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 Sometime later today, Kristin and I will set off for New Hampshire for a few 

weeks of vacation time.  We are fortunate to be heading to a state where the number of 

COVID-19 cases remains low.  On the other hand, this will be the first summer in twenty 

years when we will gather at my mother-in-law’s house without her physically there.  

And sometime in the next couple of weeks, as soon as the entire family arrives, we plan 

to scatter a few of my mother-in-law’s ashes at her favorite spot in Sandwich, New 

Hampshire…maybe her favorite spot in the whole world…on the shore of Bearcamp 

Pond.  

 

 It promises to be a poignant, bittersweet time in New Hampshire.  Different not 

only because of our shared grief, but different because Coronavirus is making nearly 

every routine different these days.  Undoubtedly, our vacation routine will have to change 

a bit this summer in order to keep everyone safe.  

 

 We already know that the summer theater in nearby Tamworth, New Hampshire 

is closed for the season.  We know that local swimming holes are being monitored and 

limited in terms of the number of cars in the parking lot and guests on the beach.  And 

we’ll be packing plenty of masks and hand sanitizer in our suitcases.  

 

 As I reflect on the new summer reality that awaits us in New Hampshire, one 

more thing occurs to me.  It sounds inconsequential in comparison to my mother-in-law’s 

death and the pandemic.  Yet, I still think it’s fascinating.     

 

Although it probably won’t happen this summer, I’m referring to a question I tend 

to get asked in New Hampshire more frequently than I do here in South Windsor.  Mainly 

because I’ve lived here in town for more than twenty years and a lot of people recognize 

me and know who I am.   

 

Up in New Hampshire in a typical summer, however, most people don’t know 

who I am.  So they are much more likely to ask me, “what do you do for a living?”   

 

Judging by the way people ask that question…the tone in their voice, the 

expression on their face…sometimes my first instinct is to avoid answering.  Which is a 

better option than making something up on the spot that’s vague and somewhat 

misleading.  Like, “I work for a non-profit.   Or, “I’m in sales.”   

 

The other truth is I don’t usually think fast enough to come up with something 

clever.  As a result, I go ahead and tell people I’m a pastor.  And that’s where the fun 

really begins.   

 



There are four main reactions I notice when I tell people what I do for a living.  

The first, and most awkward response sounds like this.  I say, “Actually, I’m a pastor in a 

church.”  And they do this. (silently look around)   Dead silence.  It’s amazing the way 

some people will stop looking me in the eye.  They fidget a bit.  And they pretend they 

didn’t hear what I said or hope something happens that changes the subject.   

 

The second response I hear in relation to my vocation has to do with the language 

people use in my presence.  I’ve had people apologize to me sheepishly.  It’s almost like I 

can see people going over in their mind everything they have said to me leading up to the 

moment when I told them I was a pastor.  And then pressing a mental button; “Delete, 

delete, delete…”    

 

The third response I sometimes hear is unique to my profession.  When I tell 

people I am a pastor, sometimes people will immediately admit to me they haven’t been 

to church in a while.  Even though they have the best intentions, and even though they’ve 

been meaning to go back to worship, they just haven’t done it.  Although I’m not a priest, 

once in a while it feels as though I should be in a booth, separated by a small window 

from the person I’m talking to, and listening to their confession.   

 

The fourth response I hear often from people is the one I want to spend more time 

on in this sermon.  And it sounds something like this.  “I consider myself a spiritual 

person, but I’m not really religious.”   In truth, I don’t always know exactly what that 

response means.  By the same token, I’ve wondered a few times whether the person who 

offers that response knows for sure what they mean.  Nevertheless, I find the answer 

intriguing.  

 

Most of the time, I think people who claim to be spiritual but not religious are 

saying something about their desire and/or their ability to find God somewhere other than 

a church building.  For people who have had negative experiences in church the impulse 

to look for God outside the institution makes sense. There are any number of people in 

our world who have felt unwelcome and judged and condemned by churches and I hardly 

blame them for searching for God elsewhere.      

 

Other people who identify as spiritual talk about finding God on the beach when 

the sun sets over the waves.  Or when they’re out walking in the woods or hiking up a 

mountain.  Or when they have a quiet moment just before they fall asleep or when they 

wake up in the morning and no one else in the house is stirring.     

 

Lots of us sense God’s presence and witness God’s majesty out in nature.  And 

countless people listen for God and speak to God in silent moments during the day or 

night, however fleeting those moments might be in our busy lives.  In those instances, 

looking for God may feel more like a spiritual exercise than a religious routine.   

 

There is one thing about the church in our world, however, that makes it unique.  

Christian religion comes with a promise of community.  And the community the church 

promises is not the same as other communities you could readily find…   



 

There are plenty of places where you can go and be part of a community of like-

minded people. You could volunteer with a community to advocate for a particular cause.  

You could join a community working to elect a political official.  You could join 

communities of people who share similar professions, similar habits and goals, similar 

hobbies, or similar hopes and dreams for the future.  In fact, you can join faith-filled 

communities that don’t identify with a particular religious tradition or claim to be 

religious in any traditional sense.   

. 

But a church community is rare.  In a church community we come together week 

after week, online and in person, with people we might never meet otherwise or people 

with whom we might not choose to spend time in any other setting.  And we come 

together week after week because we are called by a God who doesn’t care whether we 

like someone or not.  Rather, we are called together by God who tells us to love those 

around us no matter who they are.  Or where they are in their lives.   

 

Yes, you can find God in many places and situations beyond the church walls.  I 

know, because I can find God outside the church and outside religious tradition myself.  

Yet one of the great challenges and one of the great joys of being part of a church is 

finding God in the midst of the gathered people.  People who come from various 

backgrounds with assorted interests and beliefs and distinct histories.   

 

At its best, diverse people who gather in religious community hold one another 

accountable for who we are and what we believe and how we act day to day.  Religious 

communities invite us to pray not only for those we love dearly but for those who are 

strangers and those we consider enemies.  Religious communities make a concerted effort 

to bring about God’s justice and peace in a world filled with injustice and violence.  And 

religious communities encourage us to set aside what is in our own self-interest and work 

with others for what is in God’s best interest.    

 

Does the church always get it right?  We try, but the answer to that question is 

clear.  “No, we do not.”   We don’t always live up to our ideals.  We, too, get bogged 

down in politics and conflicts.     

 

Nevertheless, if the community is strong enough, if the people who come together 

week after week continue to pray together and learn together and serve God together, 

then God comes alive among us in new ways.  And we can be spiritual and religious at 

the same time.   

 

“How very good and pleasant it is when kindred live together in unity.”  Along 

with the writer of Psalm 133, I thank all of you for being kindred with me.  When I look 

into the camera and imagine the worshipping community online or I look out over the 

community gathered for worship on the church lawn this morning, I see God in you.  I’m 

glad we are seeking and serving God side by side.  And I feel God’s presence when I am 

with you and you are with me.  Thank God for community.  Amen.  

 



      
 

 

 

       

 

       

 

  

 
        

 

   


