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	A Church for the Generations
Deuteronomy 6:4-9; Joel 2:15-16, 27-28

Last year, our church council adopted an “Inclusion Statement.” That statement reads as follows:
We embrace all of God’s children as persons of sacred worth regardless of race, gender, ethnicity, socio-economic status, national origin, culture, tradition, physical or mental ability, sexual orientation, gender identity, or any other difference real or perceived, and welcome all people into the life of this congregation. 

It’s a good statement. And while the issue that prompted it is specifically our desire not to discriminate against LGBTQ children of God – as many churches continue to do – you’ll notice that the statement takes in a lot more ground than just that. In fact, the line “regardless of … physical or mental ability” is the justification for our newest ministry, the Inclusive Ministry Church for disabled children of God, which was begun this year. This statement reflects a core value of Lake Street United Methodist Church.
	But a statement has to be more than a statement. If it is to be meaningful, it has to be reflected in action and in openness to change. If I were doing pre-marital counseling with someone who said, “I want to marry her, provided that doesn’t require me to alter any of my habits or preferences,” I’d consider that what we professionals call a “humongous red flag.” In the same way, we can’t be saying, “We welcome people from all different backgrounds to come to us and join us in doing exactly the same thing we’ve always done.” Because that’s actually not welcoming. True inclusiveness means being willing to hear others’ needs and to adapt to them. 
	For the next several weeks, we’re going to be thinking about ways we might adapt to the needs of different groups, but we’re going to be thinking at a level even more elementary than our inclusion statement: age. It didn’t feel necessary to put in our statement that we wanted to be welcoming to all ages, because of course we do. But today I want to ask, What does that mean? What does it mean for a church to be welcoming for both senior adults and children? Baby Boomers and Millennials? Preschoolers and teenagers? Because, to take this last example, the faith of a teenage is not the same as the faith of a toddler. We hope. So how do we provide a place of worship and growth and ministry for both? And will that involve, possibly, changing some things? But let’s turn to our scripture now.

We read from the Torah, Deuteronomy 6:4-9:

4Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord alone. 5You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might. 6Keep these words that I am commanding you today in your heart. 7Recite them to your children and talk about them when you are at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you rise. 8Bind them as a sign on your hand, fix them as an emblem on your forehead, 9and write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.	

We now read from the prophet Joel, chapter 2, verses 15-16 and 27-28:

15 Blow the trumpet in Zion;
	sanctify a fast;
call a solemn assembly; 
16   gather the people.
Sanctify the congregation;
	assemble the aged;
gather the children,
	even infants at the breast.
Let the bridegroom leave his room,
	and the bride her canopy. 

27 You shall know that I am in the midst of Israel,
and that I, the Lord, am your God and there is no other.
And my people shall never again
be put to shame. 
28 Then afterwards
I will pour out my spirit on all flesh;
your sons and your daughters shall prophesy,
your old men shall dream dreams,
and your young men shall see visions. 

I love the Bible. Yes, it can be frustrating and opaque and we can talk about its weirdness some other time, in a discussion setting. But while I have read holy texts from every other major religious tradition and found value in all of them, I keep coming back to the Christian Bible, because it is not a treatise or theological reflection so much as an anthology of wildly different voices and perspectives, describing different experiences of God. Those voices include people at every different level of faith and understanding, because the book is not by a person or a prophet but by a community. And that community includes people of all ages. Look at the Deuteronomy reading. The passage contains the great confession of faith called the Shema: Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord alone. You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might. But did you notice where it went next? “Now, teach this to the next generation. Teach it in everything you say and do.” Then look at the prophecy of Joel, calling for a solemn assembly, a day of prayer and supplication in the face of agricultural disaster – a locust swarm. Joel summons people of all ages: bring the children, bring the infants in arms, bring the old, go tear the newlyweds apart and bring them. All ages are summoned to pray together. And how will they know that God has heard them? Because God will speak through the different generations. Your sons and your daughters will prophesy. Your older adults will dream dreams; your young adults will see visions. The faith of the Bible is the faith of a community, a multi-generational, inclusive community that gathers as one body and responds as different individuals, each according to her or his own genius.
	 That’s the Biblical model, but we haven’t always done so well with it, at least in my experience. For instance, the churches I grew up in gathered all ages together, but the important things were decided by only one group: middle-aged and elderly men. Women could have their separate missionary societies, children and youth could have their separate programs, but when everyone met together, everything was done by and for men. Decisions were made by committees of men in suits sitting around tables drinking coffee that some woman had made for them. I was in high school before the notion of having a “children’s sermon” during worship began to catch on, so there wasn’t even a five minute concession to the idea that children had different needs than men in neckties did. Small children were in “nursery,” which was not a place for preschoolers to experience God. It was more of a holding cell: a place to quarantine the sounds and smells of infants so as not to bother the grown-ups while they did church. That church contained all ages, but didn’t include them.
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Then we hit the 80s and 90s, and churches swung a different way. A new generation of churches recognized that different age groups approached faith differently, which is true and a very important thing to acknowledge. So they separated different ages into different worship experiences and designed each service around its target audience. Most of the churches trying this approach were new church starts that had been aimed specifically at Baby Boomers – back when Baby Boomers qualified as “young adults”; remember that time? – so these Boomer churches didn’t really have anything for older adults, but they had a separate service for children, and if they had the numbers and space, yet another separate service for teenagers. And there is much that is good about this approach. At least the differences between developmental levels and generational faith styles are taken seriously. But now, forty years into this experiment, people have begun to notice that some problems, too. For instance, it turns out that when you have a completely separate worship service for young people, designed around their preferences, they aren’t so interested in moving to the “adult” worship service once they graduate from high school. Why would they? It was never their service. Why would they suddenly develop an interest in worship designed for their parents, singing those dusty old choruses that the aging Boomers still comically refer to as “contemporary”? Instead, those young people have just left. That church recognized each generation’s distinctiveness, but it failed to create community.
	So, just in the past few years, there’s been a new buzz-word in the church world: Inter-generational worship and ministry. It’s the breathtakingly original, creative, brand new idea that we should try doing church the way that it’s been done for most of human history: as a community. A community like we saw in Deuteronomy: where the elders see a part of their faithfulness to God as that of training the children. A community like the one that appears in Joel: in which different ages have different strengths and gifts to offer but in which all generations gather together as one in worship and prayer and service. But, as I implied at the beginning of this sermon, taking community seriously may involve changing some of the ways we do things. An inter-generational church is one in which no generation can focus exclusively on its own preferences. It’s a community where an 80-year-old retired music professor sings a musically inane Jesus chorus because he knows the 14-year-old in the next pew likes it, and that 14-year-old endures the Handel anthem from the choir because old Dr. Burke seems to be really moved by it. It’s a community where children have a role, where adolescents’ voices are listened to, where holding an infant and singing “Jesus Loves Me” is a sacred act, and where visiting a widow with Alzheimer’s and singing “Jesus Loves Me” is a fragrant offering to God. It’s a community where every infant is the church’s grandchild and where every youth starting a first job or going off to college is the church’s pride. 
	Over the next six weeks I’m going to going through the ages and stages of faith, thinking with you about how God appears at different points along our salvation journey, and how we can be a church for people at every milestone. You see, we are here to proclaim the good news of Christ, but that good news – that gospel – takes a different form at each new stage. What is good news for a young adult? A senior citizen? And next week, what is the good news for a preschooler? And how can we be the community that proclaims that gospel?


Blessing: The notion of an inter-generational church is, as I said, a very old notion. If it sounds new to us, that’s only because the advertising industry is obsessed with separating us into separate demographics, for ease in marketing. But, as Paul says in 2 Corinthians, we are not hucksters of the gospel, selling a product. If we’re doing it right, we are a community. And that’s good news for everyone.

CS: Tell about Miz Frances and Miz Lucille. Do you have some people who aren’t really parents or grandparents but who sort of are?
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