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I have referred before to Jim Collins and his last book, Good to Great, in which he looks at companies who have bested their competition by a factor of seven for fifteen years or more consecutively.  He investigates what causes a company to separate so significantly from the pack.  What makes a company great?

This week as I stood in the Memorial Garden this week, watching the ashes of one of our dear saints go into the ground.   I thought of that man, those standing there, those whose names are on the plaque on the wall, and said to myself, “This is a great church.”  But then I asked the Jim Collins question – what makes a great church?

As Elmer and I discussed this later we were convinced that it had something to do with how wonderful the copastors are.  No, time and again the greatness of a church has been tied to three keys.  The measure of greatness that Eastminster has had, has, and will have has to do with fidelity to those three keys.  


We pray.  

In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, then these words:   Galatians 6:7-10  A man reaps what he sows. [8] The one who sows to please his sinful nature, from that nature will reap destruction; the one who sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life. [9] Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up. [10] Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, especially to those who belong to the family of believers.  The Word became flesh and dwelt among us full of grace and truth and from his fullness have we all received, grace upon grace.


The text us that we reap what we sow.  The text tells us that the reaping may take some time so don’t give up.  It will come.  There are three seeds to sow, three keys to hold on to that make for a great church.


Elmer and I’ve been going through with the elders in some training our Presbyterian Book of Confessions.  Within that book are catechisms, a kind of school lesson that is in a question and answer format.  So perhaps the most famous of them is -- Question:  what is the chief end of man?  Answer:  the chief end of man is to know God and glorify him forever.  If we were to have a catechism question, “What makes a great church?”  The answer we should recite is, “A great commitment to the Great Commission and the Great Commandments makes a great church.”  There are three keys:  a Commitment, the Commission, and the Commandments.  


Commitments are those things we say “yes” to (and “no” to), those things we set ourselves to do, those things we muster our will power to accomplish, those things we promise in deep sincerity to carry out.  And they are important because they, not completely but significantly, define who we are.  It is very true that we become what we are committed to.  If I commit to playing the piano, I play for a set time every day, if I organize my intentions about that and organize my plans for that, then I become a pianist.  I am a pianist.  


The major commitment in life for human beings has to do with God, and particularly God known in Jesus Christ.  In my life I have made a commitment to him and therefore I am a disciple.  I’ve made other commitments as well – as a husband, a father, and a pastor.  These commitments significantly define me.  They influence my prayers – what I pray about.  They affect my priorities – who has a call on me, what I try to get into every day.  They direct my focus.  They order my steps.

And so the church is the company of the committed, those who have said to God, “Yes.”  Listen to this piece I read in staff meeting this week in honor of Elmer’s return to us from Africa.  It was written by an African.  

MY COMMITMENT AS A CHRISTIAN

I’m a part of the fellowship of the unashamed.

I have Holy Spirit Power. The die has been cast.

I have stepped over the line. The decision has 

been made. I’m a disciple of His. I won’t look back,

let up, slow down, back away, or be still.

My past is redeemed, my present makes sense, 

my future is secure. I’m finished with low living,

sight walking, small planning, smooth knees,

colorless dreams, tamed visions, mundane

talking, cheap living, and dwarfed goals.

I no longer need pre-eminence, prosperity,

position, promotions, plaudits, or popularity.

I don’t have to be right, first, tops, recognized, 

praised, regarded, or rewarded. I now live by

faith, lean on His presence, walk by patience, lift

by prayer, and labor by power.

My face is set, my gait is fast, my goal is heaven,

my road is narrow, my way rough, my companion

few, my Guide reliable, my mission clear.

I cannot be bought, compromised, detoured,

lured away, turned back, deluded or delayed. I will

not flinch in the face of sacrifice, hesitate in

the presence of the adversary, negotiate at the

table of the enemy, ponder at the pool of popularity,

or meander in the maze of mediocrity.

I won’t give up, shut up, let up, until I have

stayed up, stored up, prayed up, paid up,

preached up for the cause of Christ. I am a disciple

of Jesus. I must go till He comes, give till I drop, 

preach till all know, and work till He stops me. And

when He comes for His own, He will have no problems

recognizing me- my banner will be clear!

--Written by a young African pastor and tacked

on the wall of his house.

We know that there are commitments and there are commitments.  There is the company of the committed where it is the bland leading the bland, fingers crossed behind backs, “maybe yes” and “maybe no” being the typical phrase of every day.  But then there is the great church where, like with this commitment piece I just read, men and women have decided, deliberate, intentional, committed – with the cost counted, with hands to the plow, with no looking back.  Great churches are made by great commitment.
The second key to a great church is that the great commitment is, by logical extension, a great commitment to the agenda of Jesus, namely the Great Commission.  Could you be greatly committed to Jesus and not be committed to his agenda?  For three weeks Elmer and I, in one way or the other, have said to us, “What’s the church’s business?  Making disciples.”  “What’s the church’s mission?  Making disciples.”  The risen Jesus says so.  The first words of the risen Jesus says so.  The repeated first words of the risen Jesus say so.  The repeated first words of the risen Jesus when there is a limited amount of space for words says so.  It’s why there are countries in Africa, like the ones Elmer went to, that are now 90% Christian.  The church has understood historically that Jesus calls us to go to all nations and make disciples.  He said it.  The church has always understood it.  Make disciples.

The main thing is to keep the main thing the main thing.  A church that understands, and in devotion to its Lord, commits itself to making disciples is keeping the main thing the main thing and it will be a great church.


I remember seeing David Letterman, the night time talk show host, go into a store that had signs all over it that said, “Nothing but lampshades.”  It had many signs in many sizes and they all said the same thing, “Nothing but lampshades.”  He went in and asked if they had overcoats.  They said, “Nothing but lampshades.”  Then he asked if they had canned goods.  They said, “Nothing but lampshades.”  Then he asked if they had garden rakes.  They said, “Nothing but lampshades.”  It was funny.  But the store understood their main thing.  A great church understands it main thing.  

The third key of a great church is the Great Commandments.  The commandments all come down to loving God with your all and loving people as yourself – ie, passion for God and compassion for others.  That’s how Jesus was.  So we do Jesus’ work in Jesus’ way.  We are greatly committed, greatly committed to Jesus and his work, but to doing his work his way – with passion for God and compassion for others; the mission of Jesus in the manner of Jesus.

The two stories of the Bible that join to teach us here are Mary and Martha and the Good Samaritan.  Martha was distracted by busyness and chores but Mary sat riveted to Jesus.  Her heart was locked to him.  Passion.  The Good Samaritan took care of someone not only as he would want to be treated but as that person would want to be treated.  Compassion.

The person whose ashes went into the Memorial Garden this week was John Goris.  Wasn’t John a man who loved God and loved others?  


Maybe it is too much of boast but I think it is not far from the truth that a church like Eastminster helped make a man like John Goris, a great church making a great man.  Great churches do that.  But it is certainly, and even more so, the reverse – that John Goris helped make Eastminster, a great man making a great church.  And why was he great?  Commitment, Commission, Commandments.  Great men, great women make great churches.  

And John was not the only one in this fellowship.  You hold in your hands in that bulletin insert the names of those of yesteryear, who said in their own way, “We are committed,” who said in their own way,  “We will do the work of Jesus,” who said in their own way, “We will do the work of Jesus in his way – passion for God and compassion for others.”   And because they said those three things, and because they lived those three things, this is a great church today.

Watch with me for a moment as we play this video of our life together.  The music throughout says, “May our lifesong be sung to you.”  The lifesong is the commitment of a life.  


Their way is not only a gift of which we are the beneficiaries but it is a challenge.    Will we, on our watch, will we, in our time, will we, in our way, become great people .... make a great church?

Do you know how?  Yes, you do.  A great commitment to the Great Commission and the Great Commandments makes a great church.  Can you say that?  Yes, you know how.  Now may God, as the psalmist says, bless the work of our hands.
If you would like to talk with someone about this message or your spiritual life, or to have someone pray with you, the pastors and elders of the church would welcome your call.
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