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“An Alive Church” 

A sermon by The Rev. Jerry Kistler delivered on the Twelfth Sunday after Trinity, 2010. 

 

A lot of Christians are in the habit of 

visiting a new church and almost 

instantaneously making a judgment as to 

whether that church is spiritually alive or 

spiritually dead. Haven’t you been with 

people just after they’d come from visiting a 

church for the first time and heard them say 

things like, “Wow, that church was really 

alive,” or, “Those people were really on fire 

for the Lord”? Or, “Good grief! I’ve just 

spent an hour with God’s frozen chosen. 

What a dead church that was!” Haven’t you 

heard people make those kinds of 

judgments? Perhaps, on occasion, those 

judgments have been heard to come from 

your own lips. 

Jesus once visited a new church. The 

church’s name was the Church at Sardis. 

And after visiting this church, Jesus sent a 

terse letter back to its bishop, in which he 

sized up the congregation in one sentence. 

He said, “I know your works, that you have 

a name for being alive, but you are dead.” 

Now how would you like to receive a letter 

like that one from the Son of God! That was 

a pretty tough judgment. 

You see Sardis was a church that could 

convince anyone that it was really alive in 

the Lord. But the Lord Jesus Christ took one 

look at it and said, “You’re not alive; you 

just appear to be alive. In reality you’re just 

a very animated corpse.” 

We all know of churches that have great 

reputations for being spiritually alive. 

They’re filled to capacity every Sunday 

morning. They have pastors who can stir up 

and motivate the people with their inspiring 

messages. The people worship with such 

great enthusiasm for the Lord. The church 

calendars testify to the frenetic level of 

their ministries and activities. And don’t get 

me wrong. These churches may very well be 

alive in the Lord. But Jesus says that you can 

show every appearance of being alive, 

according to man’s judgment, and still be 

very well dead. You can demonstrate every 

outward sign that you are a living body in 

Christ, but still be merely an animated 

corpse. Pump enough electricity into a 

corpse and you can get it to dance. Pump 

enough psychology, enough emotion, 

enough law into a congregation and you can 



get it to do a lot of stuff and make it seem 

very alive. But, in fact, it’s dead. 

So what is it that makes an alive church 

versus one that’s dead?  

In our epistle lesson from 2nd Corinthians (2 

Cor 3:4-9), St. Paul says there are two types 

of ministry that can be found in the Church 

of any place or time. Not just two different 

“styles” of ministry. Not two equally valid 

choices of how to do church, but two 

fundamentally different paradigms of how 

the church will operate. And it is according 

to which one of these two ministries a 

church practices that judgment will be 

made as to whether it is truly alive, or just 

faking it –judged dead or alive, not in man’s 

judgment, but in Christ’s judgment, which is 

really the only judgment that counts at the 

end of the day. 

Two ministries: one St. Paul calls the 

ministry “of the letter,” the other he calls 

the ministry “of the Spirit.” The letter kills, 

but the Spirit gives life.  

Now I’m sure that at one time or another 

you have had St. Paul’s distinction between 

letter and Spirit explained to you something 

like this: By “of the letter” Paul means the 

way we do our Christian duties—our 

worship and our other functions and 

ministries—as a mere rote exercise, a mere 

exercise in formality. But what he means by 

“of the Spirit” is the proper way we perform 

our Christian duties, that is, from the heart, 

or with sincerity of spirit. Haven’t you heard 

it explained to you that way?  But now no 

matter how important that distinction may 

be, no matter how important it is for us to 

do our Christian duties from the heart, and 

not as mere rote exercise, that’s not what 

Paul is getting at here. In fact, it is precisely 

Paul’s point that being alive in the Lord has 

very little to do with us performing our duty 

towards God; it has everything to do with 

resting in our faith that Christ has 

performed all our duty towards God for us. 

That’s the distinction St. Paul is making. It is 

the distinction between the Law and the 

Gospel.  

It’s the Law that kills us spiritually, says St. 

Paul. And it’s the Spirit through the Gospel 

that gives us life. So churches that only have 

law ministries will be dead, no matter how 

excited and animated they seem, because 

the letter kills; and churches that have 

gospel ministries will be alive, no matter 

how meek and lowly they may seem, 

because the Spirit gives life through the 

simple message of Christ, and Him crucified.  

There are a lot of “great preachers” out 

there, who attract huge followings because 

they are dynamic speakers and preach very 

practical sermons. But the question is: are 

they ministering life to their hearers? Is 

their ministry “of the Spirit” or merely “of 

the letter?” Are they preaching Gospel, or 

merely Law? And I’ll give you a very simple 

way of making a determination. After every 

sermon you hear, ask this question: Did 

Christ have to die for that sermon to be 

preached? When all is said and done, did 

Christ have to go to the cross for that 

message to have been given? And if the 

answer is, “No,” then all you’ve heard was 



mere letter. All you’ve heard was Law. You 

haven’t been given the Gospel—the Gospel 

of grace a sinner like you so desperately 

needs.   

Let me illustrate what I mean. A friend of 

mine once visited a church in his home-

town in order to hear another pastor speak, 

because this pastor has a reputation for 

being a very good preacher. The sermon 

happened to be on the topic of Christian 

parenting. And it started off really well. He 

talked at length about the fact that our 

children—even the children of Christian 

couples—are born with original sin. They 

are born sinners. They are born in rebellion 

against God. And he really did a great job, 

apparently, of establishing this teaching 

from the Scriptures. But the solution he 

gave for the problem of original sin is that 

we need to discipline our children. We need 

to make sure we don’t spare the rod or else 

we’ll spoil the child. In other words, the 

solution to sin, given in this sermon, was 

better parenting skills. 

Now did Christ have to die for the sermon 

to be preached? Absolutely not!  The 

people were given plenty of Law—and good 

law, a correct application of the law to 

show them their sins—but they weren’t 

given even faintest hint of the Gospel. They 

were left to deal with the greatest problem 

their children will ever face – their own 

inherited sinfulness— on the basis of their 

own works, on the basis of developing good 

parenting skills. Where was the cross in that 

sermon? Where was the message of hope 

that Christ died for their children’s sins, and 

that His death could be applied to them in 

baptism for the forgiveness of their sins and 

to give them new-birth so that they could 

respond to discipline? Where was the 

Gospel in that message? It didn’t exist. 

Christ didn’t have to die for that sermon to 

be preached. It could as easily have been 

preached by a Rabbi, a person who is still 

under the law.  

Now that’s not to denigrate the entire 

ministry of this man or of his preaching. It’s 

just an example. But this is what Paul 

means by the ministry of the letter. The 

“letter,” in Paul’s vocabulary, is the Law of 

God as it stands outside of you, and tells 

you what God demands of you, and shows 

you all the ways you’ve fallen short, but 

gives you no power to obey. And Paul says 

that this kind of ministry kills because it 

causes you to despair that you can ever 

please God; that, or it makes you trust in 

your own works and not in the sufficiency 

of Christ’s works for your salvation. Either 

way, you see, you’re dead. 

There are a lot of popular preachers out 

there whose ministries seem very alive.  But 

when it comes right down to it, they have 

ministries merely of the letter and not of 

the Spirit. 

Paul himself was in competition with some 

preachers whom he derisively labeled the 

“super-apostles.” The people flocked to 

them to hear their brilliant orations. They 

didn’t preach this business about a cross. 

They preached practical wisdom. They were 

dynamic speakers. And they must have had 



something more important to say than St. 

Paul, because they even charged money to 

come and hear them preach. But though 

these super-apostles could stir up the 

crowds with their brilliant rhetoric and 

polished oratory, their messages came 

down to nothing more than “do this,” or 

“do that”— very practical sermons that left 

their hearers dead in their trespasses and 

sins.  

But Paul says, “We preach Christ crucified, 

to the Jews a stumbling block and to the 

Greeks foolishness, but to those who are 

called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the 

power of God and the wisdom of God.” 

Paul had a ministry that was alive because 

he preached the gospel, even though he 

seemed weak and uninspiring in 

comparison to the super-apostles. Christ 

was the bottom line of every one of Paul’s 

sermons: Christ crucified; Christ our 

righteousness before God. “Through this 

man is proclaimed to you remission of sins: 

and by him everyone that believeth is 

justified from all things from which you 

could not be justified by the law of Moses.” 

That was the basic Gospel message Paul 

preached. And if that message isn’t coming 

through loud and clear every week here, 

then my preaching is worthless because it’s 

only “of the letter” and not “of the Spirit.” 

And I’m not doing what Christ called and 

ordained me to do, which is to loose you 

from your sins, and to give you a heart of 

love for God, by constantly bringing you 

back to what He has done for you in Christ. 

You have every right to expect and demand 

to hear the comfortable words of the 

Gospel every Sunday. You get plenty of Law 

otherwise. What you need is the Gospel. 

We will be an alive church so long as we 

believe, and live, and minister the Gospel of 

Jesus Christ, and don’t fall back into a 

ministry merely of the letter. The letter kills, 

but the Spirit gives life through the Gospel. 

Let it be said that we are a church alive with 

the gospel – not in the judgment of men, 

but in the judgment of Jesus Christ our 

Lord. 

 

Work Day Planned Saturday, 

September 11 

 

Please come out and help the Junior 

Warden with some weed pulling, shrub 

trimming, and minor repairs to our rental 

units on Saturday morning, September 11, 

beginning at 8 am. Thank you! 



²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ hǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ Seeking Donations for Dolphin House

During September and October the ladies will be collecting donations for Dolphin House.  

Please place your items in the box in the back of the sanctuary. 

Donation Suggestions: 

¶ Juice boxes for kids 

¶ Snacks for kids - 

peanut butter 

crackers, peanuts, 

trail mix, cookies 

¶ Ready-to-bake 

chocolate chip 

cookie dough 

¶ Diapers - Size 1, 2 

& 3 

¶ Children's wipes 

¶ Bath items: Toilet 

tissue and Kleenex 

¶ Kitchen items: 

Electrasol Finish 

Powerball tabs 

¶ Brita water pitcher 

filters 

¶ Windex (refill size) 

¶ Coffee 

¶ Coffee-Mate 

¶ Sweet and Lo 

¶ Drinking glasses 

(16 oz) 

¶ Soft Soap 

¶ Cleaning items: 

Swifter duster and 

refills 

¶ Clorox toilet bowl 

cleaner 

¶ Orange Glo 

Hardwood Floor 4 

in 1 

¶ Armstrong floor 

cleaner 

¶ Laundry detergent 

¶ Dryer sheets 

¶ Office Items: 

¶ DVDs and white 

paper DVD Sleeves 

¶ Printer Cartridges - 

Canon 6 all colors 

¶ HP 88XL: all four 

colors 

¶ HP LaserJet 53X 

¶ Hanging folders 

¶ File folders 

¶ Twin pocket 

portfolios - 

Medium blue with 

business card 

holder 

¶ Stackable desk 

trays 

¶ Self-sealing bubble 

mailers (8 1/2 X 11 

3/8) 

¶ Gift cards to Office 

Depot, Wal-Mart, 

City Market and 

Target 

 

 



 

From the Kitchen Table 

By Myrtle Hogue 

Here it is September and all I have 

accomplished for Christmas is our cards. I really 

need to get moving or Advent will be here and 

I’ll be caught. Drat! I need to get the body and 

the will moving. (Ed. Note: Myrtle’s 

organizational skills are notorious!) 

The Women of St. Stephen’s had a “money 

tree” shower for Sam Hartman to wish her well 

as she goes off to school in Tampa, Florida. 

Which reminds me, will the parents of college 

kids give me their addresses at school, so they 

can get a card from the Women of St. Stephen’s 

each month? They enjoy getting mail while 

away from home. 

Mike Williams threw us a curve. He and Jean 

went to Colorado Springs for an appointment 

with his cardiologist. The good doctor decided it 

was time to see the surgeon, and they 

preformed a “little” procedure on him. Seems 

Mike needed some work on his aortic valve and 

a “reaming out” job on some of his blood 

vessels. He is doing well, out of the hospital, 

and is expected to be coming home in a few 

days. Bless their hearts, this has not been the 

best of years for the Williams family. Both Jean 

and Mike are in our thoughts and prayers.  

Chuck VanOver is a kind, loving, caring, giving 

and thoughtful man. On August 6, 

Transfiguration Day, he hosted a dinner for the 

congregation to celebrate the Transfiguration 

and the 60th wedding anniversaries of the 

Bauers and the Hogues. It was also the wedding 

anniversary for Chuck and his dearly departed 

wife Winnie. The four of us (Don & Gloria Bauer 

and Jim & Myrtle Hogue) thank him greatly. 

Also, our thanks to the congregation for being 

there to help us celebrate. God is good. 

Maggie Carpenter brought her sister-in-law to 

Montrose to help her pack up many, many 

boxes to take back to Michigan. She will be back 

here later to load up her furniture and close on 

the sale of her house. For that trip, her sister 

and brother-in-law will be coming to help. We 

are all happy that she has sold her house, but 

we hate to see her go. In all honesty, in 

Michigan she will be right where she belongs—

with her family. 

There will be a work day at the church on 

September 11th. We’ll be getting the place 

spiffed up and ready for Bishop Sutton’s visit 

and preparing for winter.  

Bishop Sutton will be here in Montrose to visit 

St. Stephen’s for the annual Episcopal Visit on 

the weekend of September 18. While here, on 

Sunday morning, September 19, at the Holy 

Communion service, he will confirm Erin Berge, 

Sandra & Ben Morris, and Dawn Vaillancourt. 

Please, everyone, turn out for this special day. 

Now, here’s some “dramatic” gossip! Nick and 

Ginny Hoppner are involved with the musical 

“Oliver!” at the Magic Circle Players Community 

Theatre. Ginny is Assistant Director of the 



production; Nick is on stage, playing in the role 

of Mr. Sowerberry, the undertaker. Methinks 

his pointy beard (grown for the role) makes him 

look a tad sinister.  

Nick is also director of this year’s show being 

put on at local elementary schools by Magic 

Circle Theatre for Children Travels. The play, 

written by local playwright Nancy Ballantyne, is 

called “Mrs. Aesop’s Fables.” It’s a light-hearted 

show that suggests that the long suffering wife 

of the fable writer we know as Aesop was 

actually responsible for getting the correct 

moral applied to each fable. Our own Nancy 

Strakbein is making her long-deferred return to 

the stage by playing the role of Mrs. Aesop, 

opposite our own Dawn Vaillancourt who plays 

five different characters in the play. Students at 

Northside, Pomona, Olathe, Oak Grove, 

Johnson and Cottonwood Elementary Schools 

will see “Mrs. Aesop’s Fables” at their schools. 

There’s also a single dress rehearsal 

performance on stage at Magic Circle Theatre in 

Montrose at 6:30 pm on Tuesday, September 7. 

This show is free and open to everyone to 

attend. Parents are encouraged to attend with 

their children. The show lasts about 30 minutes. 

Let’s support our friends’ dramatic 

presentations. 

Please remember in your prayers: Our nation 

and its leaders; Our church and our clergy, 

Bishop Grote, Father Jerry and his family; 

Deacon Alan & Patti Gillidette; Our veterans 

and active servicemen—Steve Williams and Bill 

Bell; our Vestry;  

Also pray for the Don & Gloria Bauer; Evelyn 

Brown; Maggie Carpenter; Susan Cox’s parents 

Peggy & John; John David (Nina David’s 

brother), Ladeane Durham;  

Also Grace Farnsworth; Josephine Fockler; 

Myrtle Hogue; David Holmes; Margie 

Hutchinson; Irene Ingle;  

And pray for Susan Kirkpatrick (Danielle’s 

mother); Florence Nation (Margie Hutchinson’s 

sister); Ken Peterson; Hazel Spaven; Dick 

Strakbein; Bob & Marlene Turley (Gizelle 

Turley’s parents-in-law); and Gizelle Turley; and 

our college kids returning to school. 

Also for Laura Turner; Chuck VanOver; Alice 

Vest; Chuck Wahtola; and Mike & Jean Williams. 

Please pray also for Bob, Sandra, Laura, Malana, 

Kim, Dwayne, Thelma, and Tina. 

God’s blessings. 

 
New Christian Education Course Studies “Love & Respect” 

Why is it that some married couples succeed and others flounder? Could it be there’s a lack of love or 

respect? Come and learn more about how these simple concepts can be misunderstood, neglected, or 

restored in even the most difficult of times. Come participate in this captivating video series each 

Sunday beginning September 12th at 9:00 a.m.  



{ŎƘŜŘǳƭŜ ƻŦ [ƻǊŘΩǎ 5ŀȅ wŜŀŘƛƴƎǎ  

for September, 2010 
 

Fourteenth Sunday after Trinity  

September 5 

OT Lesson:  Micah 6:1-8 

Psalter:  Psalm 19 

Pro-Epistle:  Galatians 5:16-24 

Gospel:  St. Luke 17:11-19 

 

Fifteenth Sunday after Trinity 

September 12 

OT Lesson: Proverbs 26:1-12 

Psalter: Psalm 49 

Epistle: Galatians 6:11-18 

Gospel:  St. Matthew 6:24-34 

  

Sixteenth Sunday after Trinity 

September 19 

OT Lesson: Isaiah 12:1-6 

Psalter: 116 

Epistle: Ephesians 3:13-21 

Gospel: St. Luke 7:11-17 

 

Seventeenth Sunday after Trinity 

September 26 

OT Lesson: Jeremiah 13:15-21 

Psalter: Psalm 25 

Epistle: Ephesians 4:1-6 

Gospel: St. Luke 14:1-11 

 

Greeters, Lector s, Acolytes & 

Closers for September  2010  

¶ Sunday, September 5 
Greeters:  Nick Hoppner & Ginny Spaven 
Lector: Julie Wahtola 
Acolyte: Chandler Heaton 
Closer: Ken Flack 
 

¶ Sunday, September 12 
Greeters:  Roger & Shawn Heaton 
Lector: Bruce Gattis 
Acolyte: Natalie Berge  
Closer: Shawn Heaton 
 

¶ Sunday, September 19 
Greeters: Dick & Nancy Strakbein 
Lector:  Nick Hoppner 
Acolyte: Wills Hartman 
Closer: Jim Hogue 
 

¶ Sunday, September 26 
Greeters: Ken & Carol Peterson 
Lector: Ken Peterson 
Acolyte: Ava Hartman 
Closer: Nick Hoppner 
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