Called to be Church: An Evolving Community

Acts 15:1-18

Matt Harding is dancing his way around the world. Or, to be more specific, he’s badly dancing his way around the world.


Harding has traveled to more than seventy countries. And in each one, he stands in front of a camera and does the same goofy dance. The videos of his dancing adventures have become an Internet sensation.


But it’s not cyber celebrity that motivates Harding. Instead it’s a belief that interacting with new situations and different people challenges him to see more of what unites humanity.


Here’s how it began. A few years ago while on a backpacking trip, Harding made a video of himself dancing terribly in exotic locations. He put the video on his website. Some friends started passing it around, and soon millions of people had watched it.

Since then, he’s made two more videos that include seventy countries on all seven continents. A lot of people wanted to dance along with him, so Harding started inviting them to join in everywhere he went—from Toronto to Tokyo to Timbuktu.


And what has Harding learned? “People want to feel connected to each other. They want to be heard and seen, and they’re curious to hear and see others from places far away.”


He adds that he shares that impulse. It’s part of what drives him to travel. But it’s constantly at odds with another impulse—an urge to reduce and contain his exposure to a world that’s way too big to comprehend.


Harding explains that his brain was designed to inhabit a fairly small social network of maybe a few dozen other primates—a tribe. Beyond that size, he starts to get overwhelmed.

And yet he finds himself in a world of more than six billion people, all of whom are inextricably linked together. Harding doesn’t need to travel to influence lives on the other side of the globe. All he has to do is buy a cup of coffee or a tank of gas. His “tribe” has grown into a single, impossibly vast social network—whether he likes it or not.


The problem, he believes, isn’t that the world has changed—it’s that his “primitive caveman brain” hasn’t. But he also believes that globalization is forcing his brain to evolve.


He writes: “I am fantastic at seeing differences. Everybody is. I can quickly pick out those who look or behave differently, and unless I actively override the tendency, I will perceive them as a threat. That instinct may have once been useful for my tribe but when I travel, it’s a liability.


“When I dance with people, I see them smile and laugh and act ridiculous. It makes those differences seem smaller. The world seems simpler, and my caveman brain finds that comforting.”


Harding believes that his children will have brains ever so slightly better suited to the vast complexity that surrounds us. They will be more curious, more eager to absorb and to connect. And he believes that when his children look into eyes of strangers, what they will see before the differences are the things that are the same.


Dancing around the world, and welcoming others to join the dance. Seeing how the world has changed, and evolving to embrace that change. 

Those are some of the lessons we might learn from Matt Harding. They’re also some of the lessons that the early church offers us.


Change isn’t something new. It was a way of life for those within the early church. Just when they thought they might have things figured out, something new came their way. Something new challenged their beliefs. Something new confronted their comfort.

Today’s reading provides a wonderful example of this. The church already has opened itself to non-Jewish believers. But now the question is what changes those believers, as well as the larger community of faith, should embrace.


So what might we learn from how the early church approached change?

Perhaps most importantly, they faced the issues related to that change head on. They acknowledged that there were conflicting views. They were honest about their discomfort with the possibility of change. They listened as others shared about their experiences. They considered what light scripture might shine on the situation. They worked together to imagine and discern how the community might evolve.


Today many congregations attempt to avoid change because of the fear of conflict. Of course, the reality is that we can’t stop change. We can either choose the change we believe will be the healthiest for us and our community, or we can sit back and allow change to choose us.


We also can embrace a different attitude about conflict. My former Alban colleague Gil Rendle contends that one of the first steps we can take toward embracing change it to recognize and honor the value that conflict can hold.


He explains that in “the idealized congregation, there is no conflict. But in the healthy congregation, there is.” One of the realities he encourages congregations to accept is that without healthy conflict there is no life or energy.

Over the years Gil has come to understand conflict as “two or more ideas in the same place at the same time.” He argues that “if we do not have two or more ideas to work with, then we are without life, without direction, without energy. If a congregation has lived with only one idea for an extended time, then it is committed to the status quo, to what already is. And it is fairly easy for people to be able to see that a long-term commitment to the status quo in an environment of great change is an untenable position with very little prospect for either faithfulness or survival.”


But Gil also reminds us that conflict is not the same thing as a fight. Today, as well as throughout the centuries, there are too many examples of communities of faith engaging in fights. And those fights result in wounds that are difficult to heal.

Too many congregations and denominations are like dysfunctional families. They’re stuck in fights that are never resolved and that continue to damage the life and mission of those communities.

Too often other congregations develop a different kind of dysfunction. In response to the negative witness of church fights, they hold to the illusion that in a “good” congregation there’s always agreement and harmony. But this illusion leads to a dysfunction in which differences are swept under the rug and people merely pretend that there’s are no differences or disagreements.


But the story from Acts points to another way. It shows that we can engage conflict in thoughtful and respectful ways. That by dealing with such conflicts, we can find resolutions that help the community evolve and become healthier and more faithful.


In writing about the challenge of change in the church, Tony Robinson and Robert Wall note that “while it is seldom easy, successfully dealing with change and the conflict change often brings may strengthen a congregation and make possible new chapters of life and ministry.”


They provide some suggestions for facing the challenge of change.

Since change and conflict seldom, if ever, spring into full-blown existence at any given moment, we need to explore their “prehistory.” We need to probe beneath the surface, to go beyond the “presenting issue,” to look at the dynamics of the community, and to tease out the story of the matter at hand. This step allows us to gain an accurate picture of what’s really going on, to gain a better understanding of the real nature of the situation.

Another step involves framing the issue or question accurately. It might be easy to see the conflict in today’s story from Acts as dealing with whether gentiles can participate in God’s salvation without being circumcised. But it might be more helpful to frame the question this way: “What is necessary for there to be fellowship in this new and mixed community of gentiles and Jews?”

The church in Acts, as Robinson and Wall explain, “was confronted with the critical question raised by change: What is precious and what is expendable? What is core to our faith and identity, and what is not?”


Those seem like good—even crucial—questions for congregations today. What is precious and what is expendable for our communities of faith?


One way we can begin to answer those questions is by listening to the stories or testimony of others. This is what happened in the story from Acts. Different people shared their different experiences.

Robinson and Wall point out that, by definition, testimony isn’t primarily an argument for a particular position. Rather, it’s telling what we’ve witnessed.


They add: “In the midst of congregational struggles with change and conflict, it is often both useful and necessary to invite testimony. People should be allowed to tell their story and their truth; they should be encouraged to speak in their own voice.

“‘You’re wrong, I’m right’ is not testimony. Testimony is ‘This is what I have seen. This is what I have experienced. This is my experience of God and of the Spirit.’”

And the way in which we listen to those stories makes a difference. Robinson and Wall describe that difference as one between democracy and discernment.

They explain:

Congregations that attempt to deal with change and resolve conflict are not primarily engaged in an exercise in democracy, but an exercise in discernment. The distinction is a crucial one.

Democracy, which honors important values, seeks the will of the majority; discernment seeks the will of God and the mind of Christ.

In a gathering informed by the norms of democracy, everyone has a right to speak because everyone is entitled to his or her opinion. When engaged in discernment, we listen to others not because they have a right to their opinion but because we never know through whom the Holy Spirit may speak.


Too often church meetings are conceived as exercises in democracy, attempts to discern the will of the majority and to line up the votes that will help the position of our choice prevail.

Discernment is different: the focus is on being open to and discovering God’s will for us.


Change and conflict. While we might prefer to avoid both, perhaps we can look at the example of the early church in Acts and find the courage to open ourselves to both. And in doing so, perhaps we’ll begin to dance in a way that allows us to evolve and embrace all the world holds for us. Amen.
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