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“How to Find a Church”
“The prayer of the righteous is powerful and effective.”

How do you find a church?

This was the question that challenged us during our vacation this past summer.  We were visiting Ann Arbor,
Michigan, and as Sunday approached we began to look for a church in which to worship.  In the past, this could
be quite an ordeal; you had to look through the phone book or ask at the hotel desk for recommendations of
local congregations.  Once you located a church, you had to either find a city map or ask for directions, which
were not always accurate.  Fortunately, technology makes the search much easier; I simply went to the ELCA
website and clicked the “Find a Congregation” icon, then entered Ann Arbor to find Lutheran churches in that
city.  There were several choices, but when I discovered that there is a Zion Lutheran Church in Ann Arbor I
naturally became curious, so I went to their website for the address.  On Sunday morning, I entered that
address into our GPS, which guided us to the church where we worshiped that July Sunday.

How do you find a church?

Our search had ended successfully in Ann Arbor; but as we were walking toward the entrance of the sanctuary
of that Zion Lutheran Church, it dawned on me that we ha indeed successfully found a church building – but
had we found a church?  It turned out that indeed a church had gathered in that place on that Sunday morning;
but finding a church building doesn’t necessarily mean that you have found a church.  In Stratford, we have
many beautiful church buildings, but there are times when you will not find a church in that place; for example,
Stratford Summer Music holds many of its concerts in the building of Avondale United Church; it’s a church
building, but you won’t find the church gathered in that place on those occasions.

There is a difference between a church building – a place where people gather – and a church, the gathering of
God’s people.  The word “church” (ekklesia) means “assembly,” and it originally referred to any assembly of
people for various purposes.  Jesus chose this word to describe the disciple community that would be founded
on the rock of faith that Peter confesses in Matthew, that Jesus is “the Messiah, the Son of the living God”
(Matthew 16:16):

· “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah!  For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father
in heaven.  And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades
will not prevail against you.” – Matthew 16:17-18.

The church that gathered in Jesus’ name was an assembly that often met in its leaders’ homes; in his greetings
at the end of his letter to the Romans to Prisca and Aquila, two of the leaders of the Roman church, Paul asks
that his readers “greet also the church in their house” (Romans 16:5).  The Acts of the Apostles describes the
life of the church as an assembly in which “they broke bread with glad and generous hearts, praising God and
having the goodwill of all the people.” (Acts 2:46).  The Augsburg Confession, our central Lutheran confession
of faith, defines the church as “the assembly of all believers among whom the gospel is purely preached and the
holy sacraments are administered according to the gospel.” (Article VII).  While church buildings later became
the main location for gatherings of the assembly, it was not the location that defined the church but what
happened when the church gathered.

So how do you find a church if it is not necessarily in a church building?



Today’s second lesson from the letter of James offers some clues as to identifying a gathering as the Church of
Jesus Christ.  Throughout this epistle, the author emphasizes that the identity of the church is rooted not only
in what the church believes but in how it behaves – not in merely “talking the talk” but “walking the walk.” 
While hearing the Word is critical in the life of a Christian, it must be accompanied by a life that shows
evidence of faith in the manner in which a person lives in the midst of others:

· “But be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive themselves.  For if any are hearers of
the word and not doers, they are like those who look at themselves in a mirror; for they look at
themselves and, on going away, immediately forget what they were like.  But those who look into the
perfect law, the law of liberty, and persevere, being not hearers who forget but doers who act – they
will be blessed in their doing.” – James 1:22-25.

For James, a key identifying mark of the church is the way that members of the assembly live as a reflection of
their faith; in a section of the letter that greatly disturbed Martin Luther, James declares that faith is dead
unless it is accompanied by works:

· “What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but do not have works?  Can faith
save you?  If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, and one of you says to them, ‘Go in
peace; keep warm and eat your fill,’ and yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of
that?  So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.” – 2:14-17.

Even though Luther did not consider this epistle to be of apostolic authorship because “in the length of its
teaching, not once does it give Christians any instruction or reminder of the passion, resurrection, or spirit of
Christ,” the letter of James is included in the canonical Scriptures that are accepted by all Christian churches,
and “was seen as a significant corrective for socially insensitive Christianity.” (Raymond Brown).

In the final section of the letter, James addresses prayer within the community as an expression of truth and as
another key identifying factor for an assembly to be the Church.  He gives instructions for how individual
Christians are to respond to differing life experiences: one who is suffering should pray so that their cries reach
“the ears of the Lord of hosts” (5:4), for the Lord is the one who “gives grace to the humble” (4:6).  The person
who is “cheerful” should “sing songs of praise” (5:13), recognizing God as the generous giver of every good and
perfect gift (1:17), as the one who is “compassionate and merciful” (5:11), and as the source of authentic
human blessedness (1:12).  But while these teachings focus on an individual’s response to various life
circumstances, James’ teaching is focused on the community’s obligations and responsibilities to one another,
in which “we share our mutual woes, our mutual burdens bear; and often for each other flows the sympathizing
tear” (ELW Hymn 656).

· “The plight of the sick, then, is not that they simply pray by themselves and have an individual faith. 
The community is to gather; this seems to be a central dynamic of the understanding of the healing.” –
Micha D. Kiel.

James’ first use of ekklesia is in his teaching on the community’s obligation to those who are sick in its midst:
“Are any among you sick?  They should call for the elders of the church and have them pray over them,
anointing them with oil in the name of the Lord.” (5:14).  As the Body of Christ, the Church has an obligation to
all of its members; for “if one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one member is honoured, all rejoice
together with it.” (1 Corinthians 12:26).  The manner in which a Christian assembly cares for those who are ill in
its midst are another sign as to whether or not this gathering is truly the Church:

· “Will the community rally in support of the sick and show itself to be in solidarity, or will it isolate those
who threaten its possession of health and security?” – Luke Timothy Johnson.



James empowers the sick with regards to the assembly: they are to “summon” the elders, a word that has a
connotation of an official demand.  The elders (presbytoi) are to pray over and anoint the sick person in the
name of the Lord, a common practice in the early church; “the elders represent the community’s willingness to
overcome the alienation that sickness imposes on the sick.” (Johnson).  The prayer is said “over” the sick person
as a sign of the community’s commitment and support in the time of crisis.  

As the sickness of one member of the body of Christ affects all members, the healing of one will also bring
healing to all.  James teaches his readers that “the prayer of faith will save the sick, and the Lord will raise them
up; and anyone who has committed sins will be forgiven” and encourages all members of the assembly to
“confess you sins to one another, and pray for one another, so that you may be healed” (5:15-16).  James also
shares the gospel tradition’s confidence in the power of prayer to heal individuals form their illnesses and
communities from their alienation, for “the prayer of the righteous is powerful and effective.” (5:16).  James’
confidence in prayer resembles the teaching of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount: “Ask, and it will be given to
you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened for you.  For everyone who asks receives, and
everyone who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened.” (Matthew 7:7-8).  James
encourages the faith community to “ask God, who gives to all generously and ungrudgingly, and it will be given
you.” (1:5).

· “In James, the sick are empowered to summon the community’s elders.  This is as remarkable a
reversal of the logic of envy as is the way the community is to honor rather than scorn the poor.  Not
those who are well, but those who are sick are to define the truth of the situation.  And in the speech
of those gathered around the sick, James explicitly calls for the recognition of the weakness and failure
of all, so that not only the person manifestly ill but all those in the community might be ‘healed’ or
‘saved’ by the confession of sins and the prayer of faith.” – Johnson.

The true identity of a church has nothing to do with the location where it meets; it is rooted in the life it lives, a
life in which the community seeks to be faithful in listing to God’s Word and then living in accordance with it –
the true marks of discipleship.  A church is found wherever God’s people gather to worship, learn, witness, and
serve in the name of Jesus Christ.  The Church of Jesus Christ is where God’s people share their life together,
pray for one another, seek to make Christ known in both word and deed.  The essential aspect of a Christian
community is to “be involved in each other’s lives, helping each other in our physical and spiritual journeys.”
(Kiel)

· “The presence of Jesus Christ, whose lordship resides in obedient service, manifests itself to us in the
life of the Christian community.  It is in the Christian community that we can be open and receptive to
the suffering of the world and offer it a compassionate response.  For where people come together in
Christ’s name, he is present as the compassionate Lord (Matthew 18:20).  Jesus Christ himself is and
remains the most radical manifestation of God’s compassion.” – Henri Nouwen.

How do you find a church?

It is possible to find a church in a church building – but a gathering in a church building is not necessarily a
church.  It is possible to find a church in a retirement home cafeteria, or a Legion Hall, or a gymnasium, or
along the shore of a lake.  You can find a church almost anywhere – but you can’t always find it with a map or a
GPS.  The signs of the Church are clear: a community called together by Jesus Christ in Holy Baptism,
empowered by the Holy Spirit, gathered around Word and Sacrament, rooted in prayer for each other and for
all persons, and committed to serving all people in the footsteps of Jesus.  You can find a church wherever
God’s people are committed to being faithful to their baptismal call to “let your light so shine before others
that they may see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven.”

That’s how you find a church!
Amen.


