While attending church, are you easily distracted?  
A story is told about guest who appeared at church one Sunday morning.  An obvious first time visitor, the man, judging from his messy appearance and the manner in which he was walking, apparently had too much to drink.  An usher acknowledged the man with a halfhearted nod and motioned him toward an out-of-the-way empty pew.  Ignoring the usher’s suggestion, the visitor staggered down the center aisle to the front pew and sat down.  So far, so good, thought the usher – that is until the preacher began his sermon.  “Hallelujah!” shouted the guest.  The preacher gave him a stern look, and continued preaching.  Not a moment later, the visitor interrupted the preacher again.  “Praise the Lord!” he shouted.  The usher came over and whispered to him, as nicely as he could, “Sir, we don’t do that here!”  “But I’ve got religion!” the man responded.  “Yes,” said the usher, “I’m sure you do.  But you didn’t get it here!”
Apparently the usher, as well as the preacher, found the out spoken visitor to be a distraction.  Personally, when someone responds to me during my sermons, which doesn’t happen all that often in the Episcopal Church, I might add, by making such statements as “Hallelujah,” “Praise the Lord” or “Amen,” I consider it to be a compliment.  Early in my ministry while preaching a sermon in a small African American congregation in Fort Smith, Arkansas an elderly woman stood up from where she was seated in the back pew and shouted, “O Help him Jesus!”  I’m not sure her remark was a compliment, but it definitely got my attention.
Again, I ask the question, while attending church are you easily distracted?  More specifically, do you, or do you know others, who readily and regularly make critical comments about worship?  Most people I know here at All Saints seem to enjoy worship. Whether or not you feel your and other critical comments about worship are justified, it begs the question, why do we go to church?
There are those who say that regularly attending church is familiar routine and part of their spiritual discipline.  Others indicate that attending church is a social occasion.  Some say they come for the fellowship and hospitality.  Some come for the Eucharist, some come for the prayers, some for the music, others the sermons.  (I like to think some come for the sermons.)  Some come for the church’s commitment to pastoral care and outreach.  Some attend because of the beauty of the sacred space, or for others it is a temporarily escape from the anxieties of daily living.  Others even confess that they attend church as long as there is nothing else important going on.  People attend church for a combination of these and other reasons – all of which are valid, I might add.  Hopefully, the primary reason we all come to church is to encounter and experience the presence of the Risen Christ in word, sacrament and in the community of faith we call, All Saints.    

Honesty is a virtue.  Occasionally someone will say to me that they don’t attend church regularly because it is not an important priority in their life.  I find this honesty to be refreshing.  However, sometimes one may get the wrong impression of the Episcopal Church.  Years ago I visited a parishioner who was not homebound for any apparent reason.  During the visit I remarked that although I had been Rector at this church for several years, I never had the opportunity of meeting her.  She said to me, “Oh, I don’t attend.  That’s what I love about the Episcopal Church.  It’s the church you can belong to, but don’t have to attend.”  With out judging the woman, in further conversation we did get around to discussing the fourth commandment, “Remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy.”  She asked me if we honored this commandment in the Episcopal Church.  I was tempted to respond by saying, “Da.  What do you think?”  But I did not.  Instead, I used the opportunity to pastorally listen to her concerns.
In the opening verse of today’s gospel we are told that Jesus was teaching in one of the synagogues on the Sabbath.   Since Jesus regularly attended worship, we can conclude he was a faithful church goer (or synagogue goer, to be more exact).  It is important to remember that the synagogue, in Jesus day, was without ordained clergy.  As was the custom, someone was selected each Sabbath to be the teacher or preacher.  

On this particular Sabbath a leader of the synagogue publically objected (more specifically the text tells us he became “indignant”) that Jesus healed a woman.  The point is Jesus did not let this distraction, in the form of a public objection to this incident of healing on the Sabbath, deter him from carrying out his ministry.  As a matter of fact, our Lord must have had some positive impact that Sabbath Day, because the last verse of the text tells us, “And the entire crowd was rejoicing at all the wonderful things he was doing.” 
While attending church, are you easily distracted?  If so, then it may helpful to ask your self the question, “Why do I go to church?”  I invite all of us to reflect on the words from the concluding verse of today’s Psalm, “The Lord is full of compassion and mercy, slow to anger and of great kindness.”  During worship why not take advantage of a period of silence and instead of focusing on the distractions in your life, which are real I might add, emulate the Lord by silently saying to your self, “I am full of compassion and mercy, slow to anger and of great kindness.”  (Repeat after me…)  My friends, repeating these words over and over again might just make a difference in your life.  Amen.    

