Called to be Church: An Open Community

Acts 11:1-18
Ubuntu. It’s the word for an African idea of community. It refers to our inter-connectedness: I am because you are because we are.
Ubuntu teaches that no real human being can be absolutely self-sufficient. Rather, we belong in a network of delicate relationships of interdependence. We know we are human because we live with humans who teach us how to be human. Our survival and actual understanding of who we are is dependent on other people—including our parents, grandparents, siblings, teachers, pastors. All of these people connect to make us who we are.

While much in our culture argues that we should do our own thing and live our own life, ubuntu teaches the impossibility of living that way and being joyful. It points to our inherent need to be connected.


Desmond Tutu describes ubuntu as the essence of being human. He says that it “speaks of the fact that my humanity is caught up and inextricably bound up in yours. I am human because I belong. It speaks about wholeness; it speaks about compassion. A person with ubuntu is welcoming, hospitable, warm and generous, willing to share. Such people are open and available to others, willing to be vulnerable, affirming of others, do not feel threatened that others are able and good, for they have a proper self-assurance that comes from knowing that they belong in a greater whole. They know that they are diminished when others are humiliated, diminished when others are oppressed, diminished when others are treated as if they were less than who they are. The quality of ubuntu gives people resilience, enabling them to survive and emerge still human despite all efforts to dehumanize them.”


This notion of inter-connectedness has shaped Tutu’s theology—one that “seeks to restore the oppressor’s humanity by releasing and enabling the oppressed to see their oppressors as peers under God.”
 He holds that human beings are defined, not by their race, but by their createdness in God’s image, which brings value and dignity to all people.
Ubuntu theology sees community rather than self-determination as the essential aspect of personhood. When I hurt you, I hurt my self and I hurt the community. When I love you, I love myself and I love the community. By loving you and seeing you as a finite creature made for the infinite, I know I am loving myself and those in my community.

Tutu brought this theological perspective to the background of apartheid, which was formalized in South Africa in 1948 and survived for more than forty years. The history of South Africa includes a Calvinist theology that interpreted God’s sovereignty racially—holding that divine judgment demanded the division of persons into racial groups in which whites were supreme and blacks subordinate.
But Tutu came to believe that “the logic of God’s creation” reveals that the only way we can be human is together, the only way we can be free is together, the only way we can ever be secure is together.


In his new book Made for Goodness, Tutu notes that early studies of human survival identify the “fight or flight” response to stress. But he explains that newer research has observed that not everyone responds to stress in the same way. Instead of fight or flight, some adopt a “tend and befriend” response.
Tutu believes that ubuntu embodies this “tend and befriend” tendency. It “recognizes that human beings need each other for survival and well-being. A person is a person only through other persons. . . . We must care for one another in order to thrive.”
But he sees something more, something deeper in this response. He writes:

The impulse to care, the instinct for goodness, is a shining thread woven into the fabric of our being. As human beings we may tarnish the sheen or rend the fabric of our own goodness. We can act in cruel and heartless ways. But because we are human, we cannot completely rip out and destroy every vestige of the godliness by which and for which we were made. We cannot alter our essence. We are made by God, who is goodness itself. We are made like God. We are made for goodness.

Tutu adds that the scripture we read, the places we’ve been, the people we’ve seen, the evidence of science, and our own life experience have convinced us that goodness is our essential quality. But he argues that “being good” is the wrong goal. “Attached to that notion of ‘being good,’” he explains, “are all the ‘oughts’ and ‘shoulds’ that we think will win us the prize we truly crave: God’s love and divine favor. We are wearing ourselves out in a quest to buy what is already ours: God’s unmerited love.”

“Tend and befriend” versus “ought and should.” Finding connections with others versus dehumanizing them. Opening ourselves to God’s vision versus clinging to our own limited view.

Those are the very dilemmas that surface in the stories that fill the book of Acts.

I like the way that William Willimon describes these stories in his commentary on Acts. He sees them as falling into three categories:
· Stories about new beginnings. The beginning of a new chapter in the life of the church, the initiation of a new mission, the beginning of the Christian journey, not its final destination.

· Stories about vocation. Someone’s being called for some godly work—not for the smug possession of that person, but for the sharing of God’s good news with the world.

· Stories about the gifts of God. It’s God who makes these stories possible—not the skillful leadership or persuasive preaching of those within the community of faith. God is the architect, the author, the chief actor.

Our scripture reading today provides the end of one of the longest stories in Acts. It’s the story about an officer in the Roman army named Cornelius. We don’t know how, but he’s come to believe in God. He practices his faith through prayer and generosity.
One day while he’s praying, Cornelius receives a vision. An angel, a messenger from God, tells him to send for a man named Simon Peter. And Cornelius does just that.

In the meantime, Peter receives a vision of his own. Something that looks like a sheet comes down from heaven. It’s filled with all kinds of animals and reptiles and birds. A voice tells Peter to eat from what fills the sheet. But Peter argues that the religious laws by which he’s lived his life won’t let him do that.

The message of this vision won’t be silenced that easily. Twice more, Peter receives the same message, along with an explanation that what God has made clean, no one should call unacceptable.

Peter learns the meaning of his vision in a concrete way when he travels to meet with Cornelius. When he arrives at the home of this important Roman soldier, Peter finds it filled with Cornelius’ family members and friends. And while he shares with them about the message of the resurrection, Peter witnesses God’s touching these non-Jews, these outsiders, with the same spirit that touched Jesus’ first disciples.


Although this experience convinces Peter, he knows that others may not be so willing to open their community to these new believers. Instead of putting off the inevitable, Peter goes straight to Jerusalem. He tells the story of what he’s seen and heard and experienced. He hopes it will help those gathered there in Jerusalem to let go of what they think they “ought” or “should” do so that they may “tend and befriend,” so that they may connect rather than dehumanize, so that they may open themselves to a new vision rather than cling to limiting views.


The story that Peter tells and the response it evokes become a story of a new beginning. The story of God’s message becoming good news for all people. The story of the community of faith opening itself in unexpected and ever-expanding ways.


It’s also a story that’s as relevant today as it was in the first century. We may not hold to the same notions of who’s “unclean” or “impure,” but we still find reasons to exclude others. Our reasons may have to do with race or religion, with legal or economic status, with age or productivity. Whatever the distinctions, they still divide us, deny the need we have for others, close our communities to those who seem different. And these distinctions produce fear and anxiety, contribute to illusions of superiority and self-sufficiency, and lead to brokenness and isolation.


The destructive power of such distinctions comes to life in Trinity Rep’s current production of The Syringa Tree. This play tells the personal, deeply evocative story of two families—one black and one white—and two children who live in their shared household in South Africa in the early 1960s. The story is seen through the eyes of one of those children, Elizabeth, who tries to make sense of the love, chaos, beliefs, and fears that surround her. The story spans from the height of apartheid to present-day South Africa.


At one point the story becomes too painful for Elizabeth. She’s no longer a child. She’s a young adult who’s seen too much hatred, too much violence, too much death. She refuses to believe that anything new is possible for her homeland.

Just before she flees to the United States, Elizabeth tells her father that she’s leaving because nothing changes.
Her father gently challenges her: “But we change things, Lizzy, each of us in our own way . . . we change them.”

Because she can’t or won’t believe in such a possibility, she leaves South Africa. But she discovers that regardless of how far she travels or what new life she tries to build, she’s still connected to those she left behind. She’s still a part of that story—and that story’s still a part of her.

When Elizabeth finally returns to South Africa, she’s reunited with her Xhosa nanny, Salamina. As the two women embrace, Elizabeth begins to grieve the death of Salamina’s daughter, Moliseng. While growing up, Elizabeth and Moliseng had been as close as sisters. Then at age fourteen, Moliseng was shot and killed during a Soweto riot.

Salamina attempts to comfort the grieving Elizabeth: “You must not cry for Molisng, Elesebett. Moliseng . . . she is with us. When the wind blows, when the leaves grow and fall, when we walk under the trees, Moliseng . . . she is with us. Calling to us in the wind, Elesebett. To be proud. To open our heart with joy. . . . We are free. . . . We are free! Moliseng she is with us forever, and ever, Miss Lizzy. Forever and ever.”

Desmond Tutu reminds us of our inter-connectedness. That we belong in a greater whole. That we need each other for survival and well-being. That a person is a person only through other persons. That we must care for one another in order to thrive. That we are diminished when others are humiliated, oppressed, treated as if they’re less than who they are.

It’s the same message that Peter comes to understand as he encourages the community of believers to open itself to those who might otherwise be excluded. The same message he shares when he says, “If then God gave them the same gift that he gave us when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could hinder God?”
May we hear and embrace that message today. Amen.
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