash

that they risk utter, embarrassing failure unless the Easter women evangelists were right that Jesus

Christ has bodily risen from the dead. 

What God expects the church to do among suffering humanity can’t be done by humanity

alone. The church is a human institution but not merely that. The kingdom of God cannot be devised

by human efforts, even by very skilled leadership. Any God who is less than the one who raised

Jesus from the dead is no match for deadly, demonic resistance to the reign of God. What God

means to do among us is more, so much more, than the production of even a well-functioning

organization. I tell you, if God were not in Christ reconciling the world, then for ordinary sinners like us

church would be the most ridiculous of undertakings. 

We’ve got the church, utterly human people, attempting to follow a God who for our sakes

became human, because of the God we have in Jesus Christ, the nature of God’s realm, and the

content of the gospel. Salvation in Jesus’s name necessitates someone accepting Christ’s intention

to have a living and breathing people in the world. And we have leaders of the church because

anytime the church dares ask itself, “What doth the Lord require?” leadership is needed for the next

step. 

Leadership—by Matthias or anyone who have been given responsibility and trust for this

church—is necessary only if an organization needs to go somewhere and is accountable to a mission

more important than its own survival. 

No human gathering, including the church, survives, much less thrives, without continual

transformation, refitting, and repositioning—particularly an institution that’s accountable to a living

God. That’s why good administration is a necessary aspect of the church’s ministry. 

We don’t hear any more about Matthias after he was elected to join the Twelve in leading the
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church. I did read a note that someone thought he ended up ministering in Ethiopia but I hope that

doesn’t mean that the church made a mistake when it called Matthias to a position of leadership. I

expect that we don’t hear any more about Matthias for the same reasons why you don’t hear a great

deal about the people who are faithfully leading and supporting this congregation even in the midst of

a pandemic. The work you all do on behalf of the care, administration, and maintenance of our

church is work you do for Christ. You don’t make a big deal out of it because you understand that

such work comes along with discipleship. 

The risen Christ is resurrected from the dead and dramatically ascends into heaven leaving

ordinary, sinful, yet trying-to-be-faithful disciples in charge of his work. Let’s get on with business.

Thanks be to God. Amen.
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