Romans 12: 1-8
The telephone was ringing. It was ringing many years ago in the house where I grew up in Belfast in Northern Ireland. Then a teenager, I was the one nearest to it so I was the one who answered. “Hello”, said a young voice, possibly the voice of a child. “Is Mr Walls there?”
“No, I think you must have got the wrong number”.

“Well, is Mrs Walls there?”

“I’m sorry, you must not have heard, you’ve got the wrong number.”

“Well, aren’t any of the Walls there?”

“That’s right.”

“No Walls there?”

“Correct.”

“Well, if there’s no walls there what’s holding up your roof! 

Na-na-nee-na-na”

Even taking the roof into account I still hope this is a church that practices worship without walls.

If we are a church we will be worshipping for worship is essential to being a church. If we do not worship we may still do good. We might serve others. We may be a part of a project or an outreach of the church but for a church to be a church it needs to worship:

I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual [reasonable] worship.
Paul has already written at length to the Christians in Rome, laying out in some detail his understanding of the gospel, the good news about the power of God for the salvation to everyone who has faith, both Jew and Gentile.  (the mercies of God as he describes this part of his letter). Now Paul invites, Paul urges, Paul appeals to them to respond with worship.

We believe we know something about worship – and we are right! Week by week, Sunday by Sunday, people gather here, at Allisonville Christian Church, within the walls of its beautiful, extensive (and expensive) building to worship God. So convinced is this church of the importance of worship that it happens, not once, not twice, but now three times in a single morning. Each Sunday, as a people, like congregations of peoples all around the world we gather to do the work, the service, of worship.
Like many or most congregations we worship at a regular location, within the walls of a building. Nothing wrong with that as far as Paul is concerned. When he issues a call to worship he does so employing imagery drawn from worship that takes place in a particular building. Even speaking specifically to the Gentile members of the Roman congregation, he chooses to portray worship as the living sacrifice of their bodies; he calls to mind the Jewish worship that was still taking place in the temple at Jerusalem.
Yet there is a sense in which we need to be careful about the walls that surround our worship. Walls perform a number of functions in addition to holding up the roof. One of those is to keep things out – excessive heat or cold, things or creatures that we find discomforting, dangerous or disconcerting. Build your walls high enough or thick enough and you can exclude a good deal of the world from your worship. There is a legitimate sense of sanctuary from the world in worship. Back home in England, one church member, whose work involves him in dealing with millions of pounds on a daily basis, tells me that he longs for that hour of peace and quiet that comes each Sunday when he can forget his heavy business responsibilities and lay that burden down for just a little while. For others, including some here this morning, I don’t doubt, this hour is a time of relief from some burden being carried – personal, family, business or otherwise. Help and comfort is found, not only in the words of worship, spoken and sung but also in the quietness, the silence.
PAUSE HERE IN QUIETNESS
Such help or comfort, however, is an outcome of worship, not its primary purpose, for primarily worship is not about ourselves, it is about another, it is about God. Paul writes to the Romans from outside of their church. He is planning to come and visit them. As an outsider he takes the opportunity to remind them of what is going on in the world so that the news can penetrate the walls of their worship. He speaks of the work of God in creation:
Ever since the creation of the world his eternal power and divine nature, invisible though they are, have been understood and seen through the things he has made. (1: 20)

He points to God at work in Jesus reconciling peoples to each other and to God. Paul speaks of what God is doing in the Church in terms the situation in other congregations. He shares plans for a collection of money from mainly Gentile Christian churches to support the church in Jerusalem. He lets his hearers know about future hopes he has of a mission to Spain (perhaps hoping to recruit some Latin-speaking Roman Christians for this venture). 
How important it is that in our worship we do not erect walls against the world. What’s going on in the world needs to come in and inform our worship. Our worship’s hymns and prayers of praise celebrate the signs of God at work throughout the world, not just amongst us. Prayers of concern can never be just about the people who worship within the walls but must reach out to others peoples not of this place and not even of this country because we believe out there God is at work..
And there is one other way in which we need worship without walls. This takes me back to memories of my childhood years, not just my teenage omes. Some of my earliest memories are of church and one of those memories is singing a hymn at Easter time. As I tell you this I can almost taste the chocolate Easter eggs I consumed at the time. [SING?] There is a green hill far away, we sang, without a city wall, where the dear Lord was crucified who died to save us all. That was strange, I thought at the time, without a city wall: why bother to tell us there was no city wall? I don’t know how many years it took me to realize that without here was that older use of the word as the opposite of within. It would be too embarrassing to own up to how many it took for this meaning of the word to “click” with me.
We need worship without walls not only in the sense of having no barriers to the concerns of the world coming into the content of our worship, we also need to be without walls in the sense of taking our worship out into the world we inhabit all those other hours of the week we are not within this building’s walls. But how do we go about that when worship feels so  … churchy? – by applying our minds to it.
Listen again to Paul’s call:

Present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.

Spiritual, or according to the little footnote in our NRSV Bibles reasonable which is a more literal translation of the word and is what’s in the good old KJV. Yes, it really is one of occasions when you want to say of the KJV, if it was good enough for Paul it is good enough for me. In their worship, in our worship Paul invites, urges and appeals to us to use our reason, piling it on in the succeeding verses:

Be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern, the will of God … [do] not think of yourself more highly than you ought to think, but … think with sober judgment. (12: 2-3)
We are urged to employ our minds in our worship, our service outside the church. By this I don’t just mean our volunteering, though that’s included, I mean our “everything that we do in life”. When we approach our studies, our work, our family relationships, our friendships and neighbourly relations, intentionally trying to discern how we serve God’s purpose in this situation, we bring worship, our service out into the world – bring it without rather than try to keep it within the walls of the church. 
As the poet and hymn writer, George Herbert, put it:

Teach me, my God and King,
in all things thee to see,
and what I do in anything
to do it as for thee.
There is a lot of  scope for reasonable, intentional Christian people to transform life situations with this approach. It may well be that the people in a congregation who do not work full-time for a church are the ones better qualified to figure out what this means in practice in so many areas of the life of the world. Of course such work is hard. So many life situations are confusing when we try to live them as service or worship to God. When we face that struggle it is good to know there is a place where we can share those concerns in prayer and thought and word - within the walls and the worship of the church.

Going out or coming in, what we need is worship without walls.
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