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Bethel Congregational Church, UCCSA 

15 November 2015 

Rev Dr Scott Everett Couper 

 

“Better Homes and Gardens” 

 

Sermon three, of a second two-part sermon series entitled “Lifestyle 

Magazine” 

 

*Hebrew Scripture: I Kings 6:14-22 

Meditative Psalm: 107:35-37 

*Christian Scripture: Matthew 13:1-8 

 

 Last week, we reflected briefly on the drought our country has been 

experiencing.  

 

Thankfully, it rained this week, and it has been most welcome!  Sadly, it was 

reported in the newspaper that a young man was stoned and beaten to death 

at a watering spot in northern kwaZulu-Natal.  Though it has rained this week, 

this will not be the first death over the scare resource of water about which we 

will read.  We rejoice for the rain we have had, but we must not become 

complacent – we will be a people plagued by scarcity if we not change our 

thinking, our behaviour, our theology. 
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Let us turn to my favourite section of the newspaper, the Lifestyle 

Magazine.  Remember the Lifestyle Magazine differs from our headline section 

because the Lifestyle Magazine speaks about our day-to-day life, the activities 

in which we participate in our local community.  The Lifestyle Magazine has 

something for everyone!  In this sermon series entitled ‘Lifestyle Magazine,’ we 

will ask: “How, in what style, do we live and express our faith?”  Today, we will 

read the sections ‘Home’ and ‘Garden’. 

 

I will be honest with you, the ‘home’ and ‘garden’ sections are not my 

favourite sections of the Lifestyle Magazine.  I am more inclined to think of my 

family, rather than my furnishings, when I think of home.  I am not very much 

into décor.   



 

3 
 

 

When I think of a ‘garden,’ it is usually one with lots of beer in it (A ‘beer 

garden.’  Get it?  You see what I did there?).  That being confessed, as we think 

about our faith, the home and garden sections are crucial in this series as we 

think out about our faith life together – for, as they say, “The home is where 

the heart is.” 

Let us take a look again at our property here at Bethel Congregational 

Church.   

 

Last week, we spoke of our property – about our building as our home 

and how it is designed (architecturally).  This week, as we speak about the 

home, we will not speak about what our house looks like, but rather what we 

‘do’ in our home.  What activities do we do at home?  How do we behave at 

home?  How do we dress at home (that is the ‘fashion’ section)?  Is our home 

comfortable?  Who comes to visit us at our home?  Does anyone visit?  Are we 
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hospitable at home?  Often I visit all of you at your homes; I often pray with 

you in your home and I pray that your homes are places of safety, refuge and 

love. 

 

Some years ago, we had friends from the United Free Church of Scotland 

visit us at Bethel.  They came to South Africa on a mission trip and they 

assisted the construction of Cebelihle, the children’s home we support.  Susan, 

the kids and I later visited Scotland and we were often told in Scotland that 

when you go to someone’s home, you might hear: “So, you’ve had your tea.”  

It was a very polite way of saying, “Time is short;” “I have little time for this 

visit;” and perhaps, “You’d best be on your way.  Nice chatting to you.”  Now, 

keep in mind, Susan and I never personally encountered this expression – our 

family was always treated with the utmost hospitality in Scotland.  But, the 

greeting gave us something to chuckle about, even today. 
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When I visit you at your homes, all of you always offer me a tea, coffee 

or a cool drink.  Why?  I think deep down it is because you want me to feel at 

home in your home.  To offer someone something to drink is to invite them to 

experience like being at their home.  And if you are at home, you are with 

family.  When I am with you in your homes, I always feel at home, because we 

are family.  (Although, if you invite me over, I promise not to remove my 

trousers and sit on your sofa in my underpants.)  If I refuse your offer of a 

drink, I risk offending you.  If I decline a drink, perhaps I do not feel at home 

and I prefer to depart and go to my own home for a drink. 

Let us ask ourselves this morning, ‘If someone were to visit our church, 

how would they feel?’  Would they feel welcome?  Would someone greet 

them at the door when they enter?  Would someone serve them some tea or 

coffee?  Would they be introduced to others?  Or, would they be greeted with 

the equivalent of “So, you’ve had your tea?” 

 

I love inviting people to worship at Bethel Congregational Church.  When 

I bring guests, I am certain that our members and deacons will be most 

hospitable and loving.  When we have the opportunity, we often welcome 
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visitors during announcements.  I believe the members of Bethel church have 

always been gracious and hospitable to others when they visit. 

 

However, and it is important to notice this, how many visit our church 

looking for a church home?  The truth is, not many.  How many who visit us, 

and who are looking for a church home, stay?  Again, not many.  If we are to be 

a church that wishes to follow the command of Jesus to “go out to all the 

nations, preaching the gospel” (Matthew 28) and thus wish to be less a ‘Come 

and See’ church and more a ‘Go and Be’ church, we need to answer these 

difficult questions. 

One of the challenges prohibiting the growth of our faith community is 

that we all know each other.  If I am a visitor, and I am the only one who 

doesn’t know everyone, it can be a bit uncomfortable.  What I am saying is that 

at Bethel, we are so intimate and loving in our church that we, without even 

knowing it, can make others feel, well, like ‘others’ – like they are not part of 

the ‘club,’ like they are not part of the family.  Therefore, I believe Bethel 

needs to be present more outside our ‘home,’ more physically located in the 

community and even in others’ homes.  That way, those interested in 
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worshipping with us will feel more comfortable when they come to our home 

because they will not feel like outsiders. 

I love the way we worship together at Bethel.  I love Frank as our 

organist.  I love our hymns.  I love our liturgy.  I love that we all know to hold 

hands at the close of our service and look into each other’s eyes as we give the 

blessing to one another.  All homes have customs and traditions.  Bethel is no 

different. 

 

Yet, how many of you have often felt uncomfortable going into 

another’s home when everyone takes off their shoes except you?  You didn’t 

know!  How many of you have ever felt uncomfortable when you accidently sat 

in someone else’s favourite place on the sofa?  You didn’t know!   
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How many of you have ever felt uncomfortable when the family dog pounces 

on you and you thought the day would be your last?  You didn’t know the dog 

does that to everyone! 

Reality is, when people come into our church, that which we do 

automatically every Sunday often makes other people very uncomfortable.  

Because they do not know!  If people do not know the songs we sing, they will 

not enjoy the singing.  If people do not know the Lord’s Prayer, they will feel 

very uncomfortable in worship.  If people do not know what the Doxology is, 

they will be mystified when we sing it.  Perhaps I see it better than all of you, 

but when I observe a visitor or guest in our service, I see their eyes dart right 

and left throughout the service; they are confused about what just happened 

or in nervous anticipation about what may be coming next.  Liturgy, no matter 

in what faith tradition one worships, is very alienating to those who are un-

churched.  Worship in a new church can be very stressful for those who are 

Christians and have been going to church their whole lives.  Can you imagine 

how stressful it is for the un-churched? 

Perhaps this is the crux of the matter, sadly, what we do in here 

proclaims to all who enter – “We do this for us, not necessarily for you.”  I am 

not suggesting that we at Bethel stop doing what we are doing.  What I am 

suggesting is that we need to constantly be aware of what we are doing, why 
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we are doing it, what is our mission while doing it and how can we be 

intentional about modifying what we do to achieve our mission.  Many of us 

lament that our congregation is not growing.  Well, we must look at what we 

do in our home. 

 

We must also note that we can even alienate those within our own 

family.  Take, for example, our worship style and music.  What we do as a 

church is designed for older traditional members.  We thus alienate our youth.  

I promise you, and perhaps I can see it better than all of you, our youth come 

here reluctantly, they are bored by our worship and our service and even my 

sermons – they sense that what is done here is not necessarily done for them.  

I ask them for forgiveness.  And I ask them to help us.  May we have the grace 

to listen. 

I have much hope for Bethel Congregational Church.  Bethel is capable of 

change.  I have seen it happen.  We have changed our worship format in the 

past.  We have introduced new technology.  Our overhead projector enhances 

worship and my sermons.  We have in the past introduced multilingual services 

(we need to get back to that).  No one has rioted in opposition to my sermon 
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series – which is a new thing!  Indeed, Bethel has been, is, and will continue to 

be innovative. 

Let me conclude our message with a proposal.  The largest section in the 

Lifestyle Magazine is about food and gardening!  Who would have thought?!  

Look at it!  Pages 35 to 43, almost ten pages!  The Lifestyle Magazine is telling 

us what is relevant to people’s lives: food!  Lettuce, figs, carrots, spinach, 

peaches and beans! 

 

May I propose that our church minister to this community by initiating a 

community garden, whereby the elderly and the children from our church and 

community are able to have a small plot of land, protected by our walls, and 

are able to grow food for themselves and for others?   
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May I propose that we use our property as a community garden 

whereby the older generation can interact and teach the younger generation 

about God’s Creation? 

 

We can sponsor and run a community farm stall, a Wendy house, 

whereby members of Sydenham flats can sell or buy fresh healthy produce for 

their families.   

 

In this way, we can first establish relationships and then invite in a more 

comfortable, causal, outdoor, non-‘churchy’ setting others to worship with us.  

What is a better way to offer hospitality, demonstrate acceptance and share 

God’s love than with food?  Our communion table teaches us this every 

month!  With a community garden and farm stall, we will be more open, more 

relevant and more attractive to the un-churched.  
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Let us demonstrate God’s love by offering actual food outside our walls rather 

than only spiritual or symbolic food inside our walls. 

This was the word of God.  And it was preached to the people of God. 

And the people of God responded: “Amen.” 


