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Many of our occupations and preoccupations in America come 

with helpful advisors we call “gurus.” I’m not talking about 

Buddhist or Hindu spiritual leaders here, but experts who can 

guide us in our work, our play, our loves, or our passions. A dating 

guru has helpful advice when it all seems too much to navigate. A 

finance guru can walk us through handling our money. 

And, just like any other kind of work, ministry has its share of 

gurus. Pastors like me appreciate a different perspective on the 

work God has given us to do. 

Earlier in my ministry, clergy gurus would compile newsletters 

with lots of helpful advice. They would print them, stick stamps on 

them, and bring them to a place called the “post office” in a process 

called “mailing.” Because there was so much good advice in each 

issue of these newsletters, it would take a while to digest. And, 

because it took a while to compile each issue, the advice tended to 

be either timeless or very badly out of date. 
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These days we get shorter and more frequent communication 

from the gurus we admire, and that advice most often arrives 

electronically by way of a blog. That makes the advice more 

accessible and more timely, and it makes the guru’s wisdom easier 

to share with our peers and colleagues. 

One such word of advice came across my screens this past 

week. Karl Vaters had some timely words that summarized 

discussions many of us have been having over the past year. Mr. 

Vaters listed “Ten things churches no longer need to be doing.” 1 

His premise was that we’ve mostly had to stop doing these things 

during the pandemic, and this is a perfect time to examine our 

practices. 

Most of what Karl Vaters lists in this article — the things he 

suggest most of us no longer need to be doing? — the list makes 

sense.  

He says we no longer need to restrict our worship gatherings to 

the people who can show up in person. Makes sense. We’ve seen 

how much having an online service helps bring together people 

beyond our physical walls. 

 
1 Vaters, Karl, “10 things churches stopped during lockdowns that we don’t need to restart (and 6 we 

do)”, blog entry, April 11, 2021, on https://karlvaters.com/stopped-during-lockdowns; retrieved from the 
Web 17 April 2021 
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He says we can let go of outdated programs and services. Of 

course. It’s not a good use of our time, energy, and resources to 

carry on with church programs no one wants or needs. 

He says we can stop making Sunday morning the entire focus 

of our church’s ministry. You might feel a little more 

uncomfortable with that one. But sure: no one would seriously 

argue with the idea that a healthy congregation is about much 

more than Sunday morning at 10 o’clock. 

This all made sense to me, even though I thought a few of the 

points might require discussion. But I was taken aback at how 

strongly some of my colleagues reacted to a few of these proposals. 

You’d have thought they’d been asked to renounce their 

ordinations! 

One pastor was scandalized at the very thought that we’d even 

consider giving up paper bulletins in worship. Another insisted 

that we have to pay careful attention to attendance because there’s 

no other way to measure the success of, um, coming and listening 

to him. And of course we can’t take away “passing the offering 

plate!” That’s because it is either a spiritual moment, or an excuse 

to have a choral anthem—I wasn’t really clear what the objection 

was, but you have to pass the plate even if no one uses it. 
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The biggest objection was to the idea of doing away with 

Pastor’s office hours, even though every pastor said “but no one 

actually drops in during those hours, ever” …and even though 

each pastor has multiple ways of receiving requests for 

appointments. They insisted that if they did not post a time when 

people could drop in on them at the church office they’d be, ahem, 

crucified. 

…Friends, it may be that we have a kind of stand-off here. Even 

if you are ready to move on from some practices rooted in the 19th 

and 20th centuries, your pastors may be fearful of your reaction if 

they actually propose any of that. 

>>> 

So, why the stand-off? Well, I think of the Good Friday trope of 

“The Seven Last Word of Christ.” A well-known and well-worn 

meme from a time before memes proposes that there are “Seven 

Last Words of the Church.” Say them with me if you know them: 

We Have Never Done It That Way.” 

As a transitional minister I know how hard it is to do 

something differently, diverging from tradition. Thanks to my role 

I often get to preside over what I think of as the “Eighth Last 

Word”: CHANGE. And change. is. hard. 
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Most of us have a story about a time when we wanted our 

church to change one of its traditional practices. There’s the old 

story from one church’s annual Ham and Beans Supper. The new 

pastor came into the kitchen where the workers were preparing the 

meal. She saw one woman cutting off the end of each ham before 

putting it in the baking pan. When Pastor asked why this was 

happening, the woman said, “Huh. I’m not sure. My mother always 

did it this way. She’s right over there.” 

So Pastor walked over and asked the mother why she had 

taught her daughter to cut the end off the ham. Shirley looked 

thoughtful, and said, “Gee, that’s the way my mother always did it. 

She’s out in the fellowship hall folding napkins. Why don’t you ask 

her?” 

Pastor was really intrigued by now, so she stepped into the 

fellowship hall and found Gertrude folding napkins. Pastor said, 

“Gertrude, your granddaughter cuts the end off the ham before she 

bakes it, and she says Shirley taught her to do that, and Shirley says 

it’s what she always saw you doing. So, Gertrude, why did you 

always cut the end off the ham before you baked it?” 

Gertrude looked up from the napkin she was folding, and said, 

“I never had a big enough pan.” 
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…Even when what we’re doing may no longer make sense, 

we’re very sensitive to any hint of change. Anything that may have 

given us comfort in the past…anything that might have to change 

in order to fit our future…may give us a visceral sense of the 

“heebie-jeebies.” 

>>> 

So perhaps we understand the extreme reaction of the High 

Council to Steven’s words more than we’d care to admit. 

Luke is telling a story of God’s Spirit at work in the world. And 

in this account the Spirit is working strongly to break out of the 

houses that some very respected leaders built to keep track of God’s 

location. 

Stephen is empowered and emboldened by that Spirit. Stephen 

is led to talk about whether God lives in bespoke, elegant, 

bejeweled and gilt buildings. The Spirit in Stephen is very clear that 

God won’t be penned up in humanity’s buildings, no matter how 

much effort or resources go into building them. God is at home in 

the universe, and no one can claim to provide exclusive access to 

God’s love or power. 

The High Council’s extreme reaction—the screams, the 

covered ears, the hissing—signals that they’re hearing a change to 

what they thought was their role. The stones flying through the air 
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that knock down Stephen and ultimately make him the church’s 

first martyr may seem to signal the end of the discussion. Except, of 

course, they do not. But, we should be taking notice. 

>>> 

As we start to think about going back to in-person 

worship…perhaps for the very first time…we should keep that 

scene of Stephen’s martyrdom in mind.  

These past 13 months have found us at the business end of the 

“Eighth Last Word of the Church”: change. Some of it has been 

very hard, like the people we love who have died during the 

pandemic. Some of it has been unexpectedly good, like those we’ve 

been gathering with online and the things we’ve been able to let go 

while still worshipping God. 

One thing we know for sure is that if we had wanted to stop 

change, it’s too late. Change has already happened. 

And before you panic…remember that we have a strong and 

steady foundation that comforts us in changing times. Our love for 

each other, and the love of Christ for us, is our anchor and our 

rock that keeps us steady while change happens. 

>>> 
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Nothing will be quite the same in the days to come. I don’t 

expect a lot of yelling and hissing and rocks being thrown as we 

consider on-site worship.  

Neither do I expect or want neutrality, or passive acceptance. 

In fact, I pray for something beyond neutrality: a spirit of prayerful 

and playful curiosity grounded in the teachings of Jesus. 

Let this time be one of new beginnings, where tradition is 

acknowledged and our past practices are opened to change. 

In Christ’s Spirit. Alleluia! Amen. 


