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21st Sunday in Ordinary Time/ 13th 

Sunday after Pentecost 2012 

 
We live at a moment in history when it is no longer either obvious or clear to many 

people why they should be Christians, why they should be followers/disciples of Jesus.  

Or maybe putting this a bit more accurately, it is no longer obvious or clear to many 

people why they should be members of the Christian Church.  The 2006 “U.S. Religious 

Landscape Survey” by the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life  indicates that the 

biggest gains due to changes in religious affiliation over recent years have been among 

those who say that they are not affiliated with any particular religious group or tradition.  

16.1% of adults now say they are unaffiliated, a net increase of 8.8 percentage points.  

Sizeable numbers of those raised in all religions- from Catholicism to Protestantism to 

Judaism- are currently unaffiliated with any particular religion. Mainline Protestant 

churches in particular have experienced net losses of members- Baptists, Methodists, 

Episcopalians-but  the group that has experienced the greatest net loss by far is the 

Catholic Church.  Overall, 31.4% of U.S. adults say that they were raised as Catholics.  

Today, however, only 23.9% of adults identify with the Catholic Church, a net loss of 7.5 

percentage points.  This decline has been going on while our official Church rhetoric 

has been talking for years now about the “New Evangelization” that we are supposed to 

be engaged in.   Something isn’t working and something is going on in our society and 

in our churches that we need to think about and reflect on both seriously and fairly 

quickly.   
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At the beginning of this homily I made a distinction between being “followers/disciples of 

Jesus” and being “members of the Church”.  This distinction is important, I believe, 

because for hundreds of years now we have emphasized “church membership” as what 

is crucial,  but we have not been so clear about Christian discipleship.  In many ways, 

we have assumed  that the two really mean the same thing, or at least imply the same 

thing, but the lived experience of people has often been, I think, that the two are not the 

same thing.  You can be a member of the Church, you can have received  baptism and 

all the other sacraments, you can belong to a parish, you can have a strong cultural 

commitment to Catholicism, you can be on church committees, you can send your kids 

to parochial schools-all  of this can be done without having a very clear idea of or 

commitment to what it means to be a disciple/ a follower of Jesus.  In other words, 

membership in the Church does not necessarily mean a living, vibrant relationship with 

God through Jesus of Nazareth, who is Kyrios-Lord and  the longed-for Messiah of 

ancient Israel.  And when simply being a member of the Church loses its power to hold 

us, then walking out the church door becomes not much different from walking away 

from the club that no longer meets your needs. 

 

We are coming to a crucial moment in our history when all of us need to be able to give 

reason, as the apostle said, for the faith that is within us, why we are Christians, and 

why we think the Church is a good thing.  The Old Testament book of Joshua tells us 

about a similar time for the newly-liberated people of Israel: 

Joshua gathered together all the tribes of Israel at Shechem, summoning their elders, 
their leaders, their judges, and their officers. When they stood in ranks before God, 
Joshua addressed all the people:"If it does not please you to serve the LORD, 
decide today whom you will serve, the gods your fathers served beyond the River 
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or the gods of the Amorites in whose country you are now dwelling. As for me and my 
household, we will serve the LORD." 
 
The crucial question that Joshua posed to  ancient Jewish tribes was: “Who will you 

serve?”  “Who will you follow?”, “To whom will you commit your live?” “Will it be 

Yahweh, the God who rescued, liberated you from oppression in Egypt or will it be 

someone else?”  You see, the crucial, fundamental question in the first instance is not 

about whether you want to belong to the tribe, whether you want to belong to an 

institution- and sometimes we Catholics seem to have reduced the question to that.  

The question is really about to whom do you belong, and then, by implication, whether 

you will stay in the tribe or not.  There is certainly a relationship between the God we 

serve and the tribe we belong to, but they are not the same thing! They are related, but 

they are not the same thing.  And if we can’t distinguish between the two, and if we lose 

sight of our primary relationship with the freeing, liberating God who has rescued us, 

then eventually we may well wonder why tribal membership- church membership- has 

lost meaning.  

 

In many ways, this is the perennial question of human existence- Who will be my god? 

Who will I follow and allow to shape my life?  And as Martin Luther so wisely observed, 

we will have a god of one kind or another- all of us, regardless of whether we call 

ourselves religious or agnostic or atheist- because whomever or whatever we love, we 

honor and we fear is our god. 

 

This question emerged among Jesus’ first disciples.   Just after he had spoken 

scandalously about himself being the “Bread of life” which has come down from heaven 
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and many of his disciples left him because they couldn’t digest this shocking, radically 

new and extremely subversive idea, Jesus asked the disciples who remained:  “Will you 

too go away?” “Do you also want to leave me?”  And their answer was a simple but 

extraordinarily profound response: “Master, to whom shall we go?  You have the words 

of the life of the coming age, and we have come to believe that you are the Holy One of 

God!”  Once a person reaches that point in his or her relationship to Jesus, then walking 

away from Him  becomes impossible, because there is no place else to go, then we 

know that the “stone- Jesus- which the builders rejected really is the cornerstone of life” 

and “this is the Lord’s doing, and it is amazing in our eyes”. 

 

Is it amazing in our eyes?  Is what God has done and is still doing for us in this man 

Jesus of Nazareth so amazing to us that we are tied to him forever, no matter what? 

And, of course, this brings us precisely to the issue and the problem of our own time.  

We have frequently reduced being Christian to simply belonging to the tribe, to the 

institution, without a real and deep sense of belonging to and being committed to the 

God who has liberated us from slavery,  the God who has sent to us His Holy One in 

Jesus of Nazareth, who has the words of life and who can become for us the 

cornerstone on which our own lives are shaped and built.  When this reduction 

happens, when we basically become “tribal”/”institutional” in our religious perception, 

and when we see our fundamental Christian identity as something other than our 

relationship to the living God who loves us and saves us in and through Jesus, then 

walking away from one or other of the churches probably has no more significance than 
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closing your account on Facebook or deciding you no longer want to belong to the 

YMCA. 

 

“If it does not please you to serve the LORD, decide today whom you will serve. . . “ 

“Jesus then said to the Twelve, "Do you also want to leave?" 

“He said to them, “Have you never read in the scriptures: ‘The stone that the builders 

rejected has become the cornerstone; this is the Lord’s doing, and it is amazing in our 

eyes.” 


