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QUESTION & ANSWER NIGHT #1
(Psalm 98)

SUBJECT:    



F.C.F:  

PROPOSITION:  

INTRODUCTION:


A. So here we are at our annual, post-Resurrection Sunday, Q & A night. If you recall to last year, Ryan Northfield was here interning with us, and he was a great help. Also, I gave him all the hard questions and kept the softballs for myself. But this year, no Ryan, so I have to deal with all of them. Many thanks for your questions. It’s very helpful to receive your questions. It enables me to peer into your thinking, to consider what may be on your mind, and perhaps to focus on subjects that I may have neglected in my regular preaching and teaching. 

I received thirty-one inquiries in the box. Some, it appears, may have thought of this more of a “suggestion box” rather than a question box. We always appreciate your suggestions. Eight slips that I received were really more suggestions than questions, so I have forwarded these to the rest of the elders for their consideration as well.


That left twenty-three questions. Tonight I aim to focus on eleven of these under four topics, the more practical questions, if you will. Next Sunday night I plan to finish up with the final twelve, these being more specific questions about understanding various passages of the Bible or explaining various biblical doctrines. 

I have grouped the eleven questions for this evening under four general heads. 

I. THE PRACTICE OF DIVINE WORSHIP (4)

II. VARIOUS CHURCH OR MORAL ISSUES (2)

III. THE REVIVALISTIC CURSILLO 
MOVEMENT (2)

IV. QUESTIONS RELATING TO DEATH (3) 

I. THE PRACTICE OF DIVINE WORSHIP. 


#1. “Thoughts on getting a new hymnbook like the Psalter Hymn Book like other churches?” This may or may not be a suggestion, technically, but it is a theological question related to singing in worship. 

For at least three quarters of the life of the church, congregations had no hymnbooks. Most people were illiterate, so books of any kind would have been neither helpful nor available. For much of the life of the Roman Church, there was little or no congregational singing. Music was performed by the choirs. Worshippers were largely spectators. 

It was during the time of the Protestant Reformation that congregational singing became the widespread practice, one of the great reasons we can be thankful to the reformers. Luther wrote many hymns. Calvin preferred the singing of metrical psalms. The Bible, both Old and New Testaments often call for singing as a part of both corporate and private worship. 

Now, with widespread literacy, a hymnal is quite helpful for congregations. While the words can be printed in folders or projected on walls, there is something more substantial about a carefully vetted collection of songs and hymns for singing. 


Our present hymnal, in my view, is dated. It was produced in the mid-1980s, and that’s about 40 years ago. The songs and hymns collected were for a diverse audience of both mainline and evangelical congregations, and leaned a bit toward the choruses and praise songs popular in the 80s but which few sing any more. And it has serious drawbacks, in my opinion (and the question asked for my “thoughts”). In trying to appeal to a broader crowd, those who selected the various songs and hymns were not very careful. At least three of the hymns were written by heretics, two of whom were major players in the downfall of the Presbyterian Church in the early 1900s. We don’t sing those hymns, but they should not be in any Christian hymnal, either. 

At least one of my favorite hymns is missing, probably many of yours. If I were to look for a hymn that specifically spoke to the situation of covenant baptism, as I did for this morning service, I found none, not one. We sang four great old hymns for our Maundy Thursday service. Three of them were missing from our hymnal. And our hymnal is almost completely devoid of psalms.

And this points to a specific weakness of any hymnal. The moment you print it or purchase it, it’s obsolete. Why? Because many wonderful, biblically accurate and theologically rich hymns are being written each year. One would need annual updates to any hymnal. I wrote a brief book on selecting worship music. My main point was that the songs had to be true and distinctly Christian. The music had to be appropriate to the message and tone of the lyrics, singable, and should try to capture some of the breadth and scope of the global church. 


So, having said all that, I do think we need to consider a new hymnal, one closer to our theological convictions, and definitely including more psalms. 

Speaking of singing: 
#2. “Why do we sing the Gloria Patri every week? What does “world without end” mean?” 


Another great question regarding worship. So “gloria patri” simply means “glory be to the Father.” The title of the song is its first two words in Latin. It is an ancient, very ancient song of adoration and praise to the triune God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Why sing it every Sunday? It is the oldest Christian song that we know of after the biblical songs and hymns. It is sung by Christians of all traditions, and it is a clear confession of faith in the Triune God. It ties us to the larger church with respect to both time and tradition. I know of nothing that would require the church to sing this particular song each Lord’s Day. But since it does tie us to the larger church and remind us that God’s church has been faithfully confessing his triune nature, we sing it. 


The second part of the song is a poetic way of describing the eternal nature of the Triune God. God has been Father, Son, and Holy Ghost forever. “As it was in the beginning, is now and ever shall be, world without end (or forever).” 

#3. “How come this church can have Christmas trees in church but can’t have a Christmas manger scene in church? I though Christmas was for the birth of Jesus for the manger scene in church, not for Christmas trees. What’s your thought on this?

Thanks so much for this question. I think it’s asking about an apparent inconsistency in decorating the church. Why do we allow some decorations like a Christmas tree, garland, lights, or a star, for example even in the sanctuary, but not a manger scene? Why some decorations, but not others. 


This is another great question for the purpose of clarification. Apparently some in past generations must have frowned upon placing a Christmas tree in the sanctuary. At the same time manger scenes with Mary and Joseph and the Baby Jesus were encouraged as an act of religious piety. So why permit a secular tree, but exclude a biblical scene like the holy family?


The reason has to do with our confessional standards with regards to the Ten Commandments, and the second commandment in particular. The second commandment reads this way from Exodus 20:4-6 “You shall not make for yourself a carved image, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. You shall not bow down to them or serve them, for I the LORD your God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children to the third and the fourth generation of those who hate me, but showing steadfast love to thousands of those who love me and keep my commandments.”

Our Westminster Larger Catechism answers the question, Q. 109 “What are the sins forbidden in the second commandment?” In part, the answer includes this: “…the making any representation of God, of all or of any of the three persons, either inwardly in our mind, or outwardly in any kind of image or likeness of any creature whatsoever; all worshiping of it, or God in it or by it….” So the mere making of any representation of any of the three persons of God is a violation of the second commandment. This does not refer to trees or garlands or lights or stars, only representations of any of the three persons of God. Jesus was clearly one of the three persons of God. So to make a representation of him, according to our doctrinal standard, is a sin. And that sin would be compounded if we attempted the worship “of God in it, or by it.” Hence, it is especially egregious to put such a representation in the place of worship. 

Now you may not agree with this interpretation of the second commandment. But the elders of the church are bound by this. Elders may take exception to this and their exception may be approved by their session or presbytery. Having served on a committee that reads all of the minutes of all of the presbyteries each year, it is true that some pastors will take exception of this with regards to pictures of Jesus “for artistic or educational purposes.” But the PCA has never understood this to allow pictures of Jesus in the place of worship. 


So the rule is consistent with our catechism, and we really have no choice in the matter. Our Sunday School material produced jointly by the PCA and the OPC, is titled “Show Me Jesus.” However, you will never find any picture of Jesus in those materials. I’m happy to abide by that standard, and would prefer to have no pictures or statues of Jesus in the church building at all. To be consistent, we have no pictures of Jesus on display in our home. 


I know that the Roman Church, the Eastern Church, and some Protestant churches are more favorable to pictures of Jesus and even to God the Father and the Holy Spirit. But that’s not us, it has never been us, and pictures of Jesus, or of God the Father, or of the Holy Spirit really add nothing to our worship or to our discipleship. 
#4. “How come pastor or elder never sits behind the pulpit, the big chair, always the side chairs. Is this considered a graven image or not?”


It has been my tradition or practice to avoid sitting in the center chair here on the pulpit. There is no biblical reason for doing so, and it would not be a sin or wrong to do so. But we should remember that whoever presides in a worship service is only doing so in the place of Jesus himself. Jesus is the head of the church. We hear from his Word and eat at his table. An empty chair is no graven image of Christ, because there is nothing to see in an empty chair, only a reminder that Jesus himself sits among us and presides at our worship. 

II. ISSUES

This is a catch-all category to group together two loosely related questions. 

#5. “How much importance should we put on church denominations? Are they divisive or distinctive?” 

I wish there were no denominations, just one church. I wish all were PCA Presbyterians. But over the centuries, Christians have, for various reasons, understood things differently and sometimes have thought it necessary to separate from others. The Presbyterian church in North America has often divided: some over revivals, the new side and the old side, some over revivalism, the new lights and the old lights, some over slavery and the division of the US into the North and the South, and more recently over the innovation of modernism in the church: the denial of anything miraculous or supernatural. And now we have a portion of the church binding itself to the new sexual morality, while others have rejected this and have stood firm on biblical sexual ethics. Several denominations have divided of this in recent years.

“Denomination” means “name.” Through these divisions, denominations have formed, naming or describing themselves according to their beliefs. Of course there have been two major divisions in the church. The first was in A.D. 1051 with the break between the Eastern Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic Church. The Roman church further divided in the 1500s at the time of the Protestant Reformation. I hope we all consider the issues of justification by grace alone through faith alone, the very gospel of grace retrieved by Luther and still denied by the Roman Church today to be of such primary importance that separation is still essential. Other differences may be minor, and widespread cooperation between denominations, if not full union, would be possible. There are several conservative Reformed and Presbyterian Churches in North America who have banded together in NAPARC, the North American Presbyterian and Reformed Council. The OPC, the URCNA, the RCUS and several others, including three Korean denominations have joined together in NAPARC including the PCA. 

#6. “Do you think it’s the church’s duty to inform the congregation of the evil policies of our leaders and government, e.g. abortion on demand, LGBTQ rights, transgender rights to name only a few that are clearly contrary to the word of God?”  

 
Yes, it is the church’s duty to do so. It certainly is not the only thing God calls us to address. The heart of our message is the good news of salvation in Christ. And to ensure that we are speaking that message clearly and continually, our church, and any rightly ordered church should preach the whole Bible in a Christ-centered, gospel-oriented way. When preaching through God’s Word, and when Scripture addresses grave moral issues, we must report to the church what God requires. 

John Newton, the former slave trader, was gloriously converted. He is the author of many hymns, including “Amazing Grace.” He was also pastor and counselor to William Wilberforce, the chief person who worked to end the slave trade in England. Newton, a former slave trader, hated slavery as well. And when the text lent itself to the subject he would preach against it. But it was not his only message, and was not even his central message, as horrible as that slave trade was. Our pastors are “gospel ministers.” We neither shy away from the big issues of the day, nor do we make them the center of our message. Christ is the center. 

III. THE REVIVALISTIC CURSILLO MOVEMENT. 

There were two similar questions regarding the Cursillo movement. We will handle them together. 

#7. “Cursillo: what is it? Couple from this church, Sheldon Living Waters, and Sheldon CRC are trying to go this fall or next spring. We hear nothing but positive stuff about it.”
#8. “Heard you went to Cursillo—did you like it? 

What is Cursillo? The pros and cons of it? I heard nothing but good things of it. Thinking of going to it next spring. Friends say it is the best weekend ever.”

In response, I would say that if you have friends urging you to attend Cursillo, you need to find different friends. “Friends don’t let friends go to Cursillo.” 

I’ve spent over ten years researching the Cursillo movement. It became my doctoral project, my doctoral dissertation, and I turned it into a 250 page book. It is the only critique of the movement of its kind in the world. The book is in our church library and in several local libraries. 

I also wrote a series of three articles first published by Christian Renewal magazine. These articles are combined into in one booklet in the narthex. I have spoken widely on the Cursillo movement. One message was taught on a Sunday evening here, available on the church website. The other was in a summer seminar back in 2015, also available on the church website. 

I also maintain a website called questioningcursillo.com . It has a wealth of information on the movement, and numerous “testimonies” of those who were misled and abused on the Cursillo weekend. 

The purpose of the weekend is to use recognized techniques of emotional manipulation to try to precipitate a catharsis, an emotional breakdown resulting in the release of tension, usually through crying, and then feelings of a “punch drunk” euphoria. The problem is that any group, Christian, religious, or not, can use the same techniques and produce the same results. So, there is nothing particularly Christian or spiritual about it. But it is billed as THE true spiritual experience. And when it wears off in two or three weeks, the subject is left in a bad place. “What happened? Did I lose my faith? Did the Holy Spirit depart from me?” 

The movement often leads to spiritual pride: “I had the experience and you didn’t,” and division, between the “Cursillo Community” and the uninitiated outsiders in the church. The techniques can be so emotionally taxing as to create emotional disturbance. I personally know of one local episode of a psychotic break that occurred as the result of the weekend. 

Nothing is to be gained by this movement. It is a distracting, misleading, divisive movement. When I raised some concerns with a Cursillo leader from the south his response was: “Don’t evaluate, just participate.” Okay, when someone tells you “Don’t evaluate, just participate,” that is the time to run, or to at least go into high gear in evaluating, for they know they are trying to pull a fast one on you. 


There are many positive, “Greatest weekend of my life,” testimonies to Cursillo. What is often not publicized are the negative testimonies. One Cursillo participant recently (March 2) sent me this testimony: 


“I have read several stories on Cursillo weekends. I myself got roped into doing a weekend 8 years ago. It was the worst weekend of my life! I hated every minute of it. I am NOT pro Cursillo in any sense of the word. I was only 2 miles from my home and I wanted to leave, had a plan on leaving but I was unable to because the front doors locked and didn’t open unless a “sponsor” unlocked it for me. That wasn’t happening. I was trapped. Cursillo didn’t do me one ounce of good, nothing spiritual about that weekend at all. I would encourage anyone who is planning on doing Cursillo to rethink it. It caused me more stress, anxiety and total frustration than I had ever experienced.  I think it’s a terrible event and I wish it would be discontinued by everyone and that the Catholic Church would discourage it. It was the worst experience of my life.” (Name withheld)
IV. QUESTIONS RELATING TO DEATH.


#9. “What are your thoughts of cremation, for it or against it?”

I’m not sure it’s a matter of being “for or against” cremation. Rather, the question is, “What does the Bible say?” And the answer is “not very much, if anything.” It’s pretty clear that the customary pattern in the Bible for dealing with a dead body was burial. At the time of the New Testament, the deceased was buried temporarily. After a time, the bones were then gathered from the tomb and placed in a smaller “bone box” in a cemetery, called an “ossuary.”  

There are a few instances of cremation in the Bible. After they died in battle and their bodies were mutilated by their enemies, the bodies of both Saul and his sons were burned and then their bones were buried (1 Samuel 31). The body of the executed man Achan and his family were also burned (Joshua 7:25). But since the Bible gives no specific command or directions for the disposition of the body, we cannot say one way or another on biblical authority. 

It is important, though, to remember the unique worth of a human being, created in God’s image, including their body. We are to respect every human being for the sake of their unique creation. And especially we are to treat the fellow believer with respect, even their body after the brother or sister dies. The Westminster Shorter Catechism says this in:

Q. 37. What benefits do believers receive from Christ at death? 


A. The souls of believers are at their death made perfect in holiness, and do immediately pass into glory; and their bodies, being still united to Christ, do rest in their graves till the resurrection. 


So while the Bible does not speak definitively on the subject of cremation, in all cases we are to treat the body honorably and respectfully. Even the secular University of Iowa cadaver lab holds a solemn service of respect for the donated bodies which will be dissected for educational purposes. 

Finally, two questions on the subject of suicide. 
#10. “Are people saved if you commit suicide?” and 
#11. “Will a person’s soul go to heaven after suicide? Pastor, what is your thinking on this? Or are they lost forever?”

I appreciate the questions, but I admit that I am a bit surprised by them. 

How is it that anyone may be saved? On what basis can anyone hope to go to heaven? We are saved by the grace of God alone through faith in Christ alone. We are not saved by our good works. But neither are we saved by avoiding certain bad works.


It think some of the confusion may arise because of the Roman church and its alternate view of salvation. According to the Roman church, we are saved by baptism. But what happens if you sin after baptism? Well, it depends. The Roman church distinguishes between serious sins called “mortal” sins, and minor sins called “venial” sins, though it does not provide a definitive list of which sins are mortal and which are venial. 

If you commit minor sins, these are charged against your account, and you may have to spend time in purgatory to atone for these minor sins. But if you commit a serious sin, a “mortal” sin, then, as it sounds, committing a mortal sin actually kills the grace of baptism. You are no longer on your way to heaven, but you are bound for hell. And if you have committed a mortal sin, you must confess that sin to a priest, perform some act of penance, and then you may be declared back in a state of grace by the priest. 


Murder is a serious sin. So is killing yourself, according to the Roman church. But if you commit the mortal sin of suicide, then you cannot confess that sin and cannot do any act of penance. Hence, according to the Roman church, one who commits suicide cannot be saved. 


But we are not saved by our works, nor by avoiding serious sin. We are saved by grace through faith in Christ. So, yes, a believer may commit some serious sin like adultery or even murder, and then be killed in a car accident on the way home. And if that believer has trusted Christ, then he or she will indeed go to heaven. And a Christian may become so distraught for whatever reason that she takes her own life. But if she has trusted Christ, then she has been forgiven for his sake and she will go to heaven.


I say this with all caution, fear, and trembling. The fact is that it has become more common to take one’s own life today. Part of it has to do with the rise of depression among many, especially among young females. “Suicide was the second-leading cause of death among individuals between the ages of 10-14 and 25-34, the third leading cause of death among those aged 15-24, and the fifth leading cause of death among those between the ages of 35-44. And some may be due to the fact that some governments are championing physician- assisted suicide, forcing it in the public view and giving some measure of approval to suicide.

If you or someone you know are thinking dark thoughts, please seek out someone who can help, an elder or pastor or your medical professional. However bad it gets, there is always a better way. (
____________________________________________________________________________________________


