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“How To Act Like A Christian”

In the name of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, grace to you and peace.

Some of you, I know, are aware of Judith Martin’s book, “Miss Manners’ Guide to Excruciatingly Correct
Behaviour.” Some of you have actually read it and some several times. A few have underlined portions
for their children and husbands. Miss Manners has strong opinions.

For instance, if you have not yet sent a thank you letter for any gift you received more than twenty
minutes ago, Miss Manners has no mercy on you. You are also in trouble if you sent your thank you via
email on pre-printed cards. There is, in Miss Manners’ world no such thing as a thank you note. You must
begin your thank you letter with a “burst of enthusiasm” and make sure it “names the present with a
flattering adjective.” When one of her gentle readers confides that she has only green ink are not the only
subjects about which Miss Manners expresses strong feelings. The only excuse for declining an invitation
to be a pallbearer is “a plan to have one’s own funeral in the near future.” Don’t wear black to a wedding.
If you’re in deep mourning you shouldn’t come in the first place. Even the young are expected to act with
extreme manners. When a six year old reader asks what is important enough to tell his mother when she
is talking to company, Miss Manners provides a short list that includes “Mommy, the kitchen is full of
smoke.”

Good rules come in handy. We have unwritten rules that help things go smoothly at church. What would
Judith Martin include if she wrote “Miss Manners Guide To Excruciatingly Correct Behaviour At Church?”

If you are in your 80's, you must come to church early. If you are in your 60's, be on time. If you are in
your 30's, people will be glad if you show up at all.

You make take coffee to a church meeting. If you bring Starbucks, pour it into a different cup so you
won’t look uppity. Bring the donuts when it’s your turn, preferably not Timbits.

Don’t wear your motorcycle helmet in the sanctuary. You can wear flip flops only if your mother approves.
Don’t stick your gum under the pews.

Be on time for worship, this means before the first hymn. The church bell is not a starter’s pistol for the
hundred yard dash. If you are in your 30's, people will be glad if you show up at all.

Children should be taught the sacredness of worship.

This means no cell phones or hand-held games. Anyone who’s cell phone rings should be stared at with
disdain.

Try not to draw attention to yourself by singing louder than any six people in your pew. The only
acceptable excuses for not singing are life-threatening conditions.

If you have only green ink, it is perfectly acceptable for filling out an offering envelope.

Sing the hymn that’s printed in the bulletin or on the board, not the one you wish you were singing
because it’s the only one you like.

When faced with the question of what’s important enough to whisper to the gentle worshipper seated
next to you, it must be as crucial as, “Mommy, the sanctuary is full of snake.”



When speaking to the pastor after worship, begin with a “burst of enthusiasm and a flattering adjective
in relation to the sermon. After a particularly offensive sermon, use the side exits.

Friends, I think you know by now, I’m having fun this morning. Fun is always good to have as summer
fast draws to a close. As far as I know Miss Manners has never written rules for how to act like a
Christian or a church, but what do you think St. Paul would say? We might guess that Paul would offer
the kind of rules that churches wrote for themselves – requirements for getting on and off a church roll,
the schedule for monthly business meetings, the budget process, how to amend constitutions and
bylaws, and how many committees are not merely enough.

If that is what we would guess, we would, of course, be wrong. Paul writes to the church at Rome, as we
heard in today’s second reading, a church he may not have ever visited, but have everything to do with
what it means to be a part of the body of Christ.

Paul writes. Let love be genuine. Hate what is evil. Hold tight to what is good. Love one another with
mutual affection. Outdo one another in showing concern. Put others above yourself. Be willing to let them
have the credit.

Be enthusiastic. Never let up. Be the kind of Christian who is always hopeful. When things go badly, look
at it as a chance to do something a different way.

God has not interest in self-serving church filled with people who care only about each other, so extend
hospitality to all. Go out of your way. Don’t go around badmouthing people who aren’t nice to you. Speak
well of them. Find something you can approve, and say so to others.

Join in the fun with those having fun. Join in the tears with those who are crying. Love makes room for
other’s sadness and gladness. Don’t be so pre-occupied with yourself that you can’t accept people where
they are.

Live in harmony with one another. Don’t be stuck-up. Treat people equally. Pay no special attention to
the wealthy. Talk just as much to the poor. Love doesn’t show partiality.

Never return evil for evil. Don’t take silent revenge for imagined or real insults. If it’s possible, live at
peace with everyone. The way to overcome evil is with good. Let your love be genuine.

When Paul writes rules for how to act like a Christian, he sort of sounds like my mother. Be kind. Be
sweet. Love everybody. Don’t say mean things. Make sure all people feel welcome.

Paul’s hope was that Christians would love so much that others would want to be a part of their family
that we call the church. Unfortunately it doesn’t always work like that. When Paul writes, “Let love be
genuine,” he understands that we are capable of much, much, less.

My brothers and sisters in Christ. In a few moments Allida will be baptized. After the water goes on her
head, we will walk to the altar, I will light a candle and repeat the words of Jesus from the Sermon on the
Mount: “Let your lift so shine before others that they may see your good works and give glory to your
Father in heaven.” In simpler words, love God, love people.” Time will tell whether Allida will let her light
shine, though personally I think she will. The time for you to let your light shine is now. Let it be so. Let
your love be genuine. In Christ’s name. AMEN.


