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“The Gathered Community”

Acts 2:42-47 & John 10:1-10

Grace said they were once a family.  

Her father made a decision one day that the family was going to move to a new place.  This meant that her dad and mom and younger sister would have to find a new home and new work.  Although her parents felt anxious about the decision, she said they also felt confident that the transition would go smoothly.


For a time it seemed all was going well.  Her parents started their own business and she and her sister helped with the work.  But it was hard work, very hard work.  Her life included time at school and time at work and not much else.  She yearned for whatever moments there were to celebrate birthdays, to spend time at the beach, or to enjoy the holidays and special occasions.  Each moment became a precious memory.


The years went by quickly.  She graduated from high school.  Soon after she moved away and continued on with her own life.  About a year after she had moved away she received news that her father had made another decision.  

He no longer wanted to be married.  He filed for divorce.


Grace said they were once a family.  
Troubled by her father’s decision she sought to distance herself from him.  She wondered why it happened.

One day while visiting with her father, she flat out asked him, “What happened between you and mom?”


He avoided answering her directly.  Instead he spoke in generalities.  “Sometimes these 
things happen.”  The more he spoke, the more she became agitated and impatient.


The visit came to an abrupt end.  Angered by his avoidance to speak the truth, she walked away and has not spoken to him for the last ten years.


Whether or not daughter and father will ever be reconciled is unclear.  If not, the great sadness will be the loss of being able to experience other precious moments in their life together.  

Grace said they were once a family.  But we know how hard it is to be a family.


Our reading from The Acts of the Apostles provides us with a glimpse of the early Christian community.  It was a community that flourished - formed by the message of the resurrection of Jesus and the promise he made when he said, “I came that (you) may have life, and have it abundantly” (John 10:10).  It was a community that flourished - nourished through teaching, fellowship, the breaking of the bread, and prayer.  They had become a “family.”

All of these actions point to a shared life of faith.  The community gathered waiting for Christ to return.  To some extent, this was the reason they sold everything and lived together sharing all that they had.  The faith that they held in common led to the holding of goods in common.


The redistribution of goods became a powerful witness of the early Christian community to those outside the church.  The community grew and our reading from Acts reminds us that ultimately the growth came from God.  

Whatever strategies or plans they may have envisioned for the growth of the church we know that the growth came not simply of their own volition but by the will of God.  The same may be said for whatever strategies or plans we may have for the church here in Mäkena today.  We know that it is by God’s nurturing and feeding that growth will come.  We know that by recognizing it is God who supplies the sustenance that makes our common life possible, we will be able to be a sign of God’s grace in the world.
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Yet we know how easy it is for us to lose our way.  Like the early churches that eventually found themselves embroiled in conflict, so it is that many of our churches today find themselves entangled in broken relationships.  

And like Grace’s family that was torn apart so it is that the church as a gathered community can also be torn apart.  The gift of God’s grace can be concealed so easily and the promise of an abundant life goes unfulfilled whenever others see factions or the ways in which we act so uncharitably toward one another.
While our reading from The Acts of the Apostles provides us with a vivid and hopeful sign of what the church can be, we know that the early church in Rome, Galatia, Ephesus, Philippi, Colossae, and Thessalonica as well as here in Mäkena and elsewhere struggled to be a gathered community.  Like them we succumb to our prejudices and suspicions; our competitiveness and insecurities; our misunderstandings and fears.  
We prefer going our own way, dividing ourselves from each other through our own sense of self-importance and through our own certainties.  We separate ourselves from one another because we feel angry, because we feel hurt, because we feel betrayed, because we feel ignored.

We would rather hold fast to our feelings and insist that they reflect what we know to be real and true – that someone else is at fault, someone else is responsible for the mess in the world and in our lives.  Like Grace who walked away from her father, so we walk away from one another wondering if we will ever be reconciled to one another.
A good friend died a few years ago.  It was an unlikely friendship.  The differences between us were numerous – our age, our temperaments, our personalities, our interests, our cultural backgrounds, our opinions about politics and religion.
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I would like to think that when we parted company it was because there were too many irreconcilable differences between us.  Friendships that go awry sometimes seem like marriages that go awry.

If the truth be told, we went our separate ways not because we were different.  Instead we walked away from each other because I believe we shared one thing in common – a stubbornness that sought to disguise the hurt and pain we had each experienced in our own lives.  
I knew I needed to arrange for a visit when I received a telephone call one day.

“Paul is here in the hospital,” his wife said.  
“I’ll stop by today,” I responded.  
I felt uneasy about the visit and about the prospect of having to talk about the years that had gone by.  When I finally sat down for our visit there was not much to say.  At first I felt a great discomfort wondering if the silence of all those lost years was all that remained of our time together.
We never did say anything about all those wasted years.  There really was nothing to say because we knew in our hearts that like wayward sheep, we had lost our way.
I wondered if Paul and I would ever be able to overcome our stubbornness; if we would ever be able to find our way back to each other.  But as I sat by his side and as we welcomed the stillness and quietness of that moment, the stubbornness of all those years lifted like the stubborn morning fog that dissipates in the light and warmth of day.  

A few days later he died.  
If we are to be the gathered community of the Risen Christ here in Mäkena, then we must rely upon God’s unconditional grace.  It is a grace made known to us at the cross at Calvary and at the tomb in Arimethea on that first Easter.
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If we are to be brothers and sisters to one another in the name of the Risen Christ, if we are to be family to one another, then we must rely on God’s unconditional grace to bind us together as the gathered community.  If we are to flourish as the gathered community, it will be through breaking bread and eating together.  It will be through praying and praising God and it will be through our continued commitment to be a forgiving and loving people.


Amen.
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