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Sermon 09-20-2026
A Tale of Two Churches – Rev. Markus Wegenast
1 Peter 1:3-9

3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! By his great mercy he has given us a new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead 4 and into an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you, 5 who are being protected by the power of God through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time. 6 In this you rejoice,[a] even if now for a little while you have had to suffer various trials, 7 so that the genuineness of your faith—being more precious than gold that, though perishable, is tested by fire—may be found to result in praise and glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed. 8 Although you have not seen[b] him, you love him, and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and rejoice with an indescribable and glorious joy, 9 for you are receiving the outcome of your faith, the salvation of your souls.[c]

1) 
Last Sunday we focused on COS’s history as part of our capital campaign sermon series. Today I would like to tell you the story of two churches. When I’m done telling you their stories I’ll ask you which one you liked better. Ok?

The first story is about:
Heritage United Methodist Church

I made the name up but the story is real.

HUMC is a small but fine congregation on the edge of the Smokey Mountains. It has a long history in its community. Members love their congregation and do whatever it takes to support the ongoing ministries. At one point a large manufacturing employer in the community started expanding and build a huge new factory. The city had to build several apartment buildings to accommodate for workforce that would soon move into town and become residents.

At HUMC they had mixed feelings about that. Many were excited that the local industry was doing well and the wealth it would bring to the community. But what about all those new people coming into town? Some of them would ultimately end up at their church. It’s nice to have new visitors and new members every once in a while but if too many come – well, then things could change. Who knows what kind of backgrounds those new residents would have and what kind of ideas they will bring?

The church thought long and hard about all that. Finally, they made a big decision. They passed a church bylaw that said only people who own property in the community are allowed to be members at HUMC. 

They felt good about their decision. They would still be a welcoming congregation, everyone was allowed to worship, but since all of the new people coming into town would live in the apartment buildings they were prohibited from becoming full members and thus could not make any decisions that would bring unwanted change for the church.
The vote was taken, it passed unanimously and history went on its course…
How do you think HUMC did over the years?

Unfortunately, we can’t go there to ask them because the church no longer exists. Well, the church building still exists, it’s in great shape, but it is no longer a church. If you go to their address you will now find a shiny new sign in the parking lot: Welcome to Heritage BBQ, best ribs in town!


Here is the other story. It’s about:
Living Hope UMC

Again, I made that name up but the story is accurate. 

LHUMC is a small church in the heart of Nashville, TN. They also had a proud history and very committed members, but as with so many small churches they struggled reaching new families in their changing downtown community. On top of that they really needed to do some building repairs and renovations.

They had to make some tough decisions, just like HUMC in the Smokies had to make a tough decision. At LHUMC they went a slightly different route. 

They got together as a church and decided to use funds to hire a church coach to help them think about ways to reach out to their community. They had mixed feelings about it – shouldn’t we rather use our funds to paint the fading outside of our building? But the decision was made and before they did anything the coach just had them pray for a good period of time to get a sense for what God wants them to do.

Then, after several months of praying they took their first humble steps: There was a preschool on the other side of the road that they started to partner with. Then they reached out to the school of rock on the other side of the road and some of their students started a small praise team for the church. They also felt the need to connect with the retirement home kitty corner for a once-a-months seniors afternoon at the church. Ever so slowly new people would come checking out the church.

Their building still stands today, just like that of HUMC in the Smokies, and when you pull up to their address you will not find a building in great shape – it still is in need of a new coat of paint. Here is what happened:

Instead of using the funds they had in savings to paint their building they invested in a fancy digital church sign to communicate their new programming and services to the high traffic intersection where they were located. It was quite the controversial decision but in all their praying they felt that reaching out to new people must be the first priority. No smoked ribs there at LHUMC but a church that has found ways to connect with their community.

So, which story did you like better?
HUMC vs. LHUMC

More importantly, which church do you think did the right thing?

Both churches were in similar situations. They both faced a new season in their church life. But they went about it very differently. One succumbed to fear about new people, the other embraced the idea of reaching new people. There is little doubt that God was more pleased with what LHUMC did! Why? Because…

By his great mercy he has given us a new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ - 1 Peter 1:3b

God offers us a new birth into a living hope not in order to focus on our fears and limitations – he invites us into ever new seasons where we don’t let our fears dictate how we go about life. God did the same! God was not afraid to widen his circle of invitation from Israel to the world 2000 years ago, he wants us to follow his example!

2)
It is very humbling to see how honest the Bible is about describing the moment when God started a new season in this world. When he invited the whole world to believe and follow his risen son Jesus, there were mixed feelings amongst the members of the early church. The NT describes these mixed feelings in detail.

You should never feel bad when you find yourself having mixed feelings about what God is doing in your life or the direction your church is taking. Mixed feelings are part of our decision making – but in the end it needs to be our goal – our sole intention – to go the direction that we feel God is inviting us toward. 
I have a hard time imagining the leaders of HUMC in the Smokies had a strong conviction born out of prayer that their strategy was right.

Now I admit, we don’t always have the privilege to have absolute certainty about where we feel God is leading us. 
I can’t tell you how many times I’ve tried new ministries with congregations but we didn’t have a burning bush moment about it. How does the saying go? Sometimes you have to poke the bear and try new things even if we don’t have clear direction.

The thing is, God is part of the poking! When we are willing to take our clues from God and march bravely into new seasons despite doubts we built up an inheritance that is imperishable.

…an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you, 5 who are being protected by the power of God through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time. – 1 Peter 1:4f

There are some strong hints of the end times in this passage, but this is the reality the church has lived in for the last 2000 years. We live in a season of anticipation of something big to happen: 
Jesus said he would come back in glory and while there are some scary aspects connected with that, we should not get stuck in the scary! 

Rather we should embrace the joy of the big picture: That one day heaven and earth will be the same – one day what we pray in the Lord’s prayer will be fulfilled: 
That God’s will will be done on earth as it is in heaven because the two are the same. And that the inheritance that is kept for us in heaven will be paid out and celebrated! It’s reason for joy, not for fear, it says:

6 In this you rejoice,[a] even if now for a little while you have had to suffer various trials, 7 so that the genuineness of your faith…may be found to result in praise and glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed. – 1 Peter 1:6f

The genuineness of our faith – that is what it comes down to!
And frankly, that was the difference in the tale of the two churches. Both were faced with trials, both were about to enter a new season in their church life but I think we agree that one of them did it with a faith that was just a bit more genuine. 

With faith we can trust in God’s future.
With faith we can be excited about new seasons (whether it is as a church family and congregation or as individuals).
Trials in life stink, but they are normal, they belong to life. Would you agree that we do much better living through trials when we have deep, genuine faith in God?

3)
As a church we are in the middle of a capital campaign that is asking for us to testify to our faith. We need to keep that connection between our campaign and our faith. Here is what I want to sincerely invite you to. When you look at that thermometer progress bar about our pledges the next couple of weeks.

Thermometer[image: ]

Don’t just look at the obvious, the numbers, and the progress. See in this also a testimony about the genuineness of our faith as a congregation. See in this an expression of the living hope we have in Christ.

We all understand that there is a level of urgency to our campaign because it’s really hard to be an effective church when heating fails in the winter or cooling in the hot Ohio summers.
	But it is important that we see the bigger picture: The purpose of getting a new HVAC is not solely for our comfort level. It is to be ready for a future that God has laid out for us.

Let’s face it. It is unlikely that COS would seriously consider only allowing Montgomery property owners to become members. The reason this is unlikely is because we stand on a healthy heritage of teachings and instructions in God’s good news. 
It is our responsibility now to carry on with these instructions. 
It is our privilege to keep pushing ourselves to be a church that is open for new seasons and to be a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

Think about this: Jesus faced certain death and indeed went through it – but it didn’t keep his heavenly father from bringing about a fruitful, plentiful, filled-with- hope new season in the life of humanity. 

We live in a special era of human history. We live in the season in which Christ is risen! We are Easter people! Living hope is all around us. It doesn’t always look like it and at times we may feel the doomsday sayers have the upper hand. But we need to realize that God has the upper hand! His past, present and future are good for us because God is a God who is for us and not against us. 

Let’s not lose track of the prize, the inheritance that is being built in heaven as we build up a church on earth. 
If we only look at the numbers it will be tempting to drift into being a church more like HUMC. We don’t want that to happen, we want to be like LHUMC!
We want to be a church that has great expectations of what God is doing with us. God has called us to be a living hope, building an inheritance that cannot fade but will bring heaven and earth together.

Dear friends, it is so exciting to be a pastor for you at this time of our church-life and to anticipate a great future – not without trials – but a future that is marked by the goodness and mercy of God who brought Jesus back from the dead and gives us new birth.

Thanks be to God. Amen.
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