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	 For	as	long	as	I	can	remember,	Easter	services	and	sermons	have	
always	focused	on	the	personal	implications	of	Jesus’s	resurrection.	We	
conclude	that	since	Jesus	died	and	rose	again,	each	of	us	will	rise	again	
when	we	die.	I	have	no	problem	with	that	interpretation,	but	if	we	stop	
there,	I’m	afraid	we’ll	miss	God’s	much	larger	point	for	Easter.	
	 So	this	Easter	morning,	I	want	to	suggest	that	Jesus’s	rising	to	new	
life	is	not	simply	a	message	of	hope	for	individuals;	it’s	a	message	for	the	
entire	institution	we	call	“the	Church.”	When	Jesus	told	that	story	of	that	
seed	having	to	die	and	be	buried	in	the	ground	before	it	could	burst	
forth	with	new	life,	I	think	he	was	talking	about	the	church.	
	 For	a	long,	long	time	now,	people	have	been	talking	about	the	
impending	death	of	the	institution	we	call	“Church.”	Churches	-	just	like	
ours	-	are	closing	their	doors	and	ceasing	to	exist	at	an	alarming	rate.	
Membership	statistics	from	every	Christian	denomination	under	the	sun	
are	falling	through	the	floor.	Church	budgets	are	covered	in	red	ink,	and	
no	one	is	able	to	stop	the	bleeding.	
	 And	do	you	know	what	Christians	and	church	people	are	doing	in	
response	to	all	this	bad	news	about	our	church	dying?	We’re	FREAKING	
OUT!	You’d	think	none	of	us	had	ever	heard	the	Easter	story	before.	
From	all	of	our	panicky	reactions	to	these	awful	statistics,	you’d	think	
we	completely	missed	the	Easter	memo,	right	along	with	the	Palm	
Sunday	one!	Brian	McLaren	put	it	this	way:			
	 “Whenever	I	find	myself	in	conversations	about	‘saving	the	
	 church,’	I	can’t	help	but	recall	Jesus’s	words;	‘if	you	try	to	save		your	
	 life,	you’re	going	to	lose	it.	But	if	you	lose	your	life	for	my	sake,	you	
	 will	surely	find	it.’”	McLaren	continues,	“Jesus’s	words	make	me	
	 wonder;	could	our	desire	to	save	our	precious	religious	institutions	
	 and	traditions	actually	hasten	their	demise?”		
Do	you	grasp	what	McLaren	is	saying	here?	Maybe	what	is	happening	to	
the	church	is	actually	a	good	and	necessary	death.	Maybe	this	whole	
thing	we	humans	set	up		-	churches	with	buildings	and	debt	and	
mortgages	and	so	many	self-serving	programs	-	are	not	something	Jesus	
ever	intended	anyway.	Maybe	it’s	time	for	the	church	as	an	institution	to	
die.	And	if	it	is,	do	you	know	what	our	job	is?	Our	job,	in	light	of	the	



Easter	story,	is	to	welcome	the	death,	to	participate	joyfully	in	the	
funeral…because	we	KNOW	that	new	life	WILL	burst	forth	out	of	the	
ashes	of	the	Church.		
	 This	brings	us	to	the	final	migration	McLaren	calls	us	to	in	his	
amazing	book.	He	writes,	“We	in	the	church	so	desperately	need	a	
migration	away	from	a	religion	organized	for	self-preservation	so	that	
we	can	move	toward	a	religion	organizing	for	the	common	good	of	all.”	
Let	me	say	that	again…	
	 One	of	my	favorite	parables	of	the	church	doesn’t	come	from	the	
Bible.	It	comes	from	an	anonymous	author,	and	it’s	known	as	the	
Parable	of	the	Life	Saving	Station.	Some	of	you	may	have	heard	it	before,	
but	it’s	well	worth	hearing	again.	It	goes	like	this…	

 On a dangerous seacoast where shipwrecks often occur, there was a once a crude 
little life-saving station. The building was just a hut, and there was only one boat, but the 
few devoted members kept a constant watch over the sea. And with no thought for 
themselves, they went out, day or night, tirelessly searching for the lost.                                             
 Many lives were saved by this wonderful little station, so that soon it became 
famous. Some of those who were saved, and various others in the surrounding areas, 
wanted to become associated with the station and give of their time, money, and effort for 
the support of its work. New boats were bought and new crews were trained. The little 
life-saving station grew.                                                                                                       
 Some of the new members of the life-saving station were unhappy that the 
building was so crude and so poorly equipped. They felt that a more comfortable place 
should be provided as the first refuge of those saved from the sea. So they replaced the 
emergency cots with beds and put better furniture in an enlarged and improved building. 
Now the life-saving station became a popular gathering place for its members, and they 
redecorated it beautifully and furnished it as a sort of club.                                                                  
  Fewer and fewer of the members were now interested in going to sea on life-
saving missions, so they hired lifeboat crews to do this work. The mission of lifesaving 
was still given lip-service, but most were too busy or lacked the necessary commitment to 
take part in the lifesaving activities personally.                                                                       
 About this time a large ship was wrecked off the coast, and the hired crews 
brought in boatloads of cold, wet, and half-drowned people. They were dirty and sick, 
and some of them had black skin, and some spoke a strange language, and the beautiful 
new club was considerably messed up. So the property committee met immediately and 
had a shower house built outside the club where victims of shipwreck could be cleaned 
up before coming inside.                                                                                                          
 At the next meeting, there was a split in the club membership. Most of the 
members wanted to stop the club's lifesaving activities altogether as being unpleasant and 
a hindrance to the normal life pattern of the club. But some members insisted that life-
saving was their primary purpose and pointed out that they were still called a lifesaving 
station. But they were finally voted down and told that if they wanted to save the life of 
all the various kinds of people who were shipwrecked in those waters, they could begin 



their own life-saving station down the coast. And so they did.                                                     
 As the years went by, the new station experienced the same changes that had 
occurred in the old. They, too, evolved into a club and yet another life-saving station was 
founded. If you visit the seacoast today you will find a number of exclusive clubs along 
that shore. Shipwrecks are still frequent in those waters, but now, the victims all drown. 

	 Folks,	this	parable	is	exactly	what	has	happened	to	the	institution	
we	call	church.	Did	you	know	that	nationwide,	90%	of	the	average	
church	budget	in	America	goes	to	support	its	own	buildings,	and	its	own	
staff?	It	is	time	for	that	notion	and	that	model	of	church	to	die.	And	for	
that	reason,	I’m	not	worried	about	the	death	of	the	Church.	McLaren	is	
right.	We	do	“so	desperately	need	a	migration	away	from	a	religion	
organized	for	self-preservation	and	toward	a	religion	organizing	for	the	
common	good	of	all.”	Later,	in	that	same	chapter	of	his	book,	McLaren	
asks,	“Could	it	be	that	the	Spirit	of	God	is	actually	calling	the	church	to	
stop	trying	to	save	itself,	and	instead	to	join	God	in	saving	the	world?	
Could	pouring	out	itself	for	the	good	of	the	world	be	the	only	way	for	the	
church	to	save	its	own	soul?”	
	 Now	here’s	the	Easter	good	news,	folks,	and	be	SURE	you	hear	it:	
When	the	church	as	we	know	it	dies,	rest	assured	that	a	movement	will	
arise	out	of	its	ashes	to	replace	it,	and	that	movement	will	be	more	
rooted	in	the	teachings	and	the	example	of	Jesus	than	the	current	
Church	is.	In	fact,	McLaren	argues	–	and	I	agree	-	it’s	already	happening!	
As	the	institutional	church	dies	under	its	own	bureaucratic	and	self-
serving	weight,	wonderful,	organic	movements	are	springing	up	all	over	
the	place,	with	no	other	agenda	than	to	help	others,	to	give	themselves	
away	rather	than	to	save	themselves.		
	 Here’s	another	parable	–	and	this	one	really	happened…	A	small	
Episcopal	Church	in	the	Chelsea	neighborhood	of	New	York	City	was	
dying.	Its	membership	had	declined	from	nearly	900	all	the	way	down	
to	130.	That	small	number	was	nowhere	near	enough	to	pay	the	NYC	
taxes	on	their	building,	much	less	the	maintenance.	The	Bishop	stepped	
in	and	sent	a	new	priest	to	that	church	with	very	simple	instructions	–	
Do	a	little	hospice	work	with	the	remaining	members,	conduct	the	
church’s	funeral,	and	shut	its	doors	for	good.		
	 That	new	priest	met	with	the	council,	delivered	the	bad	news,	and	
a	discussion	ensued.	The	council	said,	“Well,	if	we’re	going	to	go	down,	
we	might	as	well	go	down	doing	a	little	something	Christ-like.”	So	they	
decided	to	use	the	few	remaining	dollars	in	their	church	bank	account	to	
start	serving	free	lunches	to	the	area’s	homeless	until	they	ran	out	of	



money.	Then	they’d	close	their	doors	They	made	sandwiches	in	the	
church	basement	and	put	up	some	signs	in	the	neighborhood.	The	first	
day	25	or	so	people	showed	up.	The	next	day	50,	and	soon	there	were	
hundreds.	The	congregation	busily	made	their	sandwiches	and	soon	the	
line	of	hungry	homeless	wrapped	around	the	entire	city	block.	The	
church’s	neighbors	began	to	notice,	as	did	area	businesses.	They	asked	
about	what	was	going	on	and	offered	to	help	in	the	effort.	Some	of	the	
businesses	started	writing	checks	to	the	church	to	help	in	their	effort	to	
feed	these	folks.	Other	churches	and	even	other	religious	groups	of	Jews	
and	Muslims	offered	to	help	with	manpower	and	money.	
	 Soon	money	was	pouring	into	the	church’s	account	and	
volunteers	were	so	plentiful	they	had	to	schedule	them	weeks	and	
months	in	advance.	My	favorite	part	of	the	story	is	that	the	roof	of	the	
sanctuary	sprung	a	leak	and	the	custodian	warned	the	priest	that	if	they	
didn’t	get	the	solid	oak	pews	out	of	the	sanctuary	–	and	they	were	
screwed	to	the	floor	–	they	might	be	damaged.	The	pews	were	removed.	
While	the	roof	was	being	fixed,	the	pastor	and	council	noticed	that	the	
now	empty	sanctuary	could	accommodate	many	more	lunch	guests	than	
the	basement,	so	they	moved	the	folding	tables	and	chairs	up	into	the	
sanctuary	and	had	the	feeding	program	there	–	in	the	finest,	most	
beautiful	room	of	the	church,	the	very	same	room	where	they	
celebrated	communion	on	Sundays.	When	the	roof	had	been	fixed,	the	
custodian	told	the	priest	that	they	could	move	the	pews	back	in	and	
reinstall	them.	But	the	priest	met	with	the	council	and	they	voted	to	sell	
the	pews	and	put	the	money	into	the	feeding	program.	
	 Folks,	that	all	happened	about	30	years	ago.	That	little	church	
never	closed.	It	never	shut	its	doors.	In	fact	it	grew.	That	building	–	now	
shared	with	a	local	Jewish	temple	–	is	known	throughout	New	York	as	a	
vital	center	for	ministry	to	the	hungry	and	homeless.	Friday	evening	
Jewish	Sabbath	services	and	Sunday	Christian	worship	are	crowded	
again.	And	there’s	a	sign	outside	the	church	in	the	shape	of	the	
McDonald’s	arches	that	reads:	“Over	5	Million	Served,”	and	it’s	true.		
	 We	have	an	unbelievable	Easter	opportunity	before	us.	But	it	
requires	dying.	It	requires	that	we	let	go	of	all	our	lingering	institutional,	
self-serving	forms	of	Christianity.	It	requires	that	we	collectively	choose	
“to	pour	out	ourselves	for	the	good	of	the	world,”	instead	of	futilely	
trying	to	save	ourselves.	Can	we	trust	the	God	of	Easter	enough	to	do	
that?		



	 Your	council	has	been	working	so	faithfully	on	this	very	thing	for	
months,	trying	to	pair	down	all	of	the	bureaucratic,	institutional	aspects	
of	this	faith	community,	so	that	we	might	be	freed	up	and	re-energized	
to	love	others,	to	give	ourselves	away	instead	of	clinging	to	survival.	
Thankfully,	you	all	have	been	moving	in	that	direction	anyway,	long	
before	I	got	here.	You’ve	been	offering	your	building	and	parish	hall	to	
others	at	no	cost	for	a	long,	long	time.	Well	done;	keep	it	up!	You’ve	
been	putting	on	a	meal	every	single	Friday	for	people	who	are	hungry	
and	lonely.	Well	done;	keep	it	up!	You’ve	been	supporting	organizations	
like	the	Refuge	and	Food	Pantry	with	your	time,	your	energy,	and	your	
dollars	for	years!	Well	done;	keep	it	up!	The	heart	and	soul	of	the	Easter	
message	is	that	we	need	to	continually	give	ourselves	and	our	collective	
resources	away,	and	to	do	so	without	fear,	because	we	serve	an	Easter	
God,	a	God	who	is	in	the	death	and	resurrection	business!	
	 For	several	months	now,	I’ve	been	floating	an	idea	to	our	trustees	
and	council	and	I’ve	gotten	a	lot	of	pushback	for	it.	My	idea	is	that	we	
take	three	of	our	six	salad	lunches	and	instead	of	keeping	the	money	
from	them	for	ourselves	and	our	own	general	fund	that	we	give	it	away	
to	a	particular	organization	each	month	–	like	arts	in	the	schools,	the	
refuge,	or	the	food	pantry.	We	could	publicize	that	that	is	where	the	
money	will	go	and	even	invite	a	guest	of	honor	from	that	receiving	
group	to	join	us.	The	fear	and	resistance	comes	because	people	around	
here	say,	“But	we’ve	always	kept	that	money	and	depended	on	it	for	our	
own	programs.	We’re	not	sure	we	can	afford	to	give	it	away…”	
	 Jesus	said,	“Unless	a	seed	falls	into	the	ground	and	dies,	it	cannot	
produce	new	life…Any	person	or	any	church	that	would	seek	to	save	its	
own	life	will	surely	lose	it…But	any	person	or	church	who	freely	gives	
its	own	life	away	will	surely	find	it.”	That	is	the	message	of	Easter.	That	
is	the	good	news	of	resurrection	for	us…	if	we’re	courageous	enough	to	
hear	it	and	to	put	it	into	practice.	Amen.	

  

	
	


