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Acts 4:32-35
Each year during Eastertide, the first lectionary reading is taken from the Book of Acts. Acts is the story of the very early church, as it spread from Jerusalem to Rome. At every turn there are troubles and persecutions, but it is also clear that at every step, the Holy Spirit is leading the way. The disciples are living out the resurrection of Jesus, not only with their words, but with their very lives. They are not just individual believers, but koinonia, a resurrection community.

Scholars debate how much this utopian description of the church Acts describes what really happened. We know, for instance, that not everyone sold their houses and property - church met in people’s homes, after all.
 It wasn’t exactly a communist collective, apparently.
Yet the early church had at least some resemblance to the picture Acts paints. The protection of the weak, the needy, the widows and orphans was part of the commitment of the church, and what set them apart. Justin Martyr, a Greek philosopher who converted to Christianity in the 2nd century, describes what church was like in those days: “We who once coveted most greedily the wealth and fortune of others now place in common the goods we possess, dividing them with all the needy.”
 

Indeed, the church was a witness to a different way of life. As one commentator writes, “[I]n the wider Roman culture, riddled with conflict and controversy of all kinds, a community of shared goods… would embody evidence for the transforming power of God’s saving grace.”

But utopian communities are notoriously difficult to sustain. The nasty reality of petty jealousies and selfishness creep in, sometimes insidiously and sometimes obviously. Sometimes it seems Christians are known not so much by our love as by power-grabs, factions, and judgmental self-righteousness. The writer Annie Dillard once lamented, “What a pity that so hard on the heels of Christ come the Christians… They [were] smug and busy, just like us, and who could believe in them?” 

Which leads one preacher to declare: The tough task of interpreting the reality of a truth like the resurrection is not so much the scientific or historical, “How could a thing like that happen?” but the ecclesiastical and communal, “Why don’t you people look more resurrected?”

That’s the heart of the matter. If the resurrection of Christ is real, then why don’t we look more resurrected? What would that even look like? What would it mean to be “of one heart and soul”? What could it possibly mean for us to hold all things in common, so there was not a needy person among us?
Friday’s Columbus Dispatch ran a story about the Vineyard Church in Columbus, where Rich Nathan is pastor. They had a special offering on Palm Sunday weekend to raise money for people who are unemployed. It’s a mega-church, with 8,000 members, and the people there are known to be generous. But even their pastor was shocked by the outpouring of help. They raised $625,000.
 

We haven’t had a special fund-drive, but several families in our church have quietly come forward with very generous gifts – in the tens of thousands of dollars – to help people in our church who are unemployed. Our bigger problem is getting people to accept financial help, even if they are desperate. Nobody wants to seem ‘needy.’ 
But it goes beyond pride. We are a nation of can-do people, adventurers and entrepreneurs. We like to be independent and self-sufficient. We’re also a community of high-achievers, where everyone is supposed to be strong, good-looking, and well above average. We’re a highly competitive society, with even ‘reality’ television shows encouraging the idea that there are winners and losers and sharing is for losers.
We’ve also grown more and more isolated with every passing generation. An increasing standard of living has not only meant more ‘stuff,’ but more estrangement. It used to be that a family that owned a car was considered wealthy; now it’s considered normal for every driver in a family to have a car. No need to borrow the car keys. Generations ago, people played live music together; then they listened to the radio together; then they sat around the television set. Now each person in the house has his or her own car, television, computer, and cellphone, and each child an iPod and Game-boy. 
But our increasing isolation and individualism isn’t paying off the dividends we thought it would. Turns out the way we are living is not healthy emotionally, spiritually, or environmentally, not even for those of us who have the bounty of riches, let alone those who are left in the dust of poverty. 
Studies show that once people are out of poverty, there is little correlation between wealth and happiness. “Up to a certain point, more really does equal better,” Bill McKibben writes. 
 But beyond that… not so much. “In fact,” McKibben says, “the more we study the question, the less important affluence seems to be to human happiness.”

As one researcher puts it, “Advertising is so attractive to us, so powerful, so seductive. What it offers us are images of the real sources of human happiness,” for example, community and friendship and family.
 We fall for the images, instead of investing our time and energy in the real deal. 

It’s little wonder social-networking sites have become so common. People are starving for community, for real relationships, for life-giving connections. For koininia, if you will. Even with everyone having their own cell-phone or iPod or Blackberry, they’re sharing pictures and YouTube videos and twittering away like mad. It’s almost as if “Can you hear me now?” is our culture’s great primal scream.
So what would happen if we looked a little bit more like the early church, sharing at least some things in common? What if we began to look a little more, well, resurrected? What would that even look like?

It might look like a church the minister and writer Fred Craddock used to serve. This is the way he tells it:
Before I married and served in the little mission in the Appalachians, I moved down to a place on Watts Bar Lake, between Chattanooga and Knoxville, a little village. It was the custom in that church at Easter to have a baptismal service. My church immerses, and it was held, this baptismal service, in Watts Bar Lake on Easter evening at sundown. Now out on the sandbar, I, with the candidates for baptism, moved into the water, and then they moved across to the shore where the little congregation was gathered, singing around a fire and cooking supper. They had constructed little booths for changing clothes with hanging blankets. As the candidates moved from the water, they went in and changed clothes and went to the fire in the center. Finally, last of all, I went over, changed clothes, and went to the fire. 

Once we were all around the fire, this was the ritual of that tradition. Glenn Hickey, always Glenn, introduced the new people, gave their names, where they lived, and their work. Then the rest of us formed a circle around them, while they stayed warm at the fire. 
The ritual was that each person in the circle then gave her or his name, and said this, “My name is…, and if you ever need somebody to do washing and ironing…” “My name is…If you ever need anybody to chop wood…” “My name is…If you ever need anybody to baby-sit…” “My name is…If you ever need anybody to repair your house…” “My name is…If you ever need anybody to sit with the sick…” “My name is…, and if you ever need a car to go to town…” and around the circle.

Then we ate, and then we had a square dance. And then at a time they knew, I didn’t know, Percy Miller, with thumbs in his bibbed overalls, would stand up and say, “Time to go,” and everybody left. He lingered behind and, with his big shoe, kicked sand over the dying fire. And my first experience of that, he saw me standing there still, and he looked at me and said, “Craddock, folks don’t ever get any closer than this.”

In that little community, they have a name for that. I’ve heard it in other communities too. in that community, their name for that is “church.” They call that “church.”

What does church look like to you? What is the resurrected community of God?
This is what I think:

There once was a family who had four children, one girl and three boys. All three boys had muscular dystrophy. All three boys. Their mother and father and sister spent every ounce of energy and all the money they had to care for them. Even the sister’s boyfriend became part of the family team, and eventually he wrote about it in a book. It isn’t romantic, and he doesn’t exaggerate about people’s goodness. 
As a reviewer wrote about this story, what the young man remembers is this:

the courage and fears and wheelchairs and games and jokes and tears and exhaustion and wit and tension and the parade of quiet people from church and town and clan who helped the boys live lives of zest and grace…

 They came… because love is the essential coin and bone and language of human beings at their best.

[And] we are capable of far more grace than we know.
 

I think that’s what it means to be church. 
With great power the apostles gave their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great grace was upon them all.
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