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Scripture:  Isaiah 61:1-3


      Acts 2: 37-47

“You have no more excuses for not getting into golf shape this spring.”
That was the message that flashed across my email this week.  It was a solicitation to join a new work-out center in town. 
Now, I am not really sure what it means to get into “golf shape.”  It’s probably a lot closer to something I could ever achieve than, say, getting into triathlon shape. 
But what really caught my eye in the email was the name of the new gym – Koinonia.  It’s not a word I would have ever thought to associate with a ritzy sounding work-out facility.  And, in the back of my mind, I wondered what Clarence Jordon would have thought.

Clarence Jordan was one of four organizers and the driving force behind something called Koinonia Farms.  The vision was of an intentional Christian, interracial community that emphasized fellowship and equality.  A working farm, the Koinonia community also sought to offer ministerial training for African-American ministers living nearby.  It was to be, as Jordan described, a “demonstration plot for the Kingdom of God.”

That may sound reasonable enough, in 2008.  But Jordan and his friends set out toward this vision in 1942, in rural Georgia.  And, as often happens with God’s servants, they would be tested.  As the civil rights movements awoke in the 1950s and 1960s, the community withstood firebombs, bullets, KKK rallies, death threats, property damage, economic boycotts and excommunication from churches.

Still, they persevered, and in the 1960s, a millionaire businessman spent a month at the farm as an act of self-renewal and recommitment. He was inspired by Clarence Jordan’s vision. 
That millionaire businessman’s name was Millard Fuller.  With his wife, he began a non-profit organization to build homes with volunteer labor, sweat equity and 20-year, no-interest mortgages from a revolving fund used to build more affordable homes. That non-profit is called Habitat for Humanity and today it has built more than 100,000 homes worldwide.  
Clarence Jordan had an uncommon vision for a way to achieve the common good.  Millard Fuller, and everyone who has every swung a hammer or a paintbrush on a Habitat site, have shown that uncommon visions sometime make the best kind.

*
*
*


But where would a person get such an uncommon – if not downright crazy -- idea?  
There’s a good chance it came from the second chapter of Acts.
Clarence Jordan, you see, was also a scholar in New Testament Greek. That funny word he chose as a name for his experiment – koinonia – is the Greek word for “fellowship.”  Luke, who wrote Acts as a sequel to his gospel, used it to describe that first Christian community, brought together only a few days after Christ’s resurrection.

In Acts, Luke had the heady task of recounting the birth of the church. In the verses just that preceded those we just read, Luke described the dramatic coming of the Holy Spirit to the Apostles, the miracle of Pentecost when people of many nationalities all heard the same message and, of course, Peter’s inspired speech to the crowd … what can be fairly called the first sermon of the first Christian church.
Did you hear the effect that Peter had on those first converts … and the word we explored in last week’s sermon?

“Now when they heard this, they were cut to the heart …”   (Acts.2:37)

I’ve been a little worried all week that my display of bobble-head Jesus last Sunday overshadowed the rest of the sermon.  But perhaps you recall that we discussed how the first-century Greeks considered the heart not just the physical organ but the seat of the soul, the center of our being.

So they were cut to the heart and they said to Peter and other apostles, “Brothers, what should we do?”

Peter said “repent and be baptized,” and they did.  Next,

“They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers.”  (Acts 2: 37 & 42)

Last week, we discussed how the Word and Sacrament are the marks of the church in our Reformed tradition. In these first actions of those first converts -- teaching, fellowship, breaking of bread and prayer -- we see the true marks of the Christian community. 
Scholars point out the significance of how this formula for community follows the out-breaking of the Spirit on Pentecost.  Luke is saying that being church together is more than just a spontaneous event, however glorious it might be.  No, the Christian community is formed and built up by shared disciplines, such as teaching and prayer.  
That is not to say the church cannot enjoy also itself, which is where breaking of the bread and fellowship come in. In a more modern sense, we took part in our own act of fellowship last night, when we broke the pizza and enjoyed a few board games, all in the name of Jesus Christ … and Milton Bradley.

These communal disciplines and activities are not intended to crowd out or replace the presence of the Spirit once it has descended on the community.  Quite the contrary, which brings us back to that funny Greek word, Koinonia and how the fellowship of that first Christian community – and ours – are to make room for the Holy Spirit -- and indeed be led by it.  

Fellowship, in this sense, is more than friendship, more than just sharing common beliefs and values. A community or fellowship is always open to the transforming power of the spirit.  And, it is, as one commentator said, “to display a profound regard for one another’s spiritual and physical well-being.”

In his account of that first community of Christians, Luke draws on an even earlier model of community, which Isaiah touched on in our first reading today.  The nation of Israel practiced what Isaiah called the year of our Lord, otherwise known as the Jubilee. This came around every 50 years.  Slaves and prisoners were set freed. Debts were forgiven.  It was a year of shared renewal, a year when the good of the community took precedence over the rights of the individual. 
*
*
*

Now, what if we suggested we practice that pattern of living today? It might just get us brought up on charges of sedition – especially, here in this city of banks, and that part about forgiving debts.

Aside from the economic complications, perhaps the more troublesome aspect for our culture today is this idea of community over the individual.  
Ours is a culture that in so many ways celebrates the glory of the individual over the value of the group. We are bombarded with messages of individual achievement and accumulation and, above all, loyalty to self.
Look no further than all the reality shows on TV.  
Out with the cry of the Musketeers – “All for one and one for all.”
In with the cry of Donald Trump and the like – “In your face. I’ve got mine, you get yours.”
But perhaps, just perhaps, we have the makings of something different here at Caldwell. When we reflect on this precious thing we have been given, it is impossible not to be overwhelmed with gratitude.  And, perhaps it is not too far a stretch to draw a few parallels between what we have been given and the community that the Holy Spirit inspired in the second chapter of Acts.

For instance, when the scripture says in verse 42 that the new converts “devoted themselves,” Luke was saying that they persevered or held fast together. 
Does that bring a few of our members to mind?  
To me, it sounds like Jimmy Todd, Sue Aivez, Jackie Abernathy, Elora Hefner, Toby Herring, Bill and Grace Strickhouser, Ginger Robinson and Fred Hamilton and all the others who “persevered” and “held on” in every way possible to keep this church open when they weren’t sure how the bills would ever get paid.

And what about the activity of the Spirit in that first church and at Caldwell today?

As we have been discussing in our Sunday school study of the book of Acts, we Presbyterians aren’t usually in the habit of referring to the movements of the Spirit in our individual lives, much less our lives together as a church. 
But, from talking with many of you, I am convinced that both the Caldwell remnant and the Agape Fellowship that had no church home opened themselves to the movement of the Spirit, which eventually drew them all together. 

How many times in these last months and weeks have we thought or said something to one another about what we perceive to be the Holy Spirit’s presence with us in worship and its surprising work in the “new thing” here? 

Most recently, think of all the unexpected connections that have come our way and produced resources and support.  And think about all those who had some past relationship to this church and how they have re-connected with us in some way. 
There can be only one explanation, so many of you have said to me, “It is the movement of the Holy Spirit.”

*
*
*

Now if all this talk about the Holy Spirit is making some of you nervous, don’t worry. I am not about to break out the snakes.  But we might ask ourselves:  How do we keep this feeling alive?  How do we honor what God is doing here through the Holy Spirit?

That alone is a first step – to admit that this is not of our doing or our making, that none of this belongs to us, either individually or collectively.  I recognize that humility in many of you and I pray gratefully for it.
As a second step, we might also recognize in our scripture today how that first group of converts defined themselves … by focusing on others. 
All who believed were together and had all things in common; they would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need.   (Acts 2: 45)
In a sense, this reminded me of how my former boss, Hugh McColl, described one of the secrets to the unusual loyalty and esprit de corps that characterized the old NCNB, which avoided much of its share of office politics.
 “We stayed so focused on the external competition,” Mr. McColl always said,  “that we never had the time to turn in on one another.”

In a not too different way, the first church found its identity in its own external focus on, as the scripture reads, any who had need.  
And you have expressed your intent that our church community should follow that pattern. 

Take your bulletin and turn to our Mission Statement on the back page and look for that word – community. You will find it mentioned five times. You will also find reference in the first bullet point to something we don’t hear much about any more in general society – the “greater good” – which echoes the understanding of common good that we find in Acts.
I point this out not to put pride in our hearts and to make us, as the apostle Paul might say, “puffed up,” but, rather, to suggest that perhaps we are on the right path, a path that traces back in time to those first converts and how they defined their community.

In the next few weeks, your Mission Committee will be working on a theological framework and some guiding principles to inform and shape how this congregation will reach out into the world as a resurrected community.  Beth Van Gorp is the chair of that committee and they all welcome any input you may have.
There is great heart in this church for mission, and I am looking forward to seeing and hearing how the Holy Spirit guides us in the years to come. 
But we don’t have to wait. In addition to all of our existing forms of mission outreach, which I won’t list right now, there is one specific opportunity coming up.

Today’s scripture reads “All who believed were together and had all things in common; they would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need”

Did you hear that?

“They had all things in common …and they would sell their possessions and distribute the proceeds to any in need.” 

Scholars write that we should not necessarily interpret this to mean the first converts sold everything they had. Like us, they had families to feed and other practical realities of life.  What it does suggest, many scholars believe, is that the members of the early church sold anything they had that was extra, that was not needed for a simple and reasonable existence.

Well, perhaps you know where I am headed, but why not take a similar approach in our upcoming yard sale? 
 So often, yard sales are just opportunities to make your junk someone else’s and pick up a few bucks along the way. What if, as an alternative, each of us went home and identified, not just our old unwanted stuff, but those things that we simply don’t use on a regular basis and, perhaps, therefore don’t really need?
What if we all dug a little deeper than we first thought we might, and contributed some things of real – even significant value – to this effort. One former member of this church called this week to do just that – and we will pick up a truck load of items of value from his home.

Alternatively, if any of us is creative, what if we set up booths to sell our creations?

Then, like the first converts, we could use the proceeds to serve others through our ministries here on campus and our mission beyond our doors. Thanks to the generosity mostly of non-members who attended our recent ordination service, we have a new General Mission Fund of $3,400. Is it possible – even conceivable – that we could, for example, double that number? 
*
*
*

So I leave you with all of that to think about along with these words from N.T. Wright, the Bishop of Durham in the Church of England, from his commentary on today’s verses from Acts.

“When Jesus’ followers behave like this (that is, by sharing resources), they sometimes find to their surprise that they have a new spring in their step.  There is an attractiveness, an energy about a life in which we stop clinging on to everything we can and start sharing it…. 

“Where the church today finds itself stagnant, unattractive, humdrum and shrinking … it’s time to read Acts 2 again, get down on our knees and ask what isn’t happening that should be happening.  The gospel hasn’t changed.  God’s power hasn’t diminished.  People still need rescuing.  What are we doing about it?”

In the name of our Triune and loving God, Amen.

