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"WHAT HAPPENS IN A CHURCH" 

INTRODUCTION The morning was hot and stuf~, sultry, with little inspiration 
in it. The congregation was small and sleepy. From behind 

waving fans, the assembled worshippers looked not too hopefully toward the pulpit 
where the preacher, evidently ill-prepared, struggled with his sermon and didn't 
do very well. It was an ineffective and uninspiring performance. And when it was 
over he stood at the door of the church as was his custom to greet the people as 
they filed out. "Sure is a hot day, Reverend", suggested one man. "Yes, it's 
dreadful" was the reply. "Good morning, Reverend - hope it rains today" offered 
another worshipper. "Yes" replied the preacher, "that sure would be a blessing. We 
certainly need it". And so on. Then, suddenly, he was shaking hands with a 
stranger. And something in the eyes and the bearing of the stranger made the 
preacher uneasy. 

"My name is Jones" said the preacher putting his hand forth. "Yes ••••• I know" 
replied the visitor. nee. "And yours?" asked the 
minister. "I'm just a stranger ••• passing through ••• " Agai~, a ~ seG~nde-of 
sileaee. •ii see ... well, sir, we 1re glad to have you in our church today. Come 
again. Come again". To which the stranger responded, "Why". "Why" It's reported 
that the preacher didn't see any more peeple after that although he continued to 
shake hands with people. He didn 1 t hear what they said as they went by him at 
the door of the church. Only one word was in his ears. "Why" "Come again •••• 
why". That one word apparently set the preacher to thinking and it was later 
reported that it put some new meaning into a mediocre ministry. He was jolted 
by that sharp question asked by a casual visitor in his congregation. 

Alongside of that, let me share with you something that happened one Sunday 
morning several summers ago when I was preaching in Portland, Maine. As I walked 
up the steps into the church two b0ys of I J tppa,.,_ ten or twelve years of age 
stood on the street looking int0 the open windows and listening to the choir 
rehearse the anthem for the service. One of the boys turned to me and said, 
"Mister, what goes on in there". 

DEVELOPMENT Here are two questions I have often asked ~self, questions which 
have given me some disturbing thoughts: what goes on in there? 

Come again ••••• why? 

Why do people come to church? Why should they come. So often we hear the 
question put on the negative side, why people don't go to church, but I've always 
thought it more provocative ta ask it this way1 "Why do they come?" Because - mind 
you - they do. According to the Princeton pollsters' latest sample of public 
behavior there are approximately forty million people in church today. Forty 
million - why? What about yourself? Why do you go to church? We do net go from 
coercion1 that's for us; nobody makes us go - at least not here in the city. We 
don't go for amusement; there are far more entertaining things to do on a Sunday 
in New York City than to go to church. We don't go to parade our righteousness; we 
have too healthy a sense of humor for that. Yet we go - forty million - and, in 
spite of divided churches, dull sermons and lots of other things that bother us -
we go and go again. Why? 

MY purpose here this morning is to think with you about this question and to 
talk about what going to church should mean to us, and why we Christians must, in 
this secular age and in this urban setting, take more seriously our worship of God1 

cultivate the art of it, and make it a more effective force in our living. 

Long ago Ruskin said, and he has been quGted often, that the most precious 
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hour in the week is that hour when a campany of men and women baffled and weary 
with the week's labor have come in after six days' exposure to the full weight of 
the world's atmosphere, where the thorns and thistles have been springing up in 
their lives, and the minister has but sixty minutes to get the separate hearts of 
the people, to try by this way and that to open the hard fastenings of those doors 
where the Master, Himself, has stood and knocked saying, 11 If any man will open the 
doer, I will come in". How can we get the door open a bit wider, learn this 
difficult art of worship and make it a more effective force in our living? As 
is so often the case, I have three words to put before you in offering some 
answers. 

PREPARATION The first is preparation. Something, I feel, does go on in there 
when we come expectant and prepared. Very little is likely to 

happen when we don't. 

You can saunter into a musical comedy, I suppose, without previous preparation, 
but if you want to hear what Shakespeare and the great dramatists are saying, then 
you have to bring something with you. And when people say as they sometimes de, 
"But I just don't get anything out of church" they're not always passing 
judgment on the church; sometimes they're telling a good deal about themselves. 
Conceivably a man could go into a library, sit all day among the books, the great 
thoughts and ideas of the ages, and come out as empty as he went in. You have to 
prepare for it, bring something to it. If the Lord's Day is to be fruitful and 
it ought to be, you must make some preparations for it. 

And that's why Sunday should always begin on Saturday night. Very ear~ in 
the history of the race the discovery was made that one day set aside for rest 
and worship was indispensable to human well-being, and for very good reason it 
was decreed by the Hebrews that the Sabbath should begin with sunset. The people 
must get their minds ready, go through certain disciplines, prepare to meet God. 
:t---tft-3:nk-eu.r-Jew!-sh-.tri.ends-ha.;v:e-a-f!.:i:ne-i-dea--i-n-thi-s-~e,spe.c.t. Let's face it. There 
are many for whom nothing happens on Sunday morning because too much happened on 
Saturday night. They go to church worn out, fidgety with the doings of last 
night on their minds. Good old Saturday night. Saturday has been almost 
preempted by the world, the flesh and the devil. More liquor is consumed, more 
money wasted, more automobiles are wrecked, more brawls started, more souls 
damaged on Saturday night than on any other. It's a noisy night. And while we all 
may not join in the raucous hullabaloo, we have to live in it and bring up our 
families in it. 

My wife and I do not go out on Saturday night. Long ago - (13 years ago) 
we made the decision that we could not bring our best to Sunday morning worship and 
fellowship if we were running around town on Saturday night. And I think that only 
twice in thirteen years have we ever gone out on a Saturday night. Sounds dull to 
some of you, I'm sure, and ~ wife would say it is. I can remember my mother 
getting us ready for church on a Saturday night, getting shoes cleaned up, setting 
out our clothes. Sunday was to be a different day, and we knew this from what she 
thought and did. I don't know how far you can go in all of this, but surely there 
are same small disciplines we can follow to make the day more meaningful: sit 
around the table a little longer, talk about Sunday, the lesson of tomorrow, get a 
good sleep, get up in time, reduce Sunday morning irritations to a minimum. These 
little disciplines will help growing children to appreciate the importance of the 
day. And then try to get to church ten to fifteen minutes before the service begins. 
Come in. Sit in the quietness. Listen to the organ prelude. 
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One minister was so troubled with late comers coming in after the service 
began that he once shocked everybody with his prayer saying: "0 Lord, bless those 
mightily who are in their places, give grace to those who are on their way, and 
have mercy on those who are getting ready to come and who may never arrive". 
He failed, of course, to include in his prayer those who miss the service, but 
make it for the coffee hour •••• of which we may have a number this morning. 

What goes on in there? It depends to a great extent on how one prepares for 
it. And I think all of us could do more in this respect and gain more in turn from 
this hour. 

PARTICIPATION The next word is participation. And that's what worship is 
really for, every person walking up the altar steps of thought, 

laying bare his soul in the presence of the Most High. There is a sense, you know, 
in which it doesn't matter at all whether you listen to the sermon or the anthem, 
although I would not press this too far. You can worship without either. The 
Quakers do. They sit in silence and wait for the inner light. Worship is 
something infinitely more than performance in which some are actors and entertainers 
and the rest audience. What goes on in church is something that takes place in 
the deeper level, the unconscious level of being. It's what the Bible speaks of 
as "the deep that calleth unto deep". And often without a word being spoken that 
does happen. 

A writer on the editorial staff of the New York Times, who writes for the 
most part not about the big issues in the headlines, but about the common folksy 
things with which we are familiar daily, was hurring to catch the subway one hot 
morning last June when he saw a flower someone had evidently dropped on the steps. 
He stopped to pick it up - a lilac blossom with a faint fragrance still clinging 
to it. As he did, there came home to him something he had almost forgotten - it was 
summer in the country. Somehwere beyond these hot pavements, these man-made 
canyons of cement and steel, out there where he was born, green things were 
growing and blooming in the fields, blue mists were rising over green mountains. 
Summer in the country. But here in the city he had almost forgotten that - a 
whole world of reality and beauty shoved out of his mind by the sights and the 
sounds of the city at work. And he stood there with the flower in his hand •••• 
remembering. 

There are many ways of saying what worship is. This is certainly one of them: 
a way of remembering - a way of being reminded by prayers and hymassand sacred 
writings and sacred music that life is not really stripped down to the animal 
essentials of bread, butter and business, but is surrounded and enveloped by a 
great mystertous world of reality to which we belong and from which we can never 
wholly escape. 

I know why people go to church. Because something does go on in there, as it 
does nowhere else, to remind them of a certain grandeur, a certain stature, a 
higher, holier dimension of life, which we so easily forget. They go too, because 
something goes on in there to link their lives up with power not their own. I wish 
you knew how earnestly ministers want that to happen for people, and how keenly we 
feel our failure when it doesn't. I sometimes come down into our sanctuary during 
the week when it's empty -when nobody is around - and sit down to think of the 
people who come in here, why they come, and try to visualize their needs. Here is 
a man whose home is gradually breaking up in spite of all he can do; a woman whose 
husband is getting caught more and more in the grip of alcohol; a businessman 
terribly tempted to take shortcuts in the press of competition and government red
tape; a young person with a battle going on inside wondering if the way of Christ ~ 
~really possible in a world like this; a young woman pre~~ht, unmarried, and facing 
some ef t-ke-olr:i i*it;t.EIP:Rs of morality are 



- 4-

heart-break; some troubled people trying to make sense out of a loved one's death 
or illness, and having to organize their lives around some deep frustration they 
can't talk about to anyone; the lonely person lost in the masses of the city and 
wondering if really there is any one who truly cares. No minister who is in 
touch with people would dare to speak glibly about any of these things. He knows 
there is no "push-button" solution to the harsh, difficult problems of life. But 
he also knows there is One who slumbers not nor sleeps, and there is a way out for 
every mixed-up mind, and power available for every human need. And that's why to 
him the church service is no light matter. For he knows that for some it may be a 
matter of life and death and one never knows when someone may be present in a 
service like this who may never come again to church, and the minister strives by 
every device of worship te "split the sky in twq and let the face of God shine 
through". How much - or how often that happens no one can say, but a minister gets 
enough tangible evidence to know that it does happen. 

PRACTICE The final word I would put before you is practice. Without this final 
word, the other two words - preparation and participation - are in

complete. Something goes on in church when we prepare for it, when we participate 
in it, and when we practice what comes out of it. And, of course, the test of it 
is in the practice. No truth is given us just to hold in our minds and admire. 
Every word of God is given us that we may weave it into the texture of our lives. 

There's a fondness in all of us for those stories about the man who died and 
went on into the world beyond this. At least there seem to be an endless number of 
them and every religions has them. Here's one I heard recently. 

A Japanese legend tells of a pious Buddhist monk who died and went to heaven 
and was taken on a sightseeing tour of his new home. The guide showed him all of 
the mansions that were there - this one built of marble and gold and precious stones, 
that one set in a lovely garden where lotus flowers were in bloom. It was all so 
beautiful, exactly as he had pictured it, until they came to a large room that 
~ooked like dried mushrooms. On closer examination he saw that they were not 
mushrooms, but human ears. His lovely guide explained to him that these were 
the ears of people who on earth went diligently to the temple, listened with 
pleasure to the teaching of the gods, yet did nothing about what they heard; s0 
after death they, themselves, went elsewhere and only their ears were saved, only 
their ears reached heaven. 

The critics have made much of the old complaint that we church people are 
mostly ears, that we go to church and very little comes of it, that we substitute 
hearing for doing and call that serving God. And all of us know from inside 
information how painfully true the complaint is. 

But after making full allowance for all the truth that can be squeezed out 
of it, that's not the whole story. There's no way to estimate what gets structured 
in human society through what goes on in a church, through people who do carry their 
Sundays into Mondays and translate their insights into everyday affairs. There's 
an old story in the sixth chapter of Isaiah of a young man sitting in church and 
out of the silence hearing a voice, "Who will go for us?" And out of the deeper 
silence of his own heart, he answered, "Here am I. Send me 11 • And that's not a 
story that happened just once in the long ago. It's the kind of story that has 
happened over and over again across the centuries, too elusive for statistical 
calculation. 

One of our national magazines had an interesting article recently that caught 
my eye entitled, "Sermons that Started Something" •••• in which it itemized a long 
list of social achievements big and small that received original impulse in a 

, 
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had their seed in a church service. 

church service. Many schools and universities were named - Northwestern, Princeton, 
and even Harvard - some of the achievements traced to a specific service. Ma~ a 
hospital, a great many social reforms, aaa same ma~~ers ef aBRsaal interest. And 
it pointed out tGc that sermons have stopped things, toG - like the war between 
Chile and Argentina which ended up with both sides setting up that great statue 
of Christ on the mountain - the Christ of the Andes. When Aaron Burr shot 
Alexander Hamilton in a duel, a preacher up in Albany preached such a forceful 
sermon on the folly of it that he set in motion the initial law which eventual~ 
put an end to dueling in America. And it was at a communion service that 
Harriet Beecher Stowe, in a flash of insight, got her idea for Uncle Tom's 
Cabin which figures so largely in the outlawing of slavery. When the benediction 
was pronounced, she walked home as though in a trance, fighting to keep the tears 
back, went straight to her room and wrote the outline of the vision she had 
seen before the altar of God. 

CONCLUSION What goes on in there? Who knows? Not enough - to be sure. This 
we know. But who knows •••.• when we really prepare for it, when we 

fully participate in it, and when we serious~ practice what comes out of it -
who knows? Who knows what will happen when forty million people pause for an 
hour or more one day a week and bow down before their God and renew their 
commitment to a way of life proclaimed by the Lord of life. Who knows - it may 
yet change the face of all the world. 

PRAYER 0 God our Father, who hast brought us together this day in this place 
of worship, grant that each of us may in these moments again commit 

ourselves to thee and to thy purpose for us, and that we mar go forth from this 
place, strengthened and renewed in body, mind and spirit, to do thy work and to 
let thy light shine through us into the world. In the spirit of Christ, we pray. 
Amen 



PARK AVENUE 
METHODIST CHlJRC.H 

106 East 86th Street 
New York, N. Y : 10028 

AT 9-6997 

CHURCH DIRECTORY 

Rev. Philip A. C. Clarke .... ................................. ....... .................. MiniRter 

Hcv. Ronald A. Witmer .......... .. ... .. ... ................. As!!ociate Minister 

Dr. Harold C. Metzner .............. .... ... Associate Minister, Emeritus 

Mr. Lyndon Woodside .... .. ........................... Organist-Choir Director 

Miss Carol Gutenberg .. ........ ......... .. .. ........... ..... ......... .... ............... Secretary 

Mrs. George Leech ............................ .................... Day School Director 

Mrs. John R. White .................................... ........... Financial Secretary 

Miss Yivian M. Taylo1· ................................................ Trea8urer 

Mr. Gustaf Tervakallio ......... ...................................................... Custodian 

GENERAL OFFICERS 

Lay Mcmhci·, Anmml Conference ..... ... .. ........ Mr. Paul R. Russell 

Lay Leader, The Church ............................................ Dr. Gcoq:;e Hull 

President, Board of Trustees ........................... Mr. Paul R. Russell 

President, Women's Society .............................. Miss Marilyn Bruhn 

Head Usl1er .... ... ................... ... ................. .. ....... .. Mr. Robe1·t A. Raeburn 

Chairman, Administrative Board ..... ............ ... ....... Mr. Harry Smith 

Chairman, Council on Ministries .......................... Mr. George Gill 

Education Commission Chairman .......... .............. M1·s. David Burr 

Finance Commission Chairman ....... ..... .. ... ....... Mr. Jonathan But:~h 

Membership Commission 
Co-Chairmen .......... ........................ .. ............... .............. Miss Mar.y Haga•· 

Mr. Robert Toruliu;,on 

PARK 
AVENUE 

METHODIST 
CHURCH 

! 
j 

~---- -·--~-........... ~~~--............ _ .... _ ...... 1 



THIRD SUNDAY AFTER EASTER 
April 27, 1969 

ORDER. OF V.JORSHIP 
11 a.m. 

ORGAN "Christ, Who Died to Redeem Us" Walther 
CALL TO vlORSHIP 
HYJ:1N NO. 41 110 How Glorious, Full of 1rlonder" 
PRAYER 0~ CONFESSION (seated) 

0 God our Father, who hast set forth the way 
of life for us in thy beloved Son; we confess with 
shame our slowness to learn of Him, our reluctance 
to follow Him. Thou hast spoken and called, and we 
have not given heed; thy beauty hath shone forth, 
and we have been blind; thou hast stretched out thy 
hands to us t hrough our fellows, and we have passed 
by. Forgive us our transgressions; help us to amend 
our ways and in thine eternal goodness direct what 
we shall be, in the name and power of thy Son, Jesus 
Christ, our Lord. Amen 

SILI~NT MEDITATION - 1t'ORDS OF ASSURA.NCE - IDRD 'S PRAYER 
.)1 \ 1\ ' 

"'''' 
PSALTER "God Is Good" 
GLORIA PATRI 
AFFIRHATION OF FAITH 

SOLO 

SCRIPTURE 
Pf~STORAL Prt.AYER 

"Turn Thee To Me" 
(Jane Woodside, Soprano) 

Isaiah 6~1 - 10 

ANNOUNC"EMENTS OF CONGREGATIONAL CONCERN 
ANTHEM 11As A Hart Longs" 
PRESENTATION OF THE OF "'ERING HITH THE DOXOLOGY 
HYMN NO. 3.51 "Eternal God and Sovereign Lord" 
Sr.:"FU10N 11 11Jhat Happens In A Church" Mr. 
HYHN NO. 200 "The Voice of God Is Calling" 
BENEDIC'JI ON 

11 May God Bestow On Us His Grace" 

iHH~ lnterval for ushering 

No. 578 

No. 741 

Dvorak 

Diemer 

Clarke 

i~Talther 

AE INVITATION 

Coffee and tea wi ll be served in the Community 
Room after the service. Members and friends are in
vited to share in these moments of wq.rmth and fellow
ship made nossible for us today b ,r Mrs. Smith, Nrs. 
A.stley, Hrs . Hughes, Hrs. Kauffmann, lli ss Roberts, 
and Mrs. Tomlinson. 

USf:ERS 

The ushers today are Mr. Harley, Hr . Astley, Hr. 
'-Iughes, Hr. i{eger, Mr. lierkey, and Hr. Sieg. 

:::HURCH SCHOOL SESSIONS 

Sessions for children of all ages are held each 
Sunday morning from 10:50 to 12:15 on the fourth 
floor. Infants and toddlers can be cared f or on the 
fourth floor by Mrs. Levy and Niss Raeburn. 

DON' T .[viiSS I T 

The t hree final performances of 11 1 Thurber 
Carnival" will be given on Thursday, Friqay, and 
3aturday nights of this coming week. Curtain time is 
8:30 pm. Tickets are available and may be secured 
at the coffee hour today. A good house and an en
thusiastic res1)mse have greeted the f irst three 
oerformances of the Newtown Players first producti on. 
If you haven't seen "A Thurber Carnival", plan to see 
it. It's a delightful and entertaining eveni ng. 

MAY 11 

The Sacrament of Bantism will be celebrated on 
'father's Day, May 11th. Also on t hat day a special 

of fering will be received for the Health Care Agencies 
of the New York Annual Conference. Offering 
envelopes will be in the pews next Sunday. 


