
It is right and a good and joyful thing 
always and  everywhere to give thanks. ALWAYS AND EVERYWHERE  BY BISHOP PAUL V. MARSHALL 
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Step away from magical thinking 

Bishop Paul Marshall 

Churches exist for a purpose – to make disciples … In every church 
in every place, there is the same choice: Are we here for us or are we 
here to worship God and serve God’s world? Churches that grow 
have a strong sense of mission that far outweighs their pain, doubt 
and survival concerns. … Large or small, rich or poor, churches 
grow because they want to. … We struggle to step away from magi-
cal thinking … that there is an easy answer, a program, or somebody 
from somewhere else who will fix the situation … What is exasperat-
ing for us personally and organizationally is that we come to Jesus 
asking for magic and instead of magic he offers us maturity. 

As we begin this morning, we do so 
with thanks to the many members, lead-
ers, and musicians of the Church of the 
Nativity who have worked over the 
months and weeks, to make this a fulfill-
ing convention. Thank you all. 

I have preached on the gospel lesson 
we just heard from Matthew twice be-
fore at this convention. Perhaps Bill will 
post those previous sermons for contrast, 
because this short and powerful text has 
many ways to reach us. 

It’s a story that engages us immedi-
ately. Didn’t you ever imagine that if the 
risen Jesus would appear right in the 
middle of your church service, that would 
solve everybody’s problems, and the 
place would become a beehive of Chris-
tian activity? It would be so astounding, 
so motivating. 

But it wasn’t true in the New Testament 
story. Strange to say, some saw Jesus, 
yet doubted. On some levels, religious 
doubt isn’t an intellectual thing; it is an 
emotional thing. If it’s just in the head, you 
either believe or you don’t – no big deal. 

Doubt of the kind we see here is emo-
tional scar tissue; it’s painful and it pre-
vents movement. Some people were so 
traumatized by the three years on the road 
with Jesus and the ugly crucifixion that 
ended it, that their pain did not allow them 
to rejoice in the presence of Christ. 

Jesus does appear; some rejoice, some 
hold back, doubting. On and off for forty 
days that had been the pattern, and Jesus 
had done a lot of hand-holding with Tho-
mas and Peter and Mary, and had also 
done some astounding teaching. 

But now Jesus makes an interesting 
leadership decision and changes his tactics. 
The forty days are over. For God’s mis-
sion to get in high gear there is no time 

left for hand-holding and talking with the 
hesitant. 

Jesus’ response both to those with 
joyful hearts and to those with aching, 
doubting hearts was to walk up to them, 
claim his authority, and tell them to get 
busy making disciples. They did, with 
varying degrees of enthusiasm, I’m sure. 
But we are here today because they did. 

The joyful had to be given a channel 
for all their energy. It is the reluctant and 
achy who attract my attention this morn-
ing, because for them to overcome doubt 
they had to move beyond themselves. 

In our culture we tend to think that 
when there is a problem, you appoint a 
committee to find out who or what is to 
blame, and then we are kind of done. 
That tendency to focus on the past, to 
focus on what went wrong, can prevent 
us from looking ahead, from moving 
ahead, even though it is Jesus who com-
mands us to do so. 

I knew a church in Connecticut that 
had been planted – no, it had been 
plopped down, good-sized building and 
all, in the 1920s in a brand new neigh-
borhood where the diocese had good 
reason to believe there would be rapid 
housing growth. The neighborhood did 
indeed grow rapidly—it became the larg-
est Jewish enclave in New Haven, and 
there sat the little Episcopal Church, 
whose neighbors tried to pretend it wasn’t 
there. People who joined that parish over 
the years were almost all there because 
they had stopped going somewhere else 
and drove in, and they brought the doubt 
and pain that had propelled them out of 
other congregations. 

Things happen that are nobody’s fault, 
and yet we are stuck with them. So there 
they sat, struggling to keep an aging plant 

open, guarding their financial assets al-
though they couldn’t say for what, and 
meeting for dispirited worship as much 
as possible like they had in the 1920s 
and 1930s. 

It is just madness to assume that if 
you keep doing the same thing, you will 
get different results. It is also very hard 
to realize that this is madness. 

The little church changed when a lay-
woman from Texas convinced the rest of 
the vestry that there was an alternative to 
just fading away—they could start to 
pray, right there at vestry meetings. They 
could pray to know their mission and 
throw themselves into it. 

They entered the most, perhaps the 
only, exciting period of their existence 
because someone realized that churches 
exist for a purpose—to make disciples 
of all people. They became New Haven’s 
only meaningfully multi-racial parish, 
and gave a strong witness to the city and 
diocese. 

In every church, in every place, there 
is the same choice all the time. It’s a 
choice at each vestry meeting and each 
liturgy. Are we here for us or are we 
here to worship God and serve God’s 
world? Churches that grow have a strong 
sense of mission that far outweighs their 
pain, doubt, and survival concerns. 

Jesus knew that telling the doubting 
disciples to do something would move 
them out of their paralysis and that the 
truth of his resurrection would be some-
thing they encountered in the joint-rattling 
miracle of Christian community. I believe 
that, in not engaging the doubters in this 
passage, Jesus coined the Aramaic ver-
sion of the expression, “Just do it.” 

Sermon, Diocesan Convention, October 14, 2006 (Matthew 28:16-20) 

Why do churches grow? Because they want to. 

Why will your church grow? Because we want to. 

Continued on page A3 
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My having reflected on our life as a 
diocese for a little over a decade doesn’t 
make me an expert, but it does make me 
experienced. Out of that experience I 
would offer one observation. Large or 
small, rich or poor, churches grow because 
they want to. Because just one of their 
leaders, lay or ordained, has persistent 
energy and passion that asks others to 
follow. 

We cannot simultaneously focus on 
keeping things the same and growing. We 
cannot focus on how it used to be and 
still grow. Hardest of all, we cannot focus 
on ourselves and grow. 

Why do churches grow? Because they 
want to. 

Why will your church grow? Because 
we want to. 

In this small passage from St. Matthew, 
a passage we can easily sentimentalize, 
Jesus completes his messianic task with 
a major twist. Many false messiahs had 
come promising to wipe out the Romans, 
reestablish the past, end evil, and so on, 
and people were delighted to have the 
magical messianic expectation that 
somebody else would do all that for them. 

What did Jesus do? He taught about 
self-surrender, about confronting people 
with issues that made them own their own 
struggle. He fought the powers of evil – 
but did it on the cross, retaining his love 
and integrity through the worst we could 
do to him. 

And that’s who’s raised from the dead. 
Jesus in the end offers deliverance even 
from magical messianic thinking itself. 

Instead of magic, he offers maturity. 
Here, he says, you’ve seen me work, you 
know my methods, go make disciples 
and teach them what I’ve shown you. 

There is the struggle we, too, have 
with the gospel of Jesus Christ – the 
struggle to step away from magical think-
ing. We like to think that there is an easy 
answer, a program, or somebody from 
somewhere else who will fix the situa-
tion – and for some reason they just 
aren’t giving it to us. If I had a million 
dollars for each time a congregation that 
otherwise lives entirely to itself asks me, 
“Why can’t the Diocese fix this?” I’d be 
comfortably retired. If I had another mil-
lion for each of those meetings where 
every suggestion for what parishes could 
be doing for themselves was met with a 
reason not to try it, Diana could retire, 
too. We can point only to the tools, we 
can point to Jesus, but finally each of us 

who is baptized has to bear the load and 
each community must be about the 
Father’s business. 

Again, what is exasperating for us 
personally and organizationally is that 
we come to Jesus asking for magic and 
instead of magic he offers us maturity. 

For two months now, Sunday by Sunday, 
St. Mark’s gospel has been chipping away 
at that, with such astonishing reminders 
as the necessity of the cross, of losing 
one’s life to find it, and the requirement 
to see the kingdom of heaven in power-
less children. 

In each of those passages, however, 
Jesus assures us that where all of this 
leads is to real life. And he puts himself 
on the line “I am with you, even to the 
end of the age.” We discover that when 
we are doing rather than being. 

I believe in this scripture the Holy 
Spirit is teaching the Diocese of Bethle-

hem that the parishes that will be here in 
50 years are those who, regardless of 
circumstances, commit to doing rather 
than being. 

I ask you to review your mission state-
ments on that basis. Does your mission 
statement describe action for Jesus? 

I believe the Holy Spirit is teaching 
us that the parishes that will be here in 
50 years are those who will concentrate 
on what they do rather than how they are. 

God is calling for a huge and frightening 
transformation for a denomination that 
is historically conditioned to have people 
come to it. 

God has called the Episcopal Church 
to evolve, to mature, and it is doing so. 
Jesus’ words that to save our life we must 
lose it are not a threat – they are a promise 
and invitation to the adventure of doing 
his work, with himself in the midst of us. 
Always. 

Step away from magical thinking 
Continued from page A2 

You’ve chosen the godparents, dressed the baby 
in yards of white, and headed to church for the 
christening. Now what? What does the sacrament of 
baptism mean in your child’s life – and yours? What 
are you promising when you baptize your child? Why 
are “please” and “thank you” theological words, not 
simply polite things to say? 

Canon Anne Kitch of the Cathedral Church of the 
Nativity, Bethlehem, with a light touch that includes 
many real-life stories, deals with all of this in her new 
book, Taking the Plunge: Baptism and Parenting, 
available from Morehouse Publishing. (Visit 
www.morehousepublishing.org and search for Kitch 
to get more information about Taking the Plunge and 
earlier books by Anne.) 

With a light touch and includes many real-life 
stories, Taking the Plunge explores how the baptis-
mal covenant helps to shape the experience of raising 
children. 

In her review of the book, author and retreat leader 
Barbara Crafton describes Anne as “a quiet treasure 
of the Church, offering wise and relaxed access to our 
tradition for ordinary people, in a way that respects 

How the baptismal covenant helps to shape 
the experience of raising children 

their wisdom and experience.” 
Author Phyllis Tickle says Anne combines “a 

mother’s sensibilities with a priest’s passion ,” cre-
ating “the most sensible and accessible overview of 
baptism I have seen in a very long time.” 

Dr. John Westerhoff, author of Holy Baptism: A 
Guide for Parents and Godparents, says Kitch has 
written “a very readable, helpful book that brings the 
Baptismal liturgy to life, but the most original and 
insightful content is found in the second half which 
suggests practical ways to use the Baptismal Cov-
enant as a guide to child rearing in the home.” 

Author Debra Farrington says the book is “good 
theology, and an honest and practical guide to being 
a good parent and a faithful guide for our children.” 

Thomas E. Breidenthal, Dean of Religious Life, 
Princeton University, says the book “is a lively 
unpacking of the baptismal promises as they relate to 
the everyday challenges facing families today. Anne 
Kitch’s directness, humility and personal witness 
will be a welcome resource for parents striving to 
raise their children in the context of Christian faith 
and parish life.” 

Taking the Plunge: Baptism and Parenting 
A new book by Canon Anne E. Kitch 


