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Meeting God Again for the First Time: Community

Ephesians 4:1-16

Sunday, March 29, 2009

Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

A few weeks ago during their pledge drive, PBS aired “Alone in the Wilderness”, which is an interesting autobiography of Dick Proenneke who in 1968 retired at the age of 51 and wanted to spend a year alone in Alaska. It was a self-made documentary where he would set up a movie camera to show what he was doing, and he kept a detailed diary, which together became this autobiographical documentary. It showed how he lived off the land, built a cabin using only a few hand tools that he had. It was really quite amazing. He ended up living there for 30 years until he was 82 when he decided he just didn’t want to take the long cold winter any more.

I watched that and I thought it was very romantic. I would love to think I would like doing something like that. But it didn’t take long before I admitted to myself that I wouldn’t last a month, not only because of my wilderness skills (or the lack thereof), but also because of my need to interact with people on a regular basis. Now most days I dream of having significant alone time, mostly because I don’t get much of it. But spending a year by myself, let alone 30 years, is probably more than I can handle.

Contrast that with Shane Claiborne who was here this last week as the speaker for the Wesley Foundation Loud Lectures. Most of you over 30 probably hadn’t heard of Shane Claiborne before we started advertising the lecture, but he has become one of the great voices of a new generation of Christians. Shane, as part of his journey to live out his faith, has plopped himself in the midst of the mass of humanity in Philadelphia where he and others choose to live together among the poorest of souls, claiming almost nothing for themselves, but sharing all that they have so that all may have all that they need. For him and others who live in this community they have created, their faith isn’t as much about believing the right Christian tenets, but rightly living the Christian tenets they believe.

It was a great evening Wednesday night when Shane was here. This sanctuary was packed with 400 plus people and us old fuddy-duddies with gray hair were extremely conspicuous because we were few and far between. Shane poked a little fun at us United Methodists after trying to get a few “amens” out of the crowd, claiming that the only fire that we had was on our emblem of the cross and flame. But he went on to talk about John Wesley as one of the bright historical stars of faith who sought out expressing his faith through community and who lived what he believed – determined to live and act justly and to live simply so that others may simply live.

What Shane may not realize is that he is a good United Methodist, lifting up the very things that Methodism has preached for over two hundred years. I think it is legitimate that he doesn’t recognize it though. That is because the kind of community that Christ has called us to, that the early church attempted to live, and that Shane and associates are rediscovering, has been traded for “proper organization and structure” which becomes necessary when movements become large. So don’t take me wrong. Organization and structure are vital, but they don’t necessarily provide community. Community comes from relationship. And that is what we are looking at this morning: the whats and whys of Christian community, and what community looks like. Can one experience community in the wilderness of Alaska as well as in the midst of a mass of humanity?

You might recall that Phyllis Tickle, author of several books, the latest being “The Great Emergence,” wrote some preambles to our pre-Lenten series on ancient practices. One that she wrote for us was not on an ancient practice per se, but one that she thought was absolutely vital for understanding Christ’s call on our lives. It was on community. You can go to our website and read it. In it she talks about the necessity of Christian community. There developed a shared dependency among the early Christians for simple physical safety and survival, and also it engendered spiritual formation. Perhaps another way of saying that is that living in community is what brings us closest to God.

We have been using the book, The Shack, by Wm. Paul Young as a launch pad to discuss some major themes of faith. The Shack is an intriguing book about what it might be like to spend a weekend with God – to interface with God in such a way that you get to ask all the hard questions, deal with all the mystical concepts, and perhaps to come to understand that you are fully known. We have talked about revelation – how God reveals God’s-self and what images we use to make sense of God. We talked about the role of submission in a relationship and what submission means and doesn’t mean. We looked at forgiveness and our role as forgivers and forgiven. Last week we talked about freedom and how our cultural understanding of freedom not only differs, but is so much more limiting than our freedom in God. This week we look at community.

What is interesting is that unlike the other themes that we have discussed so far, community isn’t really talked about in The Shack per se. There isn’t a chapter that extols the benefits of community, at least by name. Rather it is the underlying understanding of the entire book.

We’ve been meeting Wednesday nights at Green Wood to break fast, for those who are fasting on Wednesdays this Lenten season, to join in communion and a simple meal, to pray together in vespers, and to talk among ourselves about some of the interesting points of The Shack. A couple of weeks ago I asked what people thought the overall theme of the book was. It was answered very quickly, and I think accurately with “relationship.” When we talk about revelation and submission and forgiveness and freedom and community, we are talking about relationship. We cannot understand Christianity apart from relationship and therefore apart from community.

And it begins with God-self. God is community all by God-self. It is a community that we have come to know as the Triune God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; Creator, Redeemer, Sustainer; or as Young refers to the manifestations of God in The Shack, Papa, Jesus, and Sarayu. The description of how Papa, Jesus, and Sarayu interact lends to the type of relationship and community that Young assumes God wishes for all of us at all times – with a love that wishes for the other as much or more than one might wish for oneself; a relationship that always looks out for the welfare of the other. It is a community that is complete in God.

George Cladis talks about his very thing in his book Leading the Team-Based Church, a book that the church staff studied about three years ago. In it he talks about community and teamwork first by understanding that we are called into community by God who is already community. He refers to John of Damascus, a seventh century Greek theologian who attempted to explain this God in Trinity, the completeness of God in relationship with God-self by referring to God as perichoresis, which literally means “circle dance.” “A perichoretic image of the Trinity is that of the three persons of God in constant movement in a circle that implies intimacy, equality, unity yet distinction, and love.” (pg. 4).

Cladis then quotes Shirley Guthrie who said. “The oneness of God is not the oneness of a distinct, self-contained individual; it is the unity of a community of persons who love each other and live together in harmony.” (pg. 4-5)

When God created, we read in Genesis that God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according our likeness…” (1:26). Community, first and foremost, takes a place of precedence in our faith journey because God, first and foremost, is community. And it is a relationship that God calls us into.

So I am convinced that even if one chooses to live in isolation like Dick Proenneke, one is still called to live in community, because a relationship with God is community. And it still is a call to live beyond oneself in a relationship of respect, harmony, love; perhaps not with other people, but with the broader aspect of creation itself.

That may be the first community we are called to. As individuals we are first called to be in community with God. But I am also convinced that God’s intention for the vast majority of us is a call to a broader community. For most of us the very community of God that we have been called to gets played out in relationship with other people. Just as the Trinity is the completeness of community for God, our completeness in God is in relationship with other people. Why? Because as Paul so clearly points out in our Ephesians’ lesson we can’t be all that God has called us to be to the world all by ourselves. No one individual has been gifted with all the gifts necessary to be the church unto himself.

Rather, as verse seven states, “each of us was given grace according to the measure of Christ’s gift.” Continuing Paul says, “The gifts he gave were that some would be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers;” we have all been given gifts, “to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ…to the measure of the full stature of Christ.” i.e. the sum of our giftedness as individuals equals the whole of Christ.

And reverting to his infamous body analogy he says, “…we must grow up in every way to him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and knit together by every ligament with which it is equipped, as each part is working properly, promotes the body’s growth in building itself up in love.”
John Wesley, understanding that this “body-building,” this community was not an option, but salvation itself, became quite methodical about how to achieve community, how to live out what God has called us to. And so he admonished persons, and us, to gather regularly to hold one another accountable.

He had three simple rules for these “societies,” as he called them. We might call them small groups. John Wesley was very clear that if one was going to grow in faith, if one really wanted to be true to their Christian calling, then one needs to be part of a small group; needs to find community within the context of the larger church, because there is where the graces of Christ are most fully realized.

And for John Wesley there were three simple rules for such a community:

First, do no harm or any kind of evil

Second, do good. Do all the good you can and all kinds of mercy.

Thirdly, attend upon the ordinances of God, (worship, communion, prayer, Bible study, Christian conferencing etc).

We may not be called to live in a kind of modern monastic community that Shane Claiborne is a part of, or maybe you are. Most of us are probably not called to a kind of community that isolates ourselves from other humans to live only in the community of the Godhead, although there have been such callings. But each of us is called to community. For the very essence of God is community. The graces of Christ have manifestation only in community. Salvation itself finds expression only in community.

May community be a priority in your faith journey and in mine. Amen.
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