A New Story: Heart & Soul

Acts 4:32-35


The story is told of a rabbi who wanted to know what heaven and hell look like. The prophet Elijah offered to show the rabbi.


Elijah led him into a large room where a big fire was burning and there was a large table with a huge pot of soup. There were spoons that were longer than the people’s arms. Because the people couldn’t eat with these spoons, they sat around the table and starved.


The rabbi found what he saw in this room to be so terrible that he quickly ran outside. Then Elijah took the rabbi to heaven.


They entered another large room where a big fire was burning and there was a large table with a big pot of steaming soup. Around the table sat people with the same spoons. But they didn’t have to starve because they were feeding each other.


This same sense of sharing emerges in the description Luke provides of the early church in today’s scripture reading. This may seem an odd text for the first Sunday after Easter. We move from our celebration of Easter—with its amazing news of resurrection and rousing shouts of alleluia—to this simple account of everyday life in the early church.


One commentator provides this insight into our reading: “After a congregation’s exuberant celebration of the resurrection on Easter, it may seem a bit rude to revert to such mundane concerns as possessions, money, the sale of property, and how to get things done within the church. . . . But in Luke’s mind everything that follows is integrally connected to ‘their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus.’ The resurrection makes possible true generosity and bold living.


“When you think about it, the quality of the church’s life together is evidence for the truthfulness of the resurrection. The most eloquent testimony to the reality of the resurrection is not an empty tomb or a well-orchestrated pageant on Easter Sunday but rather a group of people whose life together is so radically different, so completely changed from the way the world builds a community, that there can be no explanation other than that something decisive has happened in history. The tough task of interpreting the reality of a truth like the resurrection is not so much the scientific or historical, ‘How could a thing like that happen?’ but the ecclesiastical and communal, “Why don’t you people look more resurrected?’”


Over the next few weeks, I’ll be inviting you to join me in reflecting on what the Easter message might mean for us as a congregation. To think about how that message might help us to shape a new story—one that God might be calling us to coauthor.


Perhaps we might begin imagining our new story by looking at how the Easter message impacted the early church. Today’s reading describes life within that community of faith as being marked by four things: a sense of unity, a sharing of possessions, a power of witness, and a great deal of God’s grace. The central theme of that young congregation’s story seems to have been their coming together in heart and soul, their sharing together in God’s spirit. That theme then made the rest of their story possible.


That central part of their story would have resonated with different listeners. For the Gentile audience, it would have brought to mind Greek ideals.


One scholar explains that the Greeks shared a common myth that in primitive times people lived in an ideal state in which there was no ownership but everything was held in common. Plato envisioned his ideal republic as one without any private ownership. And among many Greeks, communal ownership was a major part of their dream of a “Golden Age.”


Even more common was the Greek ideal of friendship—one in which true friends held everything in common and were of “one mind.” It’s claimed that Aristotle defined a friend as “one soul dwelling in two bodies.”


Luke’s telling of the story of the early church would have evoked an immediate  response among Gentile hearers. What they considered to be an ideal was becoming a reality in the young Christian community.


But this congregation’s story also would have resonated with Jewish hearers. Luke’s description of there not being “a needy person among them” would have reminded those in the Jewish audience of an ideal repeated throughout Hebrew scripture—an ideal that God established for Israel. This new faith community seemed committed to realizing the ideal of a people of God with no poor among them.


Luke seemed to realize the importance of shaping a story that would allow people outside the early church to hear the Easter news and perhaps find a sense of meaning and truth in it for themselves.

In his book Living the Truth, Alan Jones, who is dean of Grace Episcopal Cathedral in San Francisco, describes truth as the “horizon toward which we are always journeying.” He recognizes that facts alone don’t equal the truth. He explains that our search for the truth requires not only facts, but also narration. We need a narrative that tells not only what has happened, but also how and why. According to Jones, “In the end, truth needs a story.”

I grew up in a family that told stories. In fact, of all the words I said to my mother while I was growing up, the ones I remember most are: “Tell me a story.” And she would.

Usually they were stories about when she was a girl. She was a child of the Depression. One of nine children born to an ice-delivery man and his wife. Living in a small Oklahoma town.

She told me stories of learning the alphabet from her grandmother as they pealed apples; of playing softball with her younger sister; of having only one pair of shoes a year; of loving certain Sunday School teachers; of eating beans and cornbread every night for dinner; of adventures with her best friend, Ruby.

Because of the stories my mother told about her childhood, I constructed a world of magic and wonder for her. The games she played, the people she knew, the things she did seemed more exciting than almost anything else I could imagine. It was only as I grew older that I realized how truly poor my mother was as a child. Her stories transformed her Depression-impoverished childhood into a world of wonderful memories and adventures.

Stories in their purest form help us create new worlds. Not worlds of escape or denial, but worlds in which the best and truest parts of our lives and the lives of others find a place to take root, grow strong, and blossom. In these new worlds, we can celebrate and draw strength from the positive energy of life. Nurtured by the stories that create these worlds, we can dare to dream, dare to take flight.

Stories also provide us with a context for how we live our lives.

Our Jewish brothers and sisters understand how important this aspect of story telling is. Each of their religious observances is accompanied by a story that explains what they are doing and why.

One of my favorite passages from the Hebrew Bible comes from the sixth chapter of Deuteronomy. “When your children ask you in time to come, ‘What is the meaning of the decrees and the statutes and the ordinances that the Lord our God has commanded you, then you shall say to your children, ‘We were Pharaoh’s slaves in Egypt. . . .’” The answer is to be given in the powerful form of a story.

The playwright Arthur Miller wrote about his wife Marilyn Monroe at the time she was filming The Misfits. Miller witnessed her deterioration as she slid into the loneliness of depression and paranoia, relying on barbiturates to make it through the day. One evening an anxious Miller watched over his drugged wife as she slept. “I found myself straining to imagine miracles,” he wrote. “What if she were to wake up, and I were able to say, ‘God loves you, darling,’ and she were able to believe it!” The story of God’s love might have provided a new context for her life.

Stories also connect us with other people.

Think about the stories you share with others. Perhaps they’re stories your family shares around the dining room table or your friends share when you gather for a reunion or we share here at CBC. In and of themselves, those stories hold no real significance. It’s the connection they provide that makes them so important. What you do and what I do become what we do. The stories stitch us together.

Stories also help us connect with people who are different, people whom we don’t know or perhaps understand.

In David Edgar’s play Pentecost, refugees and hostages tell each other stories in the depth of the night. Then one of the refugees protests that it will be much harder to kill the hostages—if that becomes necessary—because they’ve shared stories with each other. Storytelling binds people together. This is its magic. Not only does it cross barriers, it also breaks them down. Through their stories, these refugees and hostages discover that they have more in common than they thought—in spite of the fact that they speak different languages and that they live in a world driven by war. The lesser truths of ethnic identity give way to the greater truth that there is but one human heart.

We all have stories we can tell and stories we need to hear. Stories that will enrich our lives. Stories that will give us new hope. Stories that will connect us with people we love and people we can never imagine loving. Stories that will give us roots and wings.

And I believe the same holds true for our congregation. There are stories we need to tell to help us understand who we’ve been and how we’ve gotten to where we are. Stories that will help us imagine the possibilities that lie ahead for us and how we might embrace those possibilities. Stories that will allow us to write a new central narrative for our life together. Stories that will help us share the Easter message and the truth we find there. 

As Alan Jones reminds us: “Truth-telling is a compelling and difficult spiritual task. By finding a story that is faithful to the facts we are liberated to be who we truly are: children of God and brothers and sisters to everyone.” Amen.
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