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Community: where do we go from here?

We have talked about how if we are to be like the Early Church, then we need to copy their example in being devoted to one another; to fellowship; to breaking bread, including communion; and we have looked at how we should express this unity and fellowship through the way we relate to each other – as brothers and sisters, and through practicing hospitality.
There are two ways you can look at this subject – one is dealing with divisions and prejudice and separation and individualism.
The other is building towards unity on top of this foundation.
We are not aiming for a church where people co-exist or where there is ‘tolerance’ between different people – we are building much more than that.
I heard someone talking once about the word “tolerance”; they said that if they came round for a meal and said:
“I think your cooking is tolerable; I don’t hate it.”
That wouldn’t be a very good endorsement!
So what I want to talk about for part of this morning is how we build on where we have got to so far.
A picture that is used several times in the New Testament is that of a body.
It’s not enough for a body not to be ill; in order to be declared healthy, a body also needs to be growing and doing things a healthy body ought to do – like eating well and exercising.
When our boys were born, it wouldn’t have been completely reassuring if the midwife or health visitor had said “Your child isn’t ill.”
What we were wanting to hear is “Your son is thriving and putting on weight and developing really well – and you’re great parents!”
Let’s read what the Bible says about the Church as a body – from 1 Corinthians 12.
The body is a unit, though it is made up of many parts; and though all its parts are many, they form one body. So it is with Christ. For we were all baptized by one Spirit into one body--whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free--and we were all given the one Spirit to drink.

Now the body is not made up of one part but of many. If the foot should say, "Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body," it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. And if the ear should say, "Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body," it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. If the whole body were an eye, where would the sense of hearing be? If the whole body were an ear, where would the sense of smell be? But in fact God has arranged the parts in the body, every one of them, just as he wanted them to be. If they were all one part, where would the body be? As it is, there are many parts, but one body.

The eye cannot say to the hand, "I don't need you!" And the head cannot say to the feet, "I don't need you!" On the contrary, those parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and the parts that we think are less honourable we treat with special honour. And the parts that are unpresentable are treated with special modesty, while our presentable parts need no special treatment. But God has combined the members of the body and has given greater honour to the parts that lacked it, so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for each other. If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honoured, every part rejoices with it.

Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it. (1 Corinthians 12:12-27 NIV)
I don’t think I can say much to make this passage clearer – it talks about our belonging to each other; our dependence on each other; and about the way we should treat each other. It gives honour and importance to everyone – whatever ‘role’ or position we have in the church, we are part of the Body of Christ.
 An American writer and pastor - David A. Anderson has written a book called “Gracism.” 
In it he writes about how it’s not enough just to not have racist or other divisions in the Church – we need to build on top of this foundation.
And he calls this “Gracism.”
Racism is undeserved hostility that comes from prejudice – judging someone before you know them. 
Grace is an undeserved gift;
“Gracism” is undeserved blessing and kindness that we give before we know a person; it is a ‘pre-emptive strike’ of blessing, kindness and love.
Using the passage from 1 Corinthians 12, David Anderson picks out 7 ways we can do this, which he calls seven sayings of a “Gracist”
The eye cannot say to the hand, "I don't need you!" And the head cannot say to the feet, "I don't need you!" On the contrary, those parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and the parts that we think are less honourable we treat with special honour. And the parts that are unpresentable are treated with special modesty, while our presentable parts need no special treatment. But God has combined the members of the body and has given greater honour to the parts that lacked it, so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for each other. If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honoured, every part rejoices with it. (1 Corinthians 12:21-26)

1. Special honour – lifting up the humble among us – “I will lift you up.”
2. Special modesty – protecting the most vulnerable among us from embarrassment – “I will cover you.”
3. No special treatment – refusing to accept special treatment if it is at the detriment of others who need it. – “I will share with you.”
4. Greater honour – God, as a gracist, has given greater honour to the humble. – “I will honour you.”
5. No division – When the majority helps the minority, and the stronger help the weaker, it keeps us from division within the Body. – “I will stand with you.”
6. Equal concern – Having a heart as big for our neighbours as we do for ourselves. – “I will consider you.”
7. Rejoices with – When the humble, or less honourable, are helped, we are to rejoice with them. (It’s easier to weep with those who weep than rejoice with those who rejoice.) – “I will celebrate with you.”
These aren’t things that just happen by themselves; they require determined effort; they need to be thought about and sometimes planned in advance.

And this isn’t something that just leaders or people who have been Christians for years should be doing; these are instructions for everyone who is part of the Body.

Paul wrote these words to a church that was going through all sorts of cultural challenges and stresses and strains.
His instructions on how to move on were not written to people who were the leaders in the church – they were addressed to everyone in the Body – it’s all of our responsibilities.

The letter is addressed to the whole church – and to us:
To the church of God in Corinth, to those sanctified in Christ Jesus and called to be holy, together with all those everywhere who call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ--their Lord and ours. (1 Corinthians 1:2)


For us here in the Crown, I think we have come a long way in this over the last 9 or 10 years and God has blessed us.
But at the moment, I believe God has put an open door in front of us, and is inviting us to go through.

I believe that God is calling us to build something amazing in terms of a community – a family made up of all sorts of different backgrounds and cultures and parts of the Body.

I believe that God’s Grace is on us for this and that He will give us all we need.

And I believe that as we build an amazing ‘Gracist’ church here; it will have an effect much wider than our little church; the DNA will be reproduced again and again and we will display something of the Wisdom of God.


I want to finish my “preach” at this point, but I want to invite people to get on board.

And I have asked a few people to come and talk about practical ways to do this.

None of these things are compulsory and, while it’s always great to have more pairs of hands to help; this isn’t a desperate appeal for people to help – actually we are doing okay.

But we do want to talk about different practical ways to help build; 

· Community Groups (Louise)

· Welcome Team (Louise)

· Contact (Jane)

· Supporting Mission (Dan & Lucy)

· Setup (Martin)




5


image1.jpeg




