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It’s the second Sunday in May. The forsythia and tulips are blooming. The birds are singing. The grass needs mowing. It must be Mother’s Day – the day we honor those women who give us life and those people who nurture and love us throughout our lives. And so to all of you who are mothers or who have the role of mother, I wish you happy mother’s day!
Now, having said that, I have to admit that my ideas about Mother’s Day have changed some in the years since I became a mother myself. On the one hand, I am awed by the depth of love I feel as a parent. On the other, the longer I am a parent, the more I realize that I can’t be, and I shouldn’t be, the only adult to care for and shape my child. Children need the influence of grandparents and aunts and uncles and friends, teachers, counselors, and, of course, their church. 

A few weeks ago, Emily and I went with a group of other adults and kids from this church on a mission trip to Henderson Settlement in Appalachia. We were a group of 28, I think – a mix of families with kids ranging in age from 6-17 as well as some adults whose kids are grown and gone. For the most part, we didn’t really know each other before we left. Yet, in the few days we spent together, I watched the Holy Spirit at work making us into a community – a community in which kids who had never met played like brothers and sisters and all of the adults cared for all of the children with compassion and grace. I watched as grown ups Emily didn’t know at all showed her how to measure, cut and hang vinyl siding, instilling in her skills and confidence that I could never give her.
It was out of that experience that this sermon was born. Because I truly believe that much like we say “It takes a village to raise a child”, it is equally true that it takes a church community to raise a Christian. Whether we are talking about a newborn child or an adult who is new to Christianity or someone who has lived in the church all their lives, it takes a village or in our case, a church, to nurture them and help them grow in the faith.
But, how do we do that well? What does scripture tell us about creating and sustaining a Christian community that nurtures its own? We find many clues to this in the New Testament, including in the two readings we heard earlier. The first reading, from Acts 2, describes the birth of the first Christian community. Until this point, there has been only a rag tag band of disciples trying to organize themselves to go out and preach the Good News of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection. Then, when Peter preaches for the first time, the results are astounding. Three thousand people are baptized and join the Jesus movement. Three thousand people come from diverse cultures and backgrounds and are united into a community through baptism.
 Of course, at this stage, they don’t know that they are birthing a new religion called Christianity. What they know is that they are committing to live a different way – the way that Jesus taught.  When they are baptized that day, they take on a new identity as followers of Christ. In his book, Leading Through the Water, author Paul Galbreath puts it this way, “baptism becomes the visible expression of who they are and their commitment to practice their faith together.”
For two thousand years, new Christians have entered into the Christian community through baptism – and we do, too. When we are baptized, we claim, or our parents claim for us, the identity of a Christian. And the community, the congregation, promises to help us understand what that means and to keep us accountable to it for the rest of our lives.
This is why, Galbreath points out, baptism is a public event. The congregation gathers to support, encourage, affirm, and renew a shared commitment to live in light of the gospel’s claims on our lives. One or two come for baptism, but we as a whole church community reaffirm our identity.
The second reading we heard a few minutes ago was from First Peter. In it, the author teaches that what sustains the Christian community – what enables us to hold on to our identity and to teach and challenge each other - is mutual love. Deep, sustaining, mutual love born of the Holy Spirit, that grows out of our trust in God and our obedience to Christian living. It is that very love that makes us Easter people.
In some Christian communities in Sierra Leone, on the night before a child is baptized, the oldest woman in the child’s family wraps that child up in her arms and takes a walk through their village. She is the matriarch of the family, the oldest living source of mother love. As she walks through the village, she talks to the child and points out the people and places that will be important in the child’s life of faith. She might say, “Here is your aunt and uncle’s house where you will see how people live when they follow Jesus. Here are the neighbors who will love you and help you whenever you need it. Here is the church where you will be baptized tomorrow and where you will learn the stories of Jesus.” The child may not remember this experience but she does it anyway because it introduces the child to the community’s way of life and reminds the people of the village of their identity as a Christian community and their responsibility in the life of this child.
This reminds me of how every week Jim Higdon or Elaine Shaw or another of our tour guides gives a tour of our church to people who are visiting. If you went on the tour, like a child in the arms of her grandmother in Sierra Leone, what would you learn about our identity as a community of faith? How do we enact our deep mutual love for each other and the world? What do we offer our children and adults to help them to grow in faith? 
In a sense, I’ve had a sort of newcomers’ tour of my own over the last ten months since I came here. Let me share some of what I’ve learned in my tour so far. We are a community that learns and worships and serves together. We learn in Sunday School and small groups, Bible studies and fellowship groups. We are a community that teaches its children to love by helping them give backpacks full of school supplies to kids who don’t have them. We are a community that supports its youth in service as they head out to do mission work over the summer.  We are community that makes sandwiches for the poor of Detroit, prayer quilts for the sick, and health kits for Haiti. That builds and supports a school in Kenya. That contributes to building and providing housing to people in our own backyard.
Yes, I think there are many things we do well to create a safe and nurturing place for disciples to grow in Christ. Yet, I suspect there is much more we can do. And to identify what that is, we each need to look at honestly at how we participate in the life of this village, this community we call church.  
All of us are called to some role in helping to shape and care for others in this community and outside our four walls. And that means not only celebrating each others’ joys and supporting each other through crisis, but challenging each other, as well. Out of love, no matter what role we have in the community, we hold each other accountable to living in Christ, to asking tough faith questions, courageous questions like “what is the appropriate Christian response to the death of Osama bin Laden?” “How do we live out our faith in an increasingly pluralistic society?” “How do we respond when Christians behave in ways that are unchristian?” 
In a few moments, a mother and daughter will be baptized into our congregation. When they are, you will have the opportunity to both reaffirm your own identity as a Christ-follower and promise to nurture them on their journeys. I hope you will spend some time thinking about what that means for you individually and for us as a community.
How will you reach out to them in Christian love? What will your role be in helping them along on the journey? And if not these two, how about the new members that joined a few weeks ago and those who will join in the coming weeks and months? Or the youth who will be confirmed next week? Or the people in your small group or your women’s circle or your Sunday School class? Or the visitor sitting next to you right now?
How will we as a community reach out and continue to foster the growth of our children and adults? And how will we challenge each other to new levels of growth and spiritual commitment?
On this mother’s day, we celebrate the unique and precious gift of mother love. Yet, we also have the opportunity to recognize the important role we play as a Christian community in sharing God’s love with newcomers to our community, with those who have long been on the Christian journey, and with those who have not yet entered these walls.
It is true that it takes a village to raise a child. It takes a church community to raise a Christian. It takes the whole body of Christ, loving and working together, to live out the kingdom of God.
May it be so. 
Amen.
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