
What is the Point?

Acts 17:22-31; Psalm 66:1-2, 8-20; 1 Peter 3:13-22; John 14:15-21

If you listened in last week you will know that we talked about how much faith Jesus has in us

to do the ministry to which we are called. In the Gospel reading for this Sunday he reminds us we

don’t have to do it alone. Jesus promises to also send: an Advocate, or Comforter, or Helper. Those

are some of the words that different translations use to describe the gift of the Holy Spirit. What

should our response be to this gift? 

I suspect that many of you, by training if not by natural inclination, expect something to get

something “useful” in our time together. We’ve come to the point in the service where the preacher

stands up and (with a little luck) in about fifteen minutes manages to say something, something that

makes sense, something reasonable and useful. Many presume that this is the point of a sermon—to

get to the point, to give you something to take away with you, some interesting insight or perhaps an

uplifting thought.

It’s a great challenge to preach to a group of thoughtful, intelligent people like you. Many of

you are trained, by years of schooling, to listen for “a point,” a “word,” a “message.” (I would also like

to thank all of you who have been good enough to note those occasions when my sermons have

been illogical, impractical or just don’t make sense!)

So, let me be honest and upfront: I have absolutely nothing useful to say today. As far as I

know, there is no moral to my remarks, no subliminal message, no thought for the day, no pearls of

wisdom, no helpful hints for Martha Stewart types. I don’t expect you to do anything, go anywhere,

work on, talk to, feel deeply about, or go out and campaign for, or against, anybody at the end of this

sermon.

By now, the more suspicious among you are “en garde.” “This is probably a preaching trick,”
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you’re thinking. “Beware of any preacher claiming not to want to put the make on you in a sermon,

for what else could be the point of preaching?

Is that what you’re thinking? If so, my claim that I don’t want to do anything to you nor do I

want you to do anything for me perhaps strikes you as disingenuous. “This is just a preaching trick, a

soft sell come on before the bone crushing hammer lock at the end of the sermon.” Is that what

you’re thinking?

You might think this just because you’re a busy, intelligent, achievement oriented person.

People don’t go as far as you’ve gone by being  slouch. “Come on,” you’re saying, “get with it. I

haven’t got all day. I’ve already sat here for awhile—let’s get on with it, and get to the point. It’s nearly

time for coffee!”

Lots of people think that this is what religion is all about. I was once told by someone that

while he liked my sermons (I confess that I don’t always hear from those who don’t) he rarely came to

church because so much time is taken up with all that other “stuff.” Pointless “preliminaries,” he said.

“It’s all foam and no beer,” as the expression goes. Let’s get to the substance: the ideas,

especially ideas we can use in our daily lives! We haven’t got all day!

What is the point of worship? In many ways, this is the question that Paul asks of us all

through his speech in Athens from the Acts of the Apostles. Do we keep our hearts turned towards

that which is of human origin, that which is cast in metal or stone or created of human desire? Or do

we keep our hearts turned to that which is always bigger than we are, that which unites all of Creation

in one origin and one blessing? Do we give our attention, our time, our energy to our own stuff, or to

God’s? What is the point?

Can you imagine a professor saying to a university class, “Class, before I begin my lecture on

the vascular system of coniferous plants, I want you all to go out and roll in the grass, lie on your
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back and make friends with a pine.”

They would say, “Get to the point! We’re not paying tuition for such drivel!”

Perhaps that’s what you’d say too, and that explains why maybe you’re getting edgy right now.

“Could we skip these long lead ins, these aimless preliminaries and get to the point?”

You’re not alone in thinking this way. Lots of people think this is what religion is all about. We

Canadians are no nonsense, pragmatic, practical people. When encountering some new experience,

what are our first questions? What good will this do me? What will I get out of it? Can I also dice

onions with it and make julienne fries? Will it fold out into a bed?

Little wonder then that we should approach religion the same way we approach life, that we

should think religion is to be judged on the basis of its utility.

“I don’t go to church that much, but I do try to do right, to help people when I can, and after all,

isn’t that what religion is all about: doing right?”

Now, the truth can be told: No. That isn’t what this is all about.

“I bring home a loaf of bread each evening and let her share the remote control for the TV

and, after all, isn’t that what marriage is all about?” No.

She said, “George, I love you. I love you more than the stars in the sky, more than the sands

on the shore. I love you.”

And he said, “Martha, I find you very…?useful. Since I’ve known you, I’m eating far less

carbohydrates, and my IQ is up ten points.”

No. That’s not marriage; that’s not love, that’s not even religion.

Let’s face it religion, at its best, is so scandalously useless. Every spontaneous “Amen!” and

every loud “Alleluia!” and every tear that forms unexpectedly or each lump in the throat—that is

religion in its purest, most sublime, most…? pointless form. Religion is first an utterly gratuitous affair
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before it is anything useful.

Our text from the Psalms today is a song. A hymn

Shout joyfully to God, all the earth!
Sing praises to the glory of God’s name!
Make glorious God’s praise!
All you nations, bless our God!
Let the sound of God’s praise be heard!

Pure praise. Pure, unadulterated, unrestrained praise. The psalmist not only gives us a

full-throated psalm of praise but calls upon the whole world to praise.

We tend to think of religion as something we’re supposed to do, think, or feel. That’s why so

many sermons are chock full of should, ought, must. And Sunday? A day to heap on the burden of

greater responsibility, a time for the minister to tell us what we’ve done wrong and how to do right.

But here’s a hymn which invites us to praise, only to praise. You can’t imagine what a tough

text this is for a preacher: “Sing joyfully to God! Make glorious praise! Bless God!” What are we to do

with that?

In this time of pandemic many of us have been living with increasing fear. We are forced to

withdraw from relationships with friends who have journeyed with us for years. Families can’t

embrace one another and have to come up with things like a plastic barrier on a clothesline just to

hug one another. People in hospital are isolated, alone and cut of f from their families at some of the

most difficult times in their lives. It’s time to experience something different if only for a moment and

this isn’t something you should, ought, or are forced to do. 

Praise, like joy, is reflexive, responsive. You can’t decide to be joyful. Joy is rather the fitting

response to the action of someone else upon us. In the Hebrew Scriptures Israel is joyful, tears

turned to praise, prose exploding into poetry because God has come for God’s people. When the

touchdown is scored, nobody has to tell the crowd, “You ought to be screaming.” Praise is like
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that—praise of God or any other praise. When you have met the perfect person, spent the perfect

evening, and you know it’s love, you don’t have to be told, “Go find a good love song and hum it.”

Love is like that—love of God or any other love. Love, like worship, is so beautifully non utilitarian, so

liberatingly pointless. Why do we do it? Let 1 John 4:19 make sense of that, if sense be needed: “We

love, because God first loved us.”

Praise, holy praise, is reflexive; those all too rare, delicious, holy invitations to join “all the

company of heaven” in songs of unending praise elicit from us and evoke out of us what cannot be

commanded. As C. S. Lewis says, “Joy is the serious business of heaven.” Doxology is the most

important job of the church. We’re to praise God so joyfully, unreservedly here on Sunday that the

whole world will want to join in with us in the song.

I like the way the old Calvinists put it in their catechism. The child is asked: What is your chief

end—the main point of your life? The answer: My chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy God

forever. That has always seemed to me an utterly non United Church response. We may think of

serving God, obeying God, working for God. But enjoying God?

We come on Sundays with our little notepads and, in the sermon, get our assignments for the

week: “This week, Church, I want you to work on your sexism, racism, and your manners in the lunch

room. Come back next Sunday and I’ll give you another list, now remain standing for the

Benediction.”

No. That’s not worship; that’s not really Sunday at its best. That’s too much like Monday, not

Sunday. Sunday is a time for ecstasy. The word ecstasy, from the Greek means literally “to stand

outside oneself.” Ekstasis. To be beside ourselves, outside ourselves. I can think of few more difficult

experiences for modern, intelligent, achieving, self conscious people than to stand outside ourselves,

to be beside ourselves, even for an hour on Sunday. We are so self absorbed.
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There you are, wondering how well you are going to do at work tomorrow, thinking that

perhaps you should have done something useful like studying rather than spending time in church,

considering what step to take next in your life. How do I look? What am I supposed to be doing?

What is the point of this?

And then, if it’s right, through music, views of stained glass windows and Gothic arches, or a

well intentioned preacher, it is right. Something gets hold of you and you are, in the words of the old

hymn by Charles Wesley, “lost in wonder, love, and praise.” Now, all those anxieties of this pandemic

are quite beside the point, our gaze has been wrenched off ourselves, our problems and projects, our

preoccupation with should, ought, and must. This is being with God at its purest, most enjoyable.

Tell me, at the end of the service, you didn’t get the point. My feelings won’t be hurt. Tell me

that you got ecstatic. 

Shout joyfully to God, all the earth!
Sing praises to the glory of God’s name!
Make glorious God’s praise!
All you nations, bless our God!
Let the sound of God’s praise be heard!

  And the psalmist and I will both go home well pleased. Thanks be to God. Amen.

6What is the Point.ser.wpd


