Called to be Church: A Called Community

Words of Centering

Last Sunday we celebrated the good news of Easter—however we might interpret it. But now the question is: What difference—if any—does that news make? For our individual faith journeys? For our lives in the world? For our congregation?

Today’s service invites us to explore those questions—through music and readings from scripture and other voices. As we begin that exploration, let’s spend a few moments in silence during which we may center ourselves. (silence)

O God, be with us as we gather to reflect on what it means to be your people in these days after Easter. Amen.

Words of Calling


Sometimes we hear and understand our calling as God’s people—as a community of faith—when we least expect it.


Luke’s gospel tells such a story that takes place on the first Easter:

Now on that same day two of [Jesus’ followers] were going to a village called Emmaus, about seven miles from Jerusalem, and talking with each other about all these things that had happened. While they were talking and discussing, Jesus himself came near and went with them, but their eyes were kept from recognizing him. And he said to them, “What are you discussing with each other while you walk along?” They stood still, looking sad. Then one of them, whose name was Cleopas, answered him, “Are you the only stranger in Jerusalem who does not know the things that have taken place there in these days?” He asked them, “What things?” They replied, “The things about Jesus of Nazareth, who was a prophet mighty in deed and word before God and all the people, and how our chief priests and leaders handed him over to be condemned to death and crucified him. But we had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel. Yes, and besides all this, it is now the third day since these things took place. Moreover, some women of our group astounded us. They were at the tomb early this morning, and when they did not find his body there, they came back and told us that they had indeed seen a vision of angels who said that he was alive. Some of those who were with us went to the tomb and found it just as the women had said; but they did not see him.” Then Jesus said to them, “Oh, how foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have declared! Was it not necessary that the Messiah should suffer these things and then enter into his glory?” Then beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures. As they came near the village to which they were going, he walked ahead as if he were going on. But they urged him strongly, saying, “Stay with us, because it is almost evening and the day is now nearly over.” So he went in to stay with them. When he was at the table with them, he took bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to them. Then their eyes were opened, and they recognized him; and he vanished from their sight.  (Luke 24:13-31)


Being open to hear a new call or see a new vision is at the heart of these words from Howard Friend:


Implicitly or explicitly, individual Christians and Christian congregations make a decision about what they understand “church” to be. Some simply maintain loyalty to business as usual, doggedly perpetuating existing forms, denying the ineffectiveness of these established methods, and rejecting new paradigms and their potential fruitfulness. . . . These churches do not adapt well to change. . . .


Some church members and leaders, however, may choose a different way, daring to catch a glimpse of a future church that God is calling into reality. These churches tune to an inner stirring and become transformed, joining the adventure that leads toward  a renewed church of the future. These churches understand that change is inevitable and rise to meet the challenges and opportunities. . . .

Prayers of the People


God of grace, we would max out every credit card and empty our bank accounts if we thought we could buy the peace that seems to elude us. Yet you offer to wrap up that gift and hand it to us with no price tag attached. And now we pray: Give us your peace.


We hold our empty lives out to the world, begging to be filled to the brim with things that will only disappoint us. Yet, O God, you offer to grace us with living waters that never run dry. We lie awake at night from the insomnia of our stress, whispering of our fears. Yet you would lullaby us with your love that never ends. We bring to you those things that weigh heavy in our hearts and minds. And now we pray: Give us your peace.


Gifted beyond measure, we grumble that we don't have enough. We’re blessed with gifts to use for others, but we want to keep them for ourselves. We easily notice the mistakes of those around us, but we don’t want to look in the mirror at our lives. We offer you those places in our lives where we need your forgiveness and your wholeness. And now we pray: Give us your peace.


Loving God, you desire to restore us to new life. Fill the poverty of our spirits with the richness of your grace. Feed our selfish hunger with the bread of compassion for the world. Pour the living waters into our hearts until they overflow with love. And, as a result, help us to open ourselves to our world and its needs. We bring to you our prayers for those needs and our world. And now we pray: Give us your peace. Amen.

Words of Commitment


Luke’s gospel continues the story of the two followers who met Jesus along the road to Emmaus:

They said to each other, “Were not our hearts burning within us while he was talking to us on the road, while he was opening the scriptures to us?” That same hour they got up and returned to Jerusalem; and they found the eleven and their companions gathered together. They were saying, “The Lord has risen indeed, and he has appeared to Simon!” Then they told what had happened on the road, and how he had been made known to them in the breaking of the bread. (Luke 24:32-35)

And maybe that’s part of the commitment we’re called to make as a faith community—to be a place where we can come to share how we’ve experienced God in the world and then to return to live faithfully in that world. Barbara Brown Taylor puts it this way:


. . . All the church has ever needed to rise from the dead is memory, bread, wine, and Holy Spirit—that, and care for the world that is at least equal to her care for her own preservation. Where church growth had eclipsed church depth, it is possible to hear very little about the world except as a rival for the human resources needed by the church for her own survival.

A friend of mine, who was for a time in charge of continuing education at a seminary in lower Manhattan, challenged this idea by reversing the usual polarity between the school and the city. Instead of inviting people to General Seminary to learn about God, Harry invited them to stay at General Seminary while they learned what God was doing in the city. After days on the streets and nights at the theater, the pilgrims returned to the seminary to process their encounters with the divine.

The clear message was that God did not live at the seminary. God lived in the world. The seminary existed so that people had a place to try and make sense of their experience in the world, as well as a community to support them while they did. . . .

If churches saw their mission in the same way, there is no telling what might happen. What if people were invited to come tell what they already know of God instead of to learn what they are supposed to believe? What if they were blessed for what they are doing in the world instead of chastened for not doing more at church? What if church felt more like a way station than a destination? What if the church’s job were to move people out the door instead of trying to keep them in, by convincing them that God needed them more in the world than in the church?

Invitation to Offering

During this time of offering, we bring our gifts and our lives to be blessed by the spirit of God. As we offer ourselves and our gifts, may our lives be renewed and may our congregation become even more of a witness of the good news of Easter.

Words of Comfort


Luke’s gospel continues the Easter story with the disciples gathered in Jerusalem:

While they were talking about this, Jesus himself stood among them and said to them, “Peace be with you.” They were startled and terrified, and thought that they were seeing a ghost. He said to them, “Why are you frightened, and why do doubts arise in your hearts? Look at my hands and my feet; see that it is I myself. Touch me and see; for a ghost does not have flesh and bones as you see that I have.” And when he had said this, he showed them his hands and his feet. While in their joy they were disbelieving and still wondering. . . . (Luke 24:36-41a)

Jesus’ words of comfort seem to speak to faith communities today as much as they did to those first followers. As a result, a church can become a place of comfort. William Sloane Coffin describes it this way:


A church is a place where we try to think, speak, and act in God’s way, not in the way of a fear-filled world. A church is a home for love, a home for brothers and sisters to dwell in unity, to rest and be healed, to let go of their defenses and be free—free from worries, free from tensions, free to laugh, free to cry.

Words of Communion

Preparation

One:
We gather now as one body,

All:
joined around the table.

One:
Here we celebrate God's presence among us united in Christ's spirit—

All:
broken and whole,

One:
nourished and hungry,

All:
loved and loving.

One:
We make one circle of knowing, believing, rejoicing, being,

All:
as God lights and rests among us.

Invitation

One:
This is the table of the heavenly feast,

All:
the joyful celebration of the people of God.

One:
Christ invites everyone to eat the bread of life,

All:
to drink the cup of the new covenant.

One:
Jesus said, “I am the bread of life. She who comes to me shall never hunger;

All:
he who believes in me shall never thirst.”

The Bread

One:
On the night of his arrest Jesus took bread, and after giving thanks to God, broke it and said, “This is my body which is for you;

All:
do this remembering me.”

The Cup

One:
After supper Jesus took the cup and said, “This is the cup of the new covenant; whenever you drink it,

All:
do so remembering me.”

Prayer

One:
God of abundance and mercy,

All:
we give joyful thanks

One:
for your eternal love and healing presence

All:
in our celebration of bread and cup.

One:
Bless this church, this body of Christ,

All:
that we may attend faithfully

One:
to our call to be your servants,

All:
with each other and throughout the world. Amen.

Words of Challenge


The writer of the gospel of Luke continues the story in the book of Acts:

After Jesus’ suffering he presented himself alive to the apostles by many convincing proofs, appearing to them during forty days and speaking about the kingdom of God. While staying with them, he ordered them not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait there for the promise of the Father. “This,” he said, “is what you have heard from me; for John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now. . . . you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1:3-5, 8)
As we continue to explore what difference the news of Easter might mean for us, may we be open to how that news might challenge us by calling us to be witnesses to it in all we say and do.

Words of Continuing

Now as we prepare to depart, may we hear these words from Richard Lischer:


. . . I would have sworn that each person makes the race alone, like a long-distance runner who has separated from the pack and runs at his own pace. Religion was the most refined form of privacy available to me.


But now, as I looked out upon this cloud of upturned faces, each representing others already turned to the light, I was embraced by a wholeness I never before experienced. It seems to me that I was looking at the church as God sees it, not as a series of individual quirks and opinions, but as a single heart of love and sorrow.

May seeing the church as God sees it give us energy to continue our journey. Amen.


April 11, 2010


Central Baptist Church


Jamestown, RI

� Howard E. Friend, Jr., Recovering the Sacred Center: Church Renewal from the Inside Out, p. 89.


� Barbara Brown Taylor, Leaving Church, pp. 221-222.


� William Sloane Coffin, Credo, p. 140.


� Richard Lischer, Open Secrets: A Spiritual Journey Through a Country Church, p. 232.





PAGE  
5

