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The First Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia November 3, 2019 
Dr. Baron A. Mullis Daniel 7:1-3, 15-18; Luke 6:20-31; Ephesians 1:3-14 

Inheritance 

In my early years of ministry, I had tacked to the wall behind my desk at The Second 
Presbyterian Church in Indianapolis an essay by Tom Long entitled I Believe in the Not-So-Holy, 
Not-Quite-Catholic Church.  I kept it for a long time, but eventually I had seen it so long that I lost 
interest in it and shuffled it off to the side to a folder and eventually relegated it to a desk drawer. 

I recovered it when I was setting up my office here at First Church, and I remembered why I 
kept it so long.  In his essay, Dr. Long speaks of the reality of the plethora of competing claims 
about faith.  He begins the essay with the words, “‘I love thy church, O God,’ goes the old hymn, 
but there are a number of reasons nowadays to reconsider our passion.  Everybody knows the 
church has its problems: the terrifying bungee jump plummet in mainline membership, the 
aggressive theological parties rumbling through the ecclesial hood like Sharks and Jets, the OK 
Corral mentality of General Assemblies, the crisis in ministerial leadership… the disenchantment 
list goes on.”1 

Tom wrote that in 2000.  Since then, the only thing that has changed is that the theological 
gangs no longer seem to dominate our national assemblies, not since the church voted to 
recognize that God can call LGBT persons to ministry and some who disagreed decided they 
couldn’t stay in community.  That is a whole lot like saying they got mad, took their ball, and 
went home.  So, now our assemblies are peaceful(ish), at worst dominated by controversies about 
money instead of people. 

But of course, he didn’t write the essay to be unhopeful.  In it, he highlights new ministries, 
such as Theology on Tap, started by the Archdiocese of Washington to attract Gen-Xer’s to the 
church through a famous watering hole named Lulu’s in D.C. 

Every few years, the greater church gets panicky about attracting each subsequent generation 
to church… First, we worried about the boomers, then the busters, then Gen X, then the 
millennials… and now that the millennials are no longer the youngest adult generation, the 
greater church has stopped worrying about millennials now also.  Sorry guys, you’re passé, now 
we worry about Gen Z.   

It’s as though the church, generation after generation, seeks to stave off some sort of 
Presbyterian Rumspringa only to find that it is ultimately the community of the faithful itself that 
brings its children home. 

It’s no wonder, then that Dr. Long found his comfort, in baptism. 

He writes, “Not long ago, there was a baptism of a baby in the little church where I worship.  
I watched from the pew as the young parents, holding their child, took their places at the front of 
                                                
1 Thomas G. Long, I Believe in the Not-so-holy, Not-quite-Catholic Church, 2000 
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the church for the ceremony.  Mostly it was the father who caught my attention that morning, 
because I was struck by the differences between us.  There he was, barely out of high school, 
wearing black jeans, a t-shirt, and a couple of tattoos.  He had more body parts pierced by metal 
than a getaway car in a mob hit.  There I was, middle aged, coat and tie, not a tongue stud or 
nose-ring to be seen.  We hailed from different generations, followed different lifestyles, maybe 
came from different planets.  If he had found me in Lulu’s, undoubtedly, he would have slid 
down to the other end of the bar.  Nothing in common. But there we were in worship together, 
he pledging to raise his newborn son in the faith of Jesus Christ, me standing up to promise that 
I would help him, and both of us somehow meaning it.”2 

There is something about how the sacraments help us to just that, to come together in 
community, whether it be by promising, as we do, to help each person baptized in the faith to 
grow in the knowledge and service of Jesus Christ.  Or perhaps it is the fact of the inherent 
democracy of the communion table – no matter who you are, or where you come from, or even 
what you have done, God has set a place at this table for you.  I suspect that for many of us when 
the sacraments are celebrated, we know that we are experiencing and witnessing a thin space 
where the blessings of God, always known to us, seem for a split second, more real, more present 
somehow.  

Why do we baptize children and adults into this life of generosity, kindness and praise?  Why 
do we return to this joyful feast of the Lord? 

What we are participating in, of course, is covenant community.  On days such as this, when 
we pause in worship to give thanks to God for those who have gone before us, indeed to give 
particular thanks to God for those whose loss from our lives is the most acute, how important it 
is to know that we belong to God.   

In their wonderful book, Belonging to God, David Willis and William Placher wrote, “In life 
and in death, we belong to God, [that’s straight from the catechism] Instead of being alienated from 
God, and instead of being strangers and aliens to the promises, we are adopted, brought into, 
made part of the household of God, freed to participate in life together in Christ.”3 

It’s that same language of adoption that we see in Ephesians.  The letter tells us that we have 
been chosen from the foundation of the earth to be holy and blameless. 

Now, I don’t know about you, but I rarely feel holy or blameless.  I don’t think I am anything 
other than a garden variety sinner, mind you, but I am aware of my flaws.  They are legion. 

Don’t get to feeling too comfortable, I’m aware of your flaws too. 

                                                
2 Ibid. 
3 William C. Placher and David Willis-Watkins.  Belonging to God: a Commentary on a Brief Statement of 
Faith.  (W/JKP, Louisville, 1992)  p153 
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And yet, even still, the author of Ephesians tells us that God chose us from the foundation of 
the world to be holy and blameless.   

How in the world is that even possible?  

It’s all in how things are seen. 

Humorist David Sedaris describes the experience of his mother finding in his younger 
brother’s room, his younger brother being the baby of the family, a skull-shaped smoking 
apparatus.  Rather than hitting the roof, she put some flowers into the thing, and commented, 
“What an unusual vase your brother Paul has.  He’s so creative.” 

It’s all in how you see things, isn’t it? 

In Jesus Christ, God chooses how to see us.  Rather than see us as our most flawed, sinful, 
difficult, duplicitous, pernicious, avaricious, and ridiculous, God sees us like Jesus Christ. 

And God will never see us any other way. 

Because God has chosen.  From the foundation of the world.  And so, God adopts us in Jesus 
Christ. 

And what do we get because of it?  Redemption.  Forgiveness.  Ingathering to God.  We get 
an inheritance. 

What is the inheritance we receive?  We are chosen to praise.   

I do understand that the vocation of praise can seem a bit odd, suspect even, at times. 

One of my favorite old Far Side cartoons has always been one of the split-panel ones.  On the 
upper panel, there is a scene of a St. Peter, standing at the Pearly Gates, and as the soul to be 
admitted comes up, he says, “Welcome to heaven, here’s your harp.” 

And on the lower panel, there are stalactites and flames, and a devil greets the soul to be 
admitted and says, “Welcome to Hell, here’s your accordion.” 

Praise is not sitting around on clouds with harps – it’s an existence that is marked by knowing 
our place in God’s creation, indeed as the crowning of God’s creation. 

Now, I do get that perhaps the idea of praise still comes as a bit of a mystery to us. 

Why praise? 

It’s our nature.  The Westminster Catechism tells us that the chief end of humankind is to 
glorify God and enjoy God forever. 

That’s praise.  That is worship. 

Praise allows us to know who we are, and who we are not.  Worship is the means by which 
we articulate it. 
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To praise is to be human.  It is to be reminded that there is an Eternal.  It is to be reminded that 
there is a redeemer. 

It is to be reminded that we are chosen, from the foundation of the world to give praise. 

That is what worship does, it reminds us that we belong to God. 

Praise gives us the context of redemption. 

Praise gives us the context of forgiveness. 

Praise gives us the assurance of being gathered in as God’s own.  It is in this last way that we 
perhaps most see the church – as the gathered body of Christ, 

Finally, it is in this last sense, as the gathered body of Christ, that praise grounds us… it gives 
the knowledge of our place in the world, as God’s beloved community, God’s people entrusted 
with the message of generosity and kindness. 

Let me close with a story that is close to my heart, one that comes back to me again and again, 
indeed, almost every time I think of what it means to belong to God.  It’s a story Anne Lamott 
tells about a young girl who somehow was separated from her parents one morning. 

That happens in the blink of an eye, doesn’t it?  Children are so slippery, one minute they are 
here, and another they are there, and usually their parents seem to see it.  But this little girl’s 
parents didn’t that day and so she wound up lost. 

Fortunately, though a passing police officer noticed the little girl and stopped his patrol car 
to see what was the matter. 

He asked where her parents were, but of course, she didn’t know.  So, he asked her address.   

She still didn’t know. 

At this point the child was truly disconsolate, but the officer wisely noted that a small child 
surely couldn’t have gotten too far from where she was supposed to be on foot, so he intrepidly 
thought to invite her to get in the back of his patrol car, and together they would drive around 
looking for her parents or her home. 

It didn’t work.  Round and round they drove, and still, no mom.  No dad.  No home. 

But then, Lamott says, peace broke through to the little girl’s face. 

She said, “It’s okay.  You can let me out here.  I see the steeple of my church, and I know the 
way home from here.” 

That is what it means to belong. 

In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Ghost, Amen. 


