Called to be Church: A Practicing Community

Acts 2:14-18, 42-47
What might happen if almost 200 people got together to tell the stories of their congregations? And what might happen if those people talked about congregations not as problems to be solved but as mysteries to be embraced?

Those were two of the questions behind a gathering that took place several years ago in Indianapolis. The gathering took a new look at what characterizes a “flourishing congregation.”


The participants explored how powerful it can be to change our mindset when it comes to how we image, talk, and feel about our congregations. They used processes such as appreciative inquiry, asset mapping, and intentional group conversation to tap into positive images, positive words, and positive emotions that could provide renewed energy and passion for their congregations’ futures.

 
As part of the gathering, the participants developed a list of words and phrases that describe the “positive core” of flourishing congregations. Here is part of that list.

Flourishing congregations are:

· Welcoming and deliberate about forming relationships.

· Open to new ideas, change, etc.

· Risk-taking, focus on positive.

· Intentional about building bridges.

· Always finding commonalities.

· Coming together as children of God.

· Places where each member is honored.

· Safe place to do dangerous things.

· Nurturing.

· Active, reaching out—local and beyond.

· Passionate.

· Generous.

· Spirit led.

· Inter-generational.

· Places to dream.

· Energetic.

During the next few Sundays we’ll have the opportunity to explore our thoughts and beliefs and feelings about what characterizes flourishing congregations. We’ll use stories from the book of Acts as an entry point for our exploration of the positive core of congregations. And perhaps this exploration—like the one that took place at the gathering in Indianapolis—will provide us with renewed energy and passion for the future.


The story we hear today from Acts emerges from such an experience of renewed energy and passion. Jesus’ followers have been trying to make sense of his death and resurrection. They’ve been trying to figure out what his teachings might mean for the future. They’ve been waiting in Jerusalem as he’d asked them.

And then God’s spirit comes in a powerful and unexpected way. It empowers and emboldens this small group of followers. It causes them to recall and claim an ancient promise—that God would pour out God’s spirit on all people and new expressions and new possibilities would emerge.

This experience galvanizes a once tentative band of followers into a committed community of faith. It also convinces a growing number of others to link their lives to this community.

Luke, the writer of the book of Acts, paints a compact but vibrant word picture of this faith community. A description that provides clues to why it flourished.


Luke tells of “signs and wonders.” Throughout the book of Acts, Luke isn’t shy about bringing up signs and wonders of God. Strange things happen along the journey described in Acts. Strange things that seem to disorient people so that they may discover a new orientation.


In their book on what Acts might mean for today’s congregations, Anthony Robinson and Robert Wall note that such signs and wonders don’t bring people to faith. Instead they seem to cause “enough perplexity and astonishment to get people opened up and receptive. . . . They shake the foundations of people’s known world. Faith begins, at least sometimes, with a disorientation that must precede a new orientation. So the signs and wonders are a disorienting wake-up call: they provoke, evoke, and awaken.

“. . . People are often more open to God and to God’s world when something has happened to wake them up, to open them up, to cause them to question the ways they have put the world together and explained life and their identities to themselves.”

In their desire to find a new orientation, these early followers come together to study, explore, share, and practice their new-found faith. They seem to understand that being part of a community will allow them to do this more effectively than trying to do it on their own.

Robinson and Wall contend that such an understanding of the importance of community may be more difficult for many of us in our place and time.

 “One of the great strengths of North American culture,” they write, “is its respect for the individual and the way it encourages individuals to realize their aspirations and potential. But every strength or virtue, when pushed too single-mindedly and exclusively, can flip over and become a weakness or a vice. So our North American sense of placing high value in the individual—in many ways a strength—has the flip side of weakening the community, undermining enduring bonds and relationships, disconnecting individuals from structures and networks of meaning, and depriving individual people of their communities of meaning and purpose. The church in North American is also affected by this. . . . It is often easier for us to think of ‘my faith’ rather than of ‘our faith,’ ‘my’ relationship to Jesus rather than our life together, ‘my’ spirituality rather than our life as a people.


“Yet the whole witness of Scripture, from Genesis to Revelation, is bent toward God’s intention to form a people, a people who will be a light to the whole world, a blessing to all the other peoples of the earth. Sometimes our emphasis on the individual has blinded us to this social and theological reality: God is in the business of creating a people, building a community, and calling each of us into a new community that is defined by new loyalties and a new story. In Acts we see God at work to create a new people who are not to be defined by the old categories of race, language, gender, or social class, but a people united in witness to the resurrection and in a way of life that embodies . . . ‘resurrection practices.’”


Luke describes the practices of this early community. These believers spent time with each other. They studied and prayed together. They shared meals and worship. They made sure no one in the community went without basic necessities. Gladness and generosity and the goodwill of others characterized their community. And, as a result, others opened themselves to this new way of life and became part of the community.


Here and throughout Acts, Luke emphasizes the importance of the life and formation a faith community offers. He also stresses the growth that comes when a community practices and shares its faith as a witness to others.

According to Robinson and Wall, this is another lesson from Acts that may be hard for us to understand. They write:


Congregations, like all other forms of human gathering and community, tend to lose sight of their core purpose, even if they honor it rhetorically. The core purpose of the church is to be a community that sustains continuous change and transformation as we grow in the likeness of Christ and image of God. But in today’s world, this purpose is often lost or displaced by other purposes entirely. The purpose of churches today often seems to be less about changing lives . . . and making disciples than it is about satisfying the members of the congregation—keeping them happy by meeting their social needs and providing comfort and services. There is, of course, nothing wrong with meeting people’s needs or with members experiencing happiness; but when satisfying church members takes priority over changing lives and being a community that is engages in making disciples, then something crucial has been lost.


. . . Acts is not just about individual experiences of conversion and transformation. . . . Acts is about God’s revolve to form a people, to call into being a new community of people who will share life together.


Discerning what is means to be a new community of people who share life together led a congregation in Lakeland, Florida, to practice their faith in an unexpected way.


Two evenings a month the church’s all-purpose room is transformed into a five-star restaurant. Round tables are decked with white tablecloths and sparkling silverware. Laughter echoes off the walls as more than one hundred senior adults chat over a meal of steak and baked potatoes. Attentive volunteer “waiters” in blue aprons clear plates and refill water glasses. 


Through its Hope for the Heart ministry, the congregation reaches out to adults aged sixty and older who live alone. It invites seniors who are tired of sitting at home—with nowhere to go and no one with whom to talk—to come to the church for an evening of free food, fun, and fellowship.

“We treat them like kings and queens,” says Gene Wells, a longtime church member who co-founded Hope for the Heart. “If seniors have been alone too long and aren’t encouraged to get out around other people, they become despondent.”


The ministry was birthed from Wells’ own battle with loneliness. After fifty-six years of marriage, his wife was placed in a medical care unit. This retiree then faced an empty house and intense feelings of isolation. 


“It was a major adjustment for me,” he recalls. “I started wondering how many people at my church over the age of sixty were having the same struggles.” 


Just weeks later, a leader from the congregation’s senior adults Sunday school class approached Wells and Mary Lou Helm, another senior adult. The teacher was concerned about several men in the class who were struggling with loneliness. Wells and Helm proposed gathering those who lived alone for a catered meal and entertainment by local musicians. 


“That first night,” Wells recalls, “some came into the church with canes, others with walkers and portable oxygen tanks. Still others had full physical capabilities.” 


While food and fellowship are important, Wells believes that helping others is the best salve for a lonely heart. The ministry reaches out to thousands of seniors in the Central Florida county by passing out invite cards in mobile home communities, delivering home-cooked meals to shut-ins, visiting lonely residents in local nursing homes, and assisting the church’s ministry that provides food and clothes to the needy. In a new service segment, Hope for the Heart members perform minor home repairs, yard work, and tree trimming for other seniors with physical or financial limitations. Wells’ latest endeavor is a community-wide Alzheimer’s support group.


As seniors find hope and spiritual support in the company of other seniors, the larger church community is seeking to give back to its ministry veterans—some who’ve been serving the church half a century. Each year each of the congregation’s deacons adopts a widow or widower to provide tangible help, prayer, and a listening ear. The church’s young adults serve as volunteer waiters at ministry dinners, and recently they took time over spring break to perform yard and house work for seniors.


Two different communities of faith. One that gathered in Jerusalem to study, pray, eat, and worship. The other that reaches out to seniors as an expression of faith.

While neither community may look like our congregation, perhaps their stories will capture our imaginations and encourage us to see new visions and dream new dreams about the ways in which we may deepen our community and practice our faith in the days to come. Amen.
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