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No Ordinary Community
Matthew 28:19

Lesson 1
Lance Bolay

Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of
the Son and of the Holy Spirit...
—Matthew 28:19, NRSV
Early on the Christian community realized that everything about us—our worshipping and
learning, conversing and listening, teaching and preaching, obeying and deciding, working and
playing, eating and sleeping—takes place in the “country” of the Trinity…. If God’s presence
and work are not understood to define who we are and what we are doing, nothing we come
up with will be understood and lived properly.
—Eugene Peterson, Christ Plays in Ten Thousand Places

Learning Goals
1. To understand the relationship between the Trinity and the church.
2. To view the Trinity as the model of healthy Christian community.
3. To encourage a more robust Trinitarian imagination within the church.

Introduction to the Series
The intent of this series is to remind us of the distinctiveness of the community that we call the
church and challenge us to renew our commitment to the church’s identity, calling, and
purpose. North America currently exists in an era of hyper-individualism, privatized spirituality,
consumer religion, and the related phenomenon of church-hopping–i.e. when one church fails
to meet a person’s needs and expectations, that person hops from one church to another. In
light of these socio-cultural pressures that focus excessively on the individual, the church needs
to reflect anew on its identity and calling and confront the challenges that hinder it from
participating more fully in the life and mission of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
There are four lessons in the series. The first lesson reflects upon the identity of the church,
which is a community enlivened, formed, and commissioned by the Trinity to serve a particular
divine purpose in and for the world. The second lesson, closely related to the first, is on the
Holy Spirit and community. The third lesson looks at contemporary challenges to Christian
community, such as hyper-individualism and consumerism. The final lesson examines ancient
and contemporary Christian rituals and habits that counter against these narcissistic tendencies

and nurture the calling and purpose of the body of Christ so that the church may faithfully
participate in the life and mission of God.

Reflection
When you talk about the identity of the church—its meaning, calling and purpose—where do
you start? You can begin the conversation in various ways, but a particularly good starting place
might be Matthew 28:19: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in
the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit…” This text is most often used in
conversations on evangelism, and the stress is typically on the words go, make disciples, and
baptizing. The last part of this verse is often neglected to the detriment of those learning about
the significance of discipleship and that community of disciples known as the church. Why is it
a detriment? Because the last part of the text defines the disciple’s identity, calling and
purpose. Baptism is a decisive movement from one sphere of life to another. It is far more than
simply an act of spiritual cleansing in which one is forgiven of sin. Baptism is an entrance into a
life-altering relationship with the God we know as Father, Son, and Spirit. This makes baptism a
communal act. One is baptized into the community of Father, Son, and Spirit and into the
fellowship of those who already share in this divine community.
Although the words, “in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit,” are
often repeated formulaically at a person’s baptism, they are more than just a liturgical formula
in the ritual of baptism. They are absolutely foundational to the meaning of discipleship and
the identity of the church.
To be baptized in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit is to be
baptized into a divine Community referred to throughout Christian tradition as the Trinity. God
is three in one: Father, Son, and Spirit. This is mystery, for sure, and the early church struggled
for years to understand how this could be true. God is revealed in Scripture as Father, Son, and
Spirit. Yet the Christian faith does not acknowledge three gods. There is only one God, but
God is three-in-one. Thus, the church decided to use the word Trinity to refer to the God they
related to as Father, Son, and Spirit. This is an important topic, but it is beyond the scope of
this lesson to go into more details about the history of how, why, and when the term Trinity
originated. While some Christ-Followers disagree with the term and do not believe God is
three-in-one, the designation of God as Trinity is deeply embedded with church tradition and
will be used occasionally in this lesson. Mark E. Powell affirms this in his book, Centered in
God: The Trinity and Christian Spirituality.
For the early church the Trinity was not simply one of numerous attributes of God, but
the proper personal name of God. Similar to “Yahweh” in the Old Testament, “Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit” is the uniquely revealed name of God in the New Testament (see
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Matthew 28:19). Just as our names identify and distinguish us for other people, so
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit was used to call on God and delineate a specifically
Christian understanding of God from the host of competing deities and ideologies.
(Powell, Centered in God, 13)
So, what is the significance of being baptized in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit?
First, to be baptized in the name of the Father, Son, and Spirit is to share in the eternal
fellowship of love that exists and overflows from the triune God. Second, to be baptized in the
name of the Father, Son, and Spirit is to enter a distinct community of fellow disciples who are
called to imitate the love and unity that exist among the Father, Son, and Spirit (John 10:30;
17:20–23). Third, to be baptized in the name of Father, Son, and Spirit is to participate
together, with other disciples, in the life and mission of the triune God for the sake of the
world.
The story of the Bible is the story of God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit reconciling everything
in heaven and on earth with God (Ephesians 1:10). The church is that community of baptized
disciples who embody and witness to one another and to the world this cosmic reconciliation.
This community is referred to as the body of Christ (Romans 12:5; I Corinthians 12:27), and it is
enlivened, formed, and led by the Spirit to be conformed to the image of Christ (Romans 8; II
Corinthians 3:18; Galatians 4:19; Colossians 3:10). All of this is for the glory of the Father
(Philippians 2:11). This distinct community we call the church originated with the Father, Son,
and Spirit; the community is shaped according to the love and power of the Father, Son, and
Spirit to reflect God’s image into the world and participate in the life and mission of God for
the sake of the world; and the end or goal of this community is to be “filled with all the
fullness” of the Father, Son, and Spirit (Ephesians 3:14–21).

Lesson Plan
1. Engage
a. Introduce the series.
b. What different communities do you participate in? (Example: the City of Tyler, school/
educational communities, recreational/athletic communities, faith communities, etc.)
c. What communities are most important to you? Why?
2. Involve
a. What defines the community that we call the church—what is its identity?
i. As previously discussed, many communities exist in the world and in Tyler.
ii. What sets the church apart from these other communities?
b. Use Matthew 28:19 to demonstrate how the church’s identity and purpose comes from
the Father, Son, and Spirit.
i. To be baptized in the name of Father, Son, and Spirit is to share in the eternal
fellowship of love that exists and overflows from the triune God.
1. God is love (I John 4:7–8, 16)
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2. The incomprehensible love that was, is and always will exist between the Father,
Son, and Spirit overflows into creation, inviting us to share and participate in this
eternal fellowship of love.
3. Read II Corinthians 13:14: “May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love
of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.”
a. This is not simply a nice formula to close Paul’s letter to the Christ-followers
in Corinth.
b. This speaks to the identity of the community! Grace, love, and fellowship
describe the Trinity, and the community that is baptized into the Trinity share
in the Trinity’s grace, love, and fellowship. Let that soak in for a little while.
ii. To be baptized in the name of the Father, Son, and Spirit is to enter a distinct
community of fellow disciples who are called to imitate the love and unity that exist
among the Father, Son, and Spirit (John 10:30; 17:20–23).
iii. To be baptized in the name of the Father, Son, and Spirit is to participate together,
with other disciples, in the life and mission of the triune God for the sake of the
world.
1. This includes cosmic reconciliation: everything in heaven and on earth being
reconciled into a relationship with God, in Christ, through the power of the Spirit
(Ephesians 1:10).
2. This includes being “filled with the fullness” of the triune God (Ephesians 3:14–
21).
c. What other ways does Scripture identify this distinct community in relationship to the
Father, Son, and Spirit?
i. This is a community that prays to a heavenly “Father” (Matthew 6; Ephesians 3:14).
ii. This is a community that is referred to as the “body of Christ” (I Corinthians 12:27;
Ephesians 4:12).
iii. This is a community that regularly eats with Jesus at His table (also known as the
“Lord’s Supper”); and this meal includes bread that symbolizes the “body of Christ.”
iv. This is a community described as the “Temple” of the Holy Spirit (I Corinthians
3:16–17; Romans 8).
3. Challenge
a. What images come to mind when you think of a successful church?
i. For some it might be dollar bills, beautiful buildings, big crowds (or, as it is
sometimes crudely stated, the three B’s: Buildings, Bucks, and Butts).
ii. For others, a successful church is defined according to the one-or two-hour worship
service each week (e.g. instruments vs acapella; praise teams/bands; dynamic
preaching; programs offered for children and families; and so forth)
b. In light of the discussion on the identity and purpose of the church in relation to the
Father, Son, and Spirit, how would you define a successful church? Possible answers:
i. It is a community that follows Christ.
ii. It is a community that depends entirely upon the power of the Spirit to understand
and follow the way of Christ and bring glory to the Father.
iii. It is a community that shares the love that the Father has for the world.
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c. Prayer, community and the Trinity
i. Throughout history, the worship and prayers of the church have nurtured the
community’s self-understanding as a community defined by the Father, Son, and
Spirit.
1. A prayer known as the Gloria Patri: “All praise to the Father, and to the Son, and
to the Holy Spirit, as it was in the beginning, is now, and will be forever. Amen.”
2. Some liturgical prayers end this way: “We pray this through Jesus Christ our
Lord, who lives and reigns with You [our Father] and the Holy Spirit, one God,
now and ever. Amen.”
3. N.T. Wright suggests the following prayer: “Father almighty, maker of heaven
and earth: Set up your kingdom in our midst. Lord Jesus Christ, Son of the living
God: Have mercy on me, a sinner. Holy Spirit, breath of the living God: Renew
me and all the world. Amen.”
4. Or, Paul’s prayer from Ephesians 3:14–19: “I bow my knees before the Father,
from whom every family in heaven and on earth takes its name. I pray that,
according to the riches of his glory, he may grant that you may be strengthened
in your inner being with power through his Spirit, and that Christ may dwell in
your hearts through faith, as you are being rooted and grounded in love. I pray
that you may have the power to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the
breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that
surpasses knowledge, so that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.”
ii. Consider incorporating one of more of these prayers into your daily life in order to
nurture your own self-understanding of what it means to be baptized in the name of
the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.

Bibliography
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Community of the Spirit

Lesson 2
Lance Bolay

II Corinthians 13:14

May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy
Spirit be with you all.
—II Corinthians 13:14, NRSV
Do not quench the Spirit.

—I Thessalonians 5:19, NRSV

More than churches full of people, God wants (and the world needs) people full of the Spirit….
Any church that denies the Spirit freedom stands in danger of becoming a lifeless and selfglorifying church.
—Clark Pinnock, Flame of Love: A Theology of the Holy Spirit

Learning Goals
1. To understand the role of the Spirit in the life of Jesus.
2. To stress the importance of the Spirit in the life of the church.
3. To encourage practices and habits that nurture openness to the Spirit.

Reflection
This lesson is inseparable from the first. The first lesson emphasized the identity and purpose of
the church as defined by the Trinity—God the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. It can not be
stressed enough how important this subject is for the church. The eighteenth century German
philosopher Immanuel Kant once said that the doctrine of the Trinity is impractical for Christian
living. This could not be further from the truth. The Christian community came into being
through the work of the Father, Son, and Spirit and is called to share in the life and mission of
God by following the way of Christ in the power of the Spirit to the glory of the Father. Nearly
two thousand years later, the triune God Whom we know as Father, Son, and Spirit is no less
relevant to the church’s identity and purpose. Leonard Allen and Danny Swick sum it up nicely:
In this tumultuous time, when people on every hand are emerging out of a secular
worldview and openly hungering for God, nothing could more invigorate and hearten
Christians in their mission than this vision—the biblical vision of the Father, His Son, and
the Spirit freely sharing their rich Life and perfect Love with us in ways that lead us into

true selfhood, satisfying our deepest and most ardent longings for true communion.
(Allen and Swick, Participating in God’s Life, 195)
After focusing on the identity and purpose of the church in relation to the Trinity in Lesson One,
this lesson will focus on the Holy Spirit and community. The church is drawn into the fellowship
of the Father, Son, and Spirit and shares in God’s mission for the world by the power of the
Spirit. Without the Spirit, the church is empty, lifeless, and powerless.
One of the images that comes to mind when reflecting upon the Holy Spirit is the principal
character in one of my favorite childhood cartoons, He-Man and the Masters of the Universe.
He-Man is the alter-ego of Prince Adam who, with his friends, defended the realm of Eternia
and the secrets of Castle Grayskull from the evil forces of Skeletor. When Prince Adam wanted
to transform into He-Man, the strongest man in the universe, he raised his Power Sword and
proclaimed, “By the power of Grayskull, I have the power!”
By the power of the Holy Spirit, the church has the power.
Scripture is clear on how the life and calling of the church depends on the power of the Spirit.
Jesus was dependent upon the Spirit. “It was by the Spirit that Jesus was conceived, anointed,
empowered, commissioned, directed and raised up” (Pinnock, Flame of Love, 81). Likewise, in
baptism, the disciples of Jesus receive the gift of the Spirit in order to continue the mission of
Jesus on the earth (Acts 2:38). “As Jesus was conceived by the Spirit in Mary and empowered
for mission in baptism, so the church is born and empowered by the Spirit…. The church is the
instrument of Christ, called to carry on his mission in the power of the Spirit” (Pinnock, 115–16).
Without the Spirit, the disciples of Jesus are powerless to fulfill their vocation to participate in
the mission of God in the world. This is why there is so much emphasis on the role of the Spirit
in Paul’s letters. Romans 8, which refers to the Holy Spirit as the Spirit of Christ and the Spirit of
God, is probably the best example:
You are in the Spirit, since the Spirit of God dwells in you. Anyone who does not have
the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him. But if Christ is in you, though the body is
dead because of sin, the Spirit is life because of righteousness. If the Spirit of him who
raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will give
life to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit that dwells in you. (Romans 8:9–11)
For all who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God…. When we cry, “Abba!
Father!” it is that very Spirit bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of God…
(Romans 8:14–16)
Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we
ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words. (Romans 8:26)
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Through the Spirit we enter into relationship with the Father and the Son. Through the Spirit
Christ dwells within us. By the Spirit we, individually and corporately, are transformed into the
likeness of Christ (II Corinthians 3:17–18). By the Spirit we are led into God’s promised and
preferred future. By the Spirit we are each gifted in particular ways in order to strengthen the
community of disciples so that we can witness to the world the in-breaking kingdom of God
(Romans 12:4–8; I Corinthians 12). As Pinnock notes, “God did not pour the Spirit out for us to
exult in it as a private benefit. The purpose was (and is) to empower witnesses to God’s
kingdom (Acts 1:8)” (Pinnock, 141). The church’s ability to participate in the life and mission of
God hinges on the Spirit. There is no other way.
For this reason, Paul urges Christ-followers in Thessalonica: “Do not quench the Spirit” (I
Thessalonians 5:19). This is why Pinnock states plainly: “Any church that denies the Spirit
freedom stands in danger of becoming a lifeless and self-glorifying church” (Pinnock, 131). The
Spirit is life and breath for the church. The Spirit produces within the church love, joy, peace,
patience, goodness, kindness, gentleness, faithfulness, and self-control (Galatians 5:22–23).
The church’s responsibility is to be attentive and open to the Spirit. “Let us ask God to disturb
our tranquility so that he may surprise, refresh, and empower us,” writes Pinnock (Pinnock,
137–38). The question for us is this: What is the church, and individuals and families within the
church, doing to nurture open and receptive hearts to the leading and transformation of the
Spirit? What rituals, practices and habits of life cultivate dependency less on the self and more
on the Spirit? Are we praying, as Paul did, that we may be strengthened in our inner being with
power through God’s Spirit (Ephesians 3:16)?
The Holy Spirit is not a concept or an idea. The Spirit is a living Being in whom we live, move,
and exist (Acts 17:28). We can ignore the Spirit, rebel against the Spirit, quench the Spirit,
blaspheme the Spirit (which is to credit evil for the Spirit’s activity); or we can learn to be
attentive to the Spirit and respond in faith, gratitude, and courageous obedience. The more
dependent the church is upon the Spirit, the greater its witness in the world. The Spirit, in other
words, is what makes the church no ordinary community.

Lesson Plan
1. Engage
a. Review Lesson One.
b. Introduce the subject of Lesson Two:
i. What has been the traditional teaching of the church on the Holy Spirit?
ii. How relevant is the Holy Spirit to your personal and family decision-making?
iii. What role does the Holy Spirit have in the church?
2. Involve
a. Discuss the relevance of the Spirit in Jesus’ life.
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i.

Read the Clark Pinnock quote: “It was by the Spirit that Jesus was conceived,
anointed, empowered, commissioned, directed and raised up” (Pinnock, Flame of
Love, 81)
ii. Note some of the verses that demonstrate Jesus’ complete dependence upon the
Spirit from his birth to his resurrection.
1. Jesus was conceived by the Holy Spirit: The angel said to Mary, “The Holy Spirit
will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow
you” (Luke 1:35).
2. In Jesus’ baptism, the Spirit came upon Jesus in power: “The Holy Spirit
descended upon him in bodily form like a dove” (Luke 3:21–22).
3. The term “Christ” means the “Anointed One”—i.e. anointed by the Holy Spirit:
a. “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring
good news to the poor” (Luke 4:18).
b. “God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with power; … he
went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil, for
God was with him” (Acts 10:38).
4. Jesus was “full of the Spirit” and “led by the Spirit”: After his baptism, “Jesus,
full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the
wilderness, where for forty days he was tempted by the devil” (Luke 4:1–2)
a. On this subject, Pinnock suggests that Jesus’ strength to overcome
temptation came from the Spirit, not his own human ability.
b. “According to Paul,” notes Pinnock, “Christ came in the likeness of sinful
flesh (Romans 8:3).... His sinlessness was really due to his relation with the
Spirit, not his own deity. It was a real, not pretend, victory that he won over
sin, flesh and devil. He conquered in the power of the Spirit” (Pinnock, 88).
5. The ministry of Jesus was empowered by the Spirit: “If it is by the Spirit of God
that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come to you” (Matthew
12:28).
6. Jesus offered himself on the cross through the Spirit: “How much more will the
blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish
to God, purify our conscience from dead works to worship the living
God!” (Hebrew 9:14)
7. Lastly, Jesus was raised by the Spirit: “If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from
the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will give life to your
mortal bodies also through his Spirit that dwells in you” (Romans 8:11).
b. Just as Jesus was entirely dependent upon the Spirit for his life, ministry, death and
resurrection, the church is also entirely dependent upon the Spirit for its life and
mission.
i. This is why individuals receive the gift of the Spirit at baptism (Acts 2:38)
ii. This is why individuals are given particular gifts of the Spirit that strengthen the
community of disciples (Romans 12:4–8; I Corinthians 12).
iii. This is why Paul spent nearly an entire chapter talking about the importance of the
Spirit for Christ-followers (Romans 8).
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iv. This is why Paul admonished believers not to quench the Spirit (I Thessalonians
5:19).
c. Community of the Spirit: emphasize the role of the Spirit in community
i. The community of Christ-followers known as the church is gifted uniquely with all
sorts of gifts for the benefit of the community (Romans 12:4–8; I1 Corinthians 12)
—“To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good” (I
Corinthians 12:7).
ii. The Spirit is the church’s source of unity: “Making every effort to maintain the unity
of the Spirit in the bond of peace” (Ephesians 4:3).
iii. Notice the social and relational dimensions of the fruit of the Spirit: love, joy, peace,
patience, goodness, kindness, gentleness, faithfulness, and self-control.
d. Close with this quote by Pinnock: “As Jesus was conceived by the Spirit in Mary and
empowered for mission in baptism, so the church is born and empowered by the
Spirit…. The church is the instrument of Christ, called to carry on his mission in the
power of the Spirit” (Pinnock, 115–16).
3. Challenge
a. In light of the truth that, like Jesus, the church is entirely dependent on the Spirit for its
life and mission in and for the sake of the world, the responsibility is to be open to the
Spirit.
b. The question is: What does it look like to be faithful to this responsibility? Or, perhaps
another way to ask the question is this: What does irresponsibility look like?
c. What are some ways you can cultivate a more open and responsive posture towards the
Spirit?
d. There is a spiritual discipline known as the Examen (Latin for “Examination”) that has
been practiced by many Christ-followers over the last 500 years. It is a simple method
of learning to pay attention to the Spirit’s presence and leading in a person’s life. This
can also be practiced together as families and small groups.
Here is a basic outline:
i. Make two columns on a sheet of paper or a journal. Title one column, “Light” and
the other “Darkness.”
ii. Take five to ten minutes each day to review your day and briefly list your
experiences of “light” and your experiences of “darkness.” Anything that nurtures
faith, hope, and love (and the fruit of the Spirit) is listed under “Light.” Anything that
diminishes faith, hope, and love (e.g. the works of the flesh, Galatians 5:16–21) is
listed under “Darkness.”
iii. Reflect and pray over your experiences.
1. Give thanks for the presence of the Spirit in your life.
2. Pray for greater discernment of the Spirit’s activity in your life.
3. Ask forgiveness for the moments when you resisted the Spirit’s presence and
activity.

!11

Bibliography
Allen, C. Leonard, and Danny Gray Swick. Participating in God's Life: Two Crossroads for
Churches of Christ. Orange, California: New Leaf Books, 2001.
Pinnock, Clark H. Flame of Love: A Theology of the Holy Spirit. Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity
Press, 1996.

!12

Contemporary
Challenges to Community
Acts 2:42–47

Lesson 3
Wes Crawford

Learning Goals
1. To understand the dissonance between the communal world of the Bible and the present
day world centered on the individual
2. To recognize the many challenges existent within our world that stand in the way of real
community
3. To name practical ways to overcome the many obstacles to community

Reflection
Acts 2:42–47 certainly provides for us a glimpse of Christians living in the first century, but this
well known text also paints a picture of the ideal Christian church community. Their practices of
radical generosity along with their socialist leanings have caused many contemporary Western
Christians to both hold their spiritual ancestors in the highest esteem and also at arms length.
On the one hand, present day Christ followers praise the willingness of the earliest Christians to
live such selfless lives on behalf of their spiritual family. On the other hand, their practices seem
so foreign and even antagonistic toward the American capitalistic system that some twenty-first
century American Christians rightly call attention to the evident generosity in chapter two and
swiftly move into chapter three without fully considering the multiple implications of following
the example of their first century counterparts.
Even if one does not delve into the difficult economic questions posed by Acts 2, the
dissimilarities between their world and our world are evident, and at the heart of these
differences is the issue of community. The world of Acts 2 specifically and the world of the Bible
generally centered on community. Here, in the opening chapters of Acts, readers notice
Christians living in close proximity to one another, sharing their possessions and taking care of
each other’s needs. In the New Testament book of Hebrews, the writer encourages the faithful
to continue meeting together, even as times grew more difficult, because the community
would provide the strength they needed to stand up under pressure (Hebrews 10:24–25). As
Jesus ministered on this earth, He did so through the means of a small community, which
included twelve set apart servants He deemed apostles. The world of the Bible is a world
centered on community, which poses some serious interpretive challenges to twenty-first
century American Christians.

When I was in high school, a friend gave to me a personalized bookmark that read: “For God
so loved Wes that He gave His one and only Son, so that if he believes in Him, he won’t perish
but will have everlasting life.” While I certainly believe God loves me and that God died for
me, the focus on individuality reflected in this bookmark would have been completely foreign
to those living in biblical times. Although the Bible reflects a world centered on community,
modernity centers on the individual.
Think of some of the popular slogans used in our society: “Have it your way” (Burger King’s
longtime slogan), “Where do you want to go today” (Microsoft), “Because I’m worth
it” (L’Oreal), “Just do it” (Nike), or “Be all you can be” (US Army). So much of our language and
our worldview centers on the individual—personal rights, personal fitness, and personal
potential. A serious question for contemporary Christians living in such a society is this: How
can people raised in such an individualized society experience real community as described in
the Bible?
Another challenge that stands in the way of genuine community centers on time. A society that
allows individuals to choose—their vocations, their hobbies, their churches—is also a society
that experiences filled calendars! Americans are extremely busy. Throughout most eras of world
history, a young man apprenticed with his father, learned a trade, and worked in the same town
his entire life. Young women learned how to take care of a family, married, and raised their
children. Ruth, Mary, Deborah, Peter, John, and Timothy could not fathom a world filled with
the internet, school recitals, baseball practice, the benevolence center, PTA, Rotary, staff
meetings, select traveling teams, commuting, back to school shopping, or Wednesday night
church! Our busyness is an obstacle to real community. Who wants to add “building
community” to the already filled and overflowing calendar?
Another challenge, closely aligned with time, is distance. We are an incredibly mobile society.
In the New Testament era, most people did not travel more than ten miles from the spot they
were born until the day they died! Such an environment was one wherein people lived in close
proximity to each other and neighbors rarely moved away. The earliest Christian communities
likely were made up of people who lived next door to each other, worked in close proximity to
each other, and knew each other from birth until death. How can contemporary Christians
overcome the distance between each other required to nourish deep relationships in the
community of faith?
Technology poses a new and growing challenge to community. Ironically, in a world where
some say we are more connected than ever, it seems we have less face-to-face interaction with
other human beings than any time in our history. iPhones, iPads, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram,
and Pinterest all have tremendous potential to help foster communication between friends,
family, neighbors, and strangers around the world, but these same tools can also create barriers
to meaningful community. Present and future followers of Christ should find ways to integrate
these tools into the communication of the gospel and at the same time provide safeguards
against their potential to erode real and genuine contact between individuals.
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A final challenge to community concerns an incorrect understanding of community itself.
Stated succinctly, community does not imply uniformity. Perhaps stemming from our impulse
toward individuality, members of present day society sometimes have great difficulty aligning
themselves with people from other social, political, or religious groups. How many times have
we heard out loud or felt the unspoken weight of the phrase that begins: “I cannot have
community with you because…”? That sentence has been completed with many different
words: “we support a different political party,” “we belong to a different denomination,” “our
children go to different schools,” “we disagree on some theological point,” or “our skin is not
the same color.” Community does not necessitate uniformity. God brought twelve tribes
together to make the nation of Israel. God brought Jews and Gentiles together to create the
church. Jesus came to earth and made a community with people very much unlike Himself.
Scripture models for us unity within diversity, and followers of Jesus should model that reality
for the rest of the world.
The differences between the world of Scripture and twenty-first century America are many; yet,
the gospel of Jesus Christ is timeless. God has given our individualized, overcommitted,
technologically crazed, mobile world a gift, namely a gospel-centered community, or one that
patterns itself after the selfless God in whose image we were created. The mission of God’s
people includes nourishing the relationships given to us in the church and also inviting other
members of our world to enjoy this tremendous gift given to us by God.

Lesson Plan
1. Engage
a. Read Acts 2:42–47 together.
i. This brief passage describes a picture of first century Christian community.
ii. From this passage (or elsewhere in the New Testament), what made that first century
Christian community so special?
b. The Bible is a book that advocates for community.
i. Think of the ways God interacted with people throughout biblical history:
1. Through the family of Abraham—the patriarchs
2. Through the nation of Israel
3. Through the church
ii. Why do you believe God established a collective “church” to engage His mission
instead of simply working through individuals?
2. Involve
a. What are some barriers to community today?
i. Take responses from the class, and discuss each one in turn.
ii. Refer to the reflection section for additional thoughts.
b. Make a list of the challenges to community on the board, and ask these follow up
questions of each challenge:
i. In what way(s) does this specific barrier hinder community in the church?

!17

ii. In what way(s) can the church overcome this barrier to community?
3. Challenge
a. What are 2–3 practical steps this class can take to nourish relationships in our
community?
b. What are 2–3 practical steps this class can take to invite our friends/neighbors into our
community?
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Practicing Life Together
Mark 1:9–13; Luke 22:14–21

Lesson 4
Wes Crawford

Learning Goals
1. To recognize the importance of rituals and share practices for a community
2. To understand how specific historic Christian rituals are meant to shape the community of
faith

Reflection
During a recent episode of the new TV drama, This Is Us, the sibling characters gather together
to celebrate Thanksgiving. The audience quickly notices the strange habits this family uses to
commemorate the holiday. For example, the family goes on a hike of exactly 3.4 miles. They
spend the afternoon in the living room watching everyone’s holiday favorite, Police Academy 3!
The highlight of Thanksgiving, however, occurs when one of the men dresses up as “Pilgrim
Rick” to entertain the young children. As the episode progresses, viewers realize that each of
these strange customs originated years earlier when the family’s car broke down in the middle
of nowhere, they had to walk 3.4 miles to find civilization, a hotel clerk dressed as “Pilgrim
Rick” tried to get the family into the holiday spirit, and they finally camped out in front of the
TV in the hotel to watch the only movie available, Police Academy 3. Every year following that
fateful Thanksgiving, the family engages in those habits to recreate that disastrous turned
special holiday.
All people have ritual in their lives. From brides wearing a wedding dress to opening presents
under a Christmas tree to watching the Cowboys play on Thanksgiving—our world is filled with
ritual. Some of these rituals are unique to our individual families and others are shared by entire
cultures. Interestingly, some rituals have the effect of designating members of a certain family
or society. For example, only Americans pop fireworks on the Fourth of July. Even Americans
oversees engage in this special national ritual on foreign shores, and they can sometimes find
common bonds with other Americans near them by engaging in this ritual together. My father
worked for Wal-Mart for many years. When he managed an individual store, I was able to
witness a ritual on many occasions that most folks have never seen. Each morning, before the
store opened, the manager of the store would lead all employees in a Wal-Mart cheer. It was
such a strange sight to see my ordinarily stoic and business-like father lead a group of one
hundred people like a cheerleader in a pep rally. But that is what they did, and that cheer, that
ritual, included only employees of that store. It bound them together somehow.

One of the most obvious places we witness ritual is in religion. In fact, when one hears the
word “ritual,” religion is often the very next thought in his or her mind. Our religion,
Christianity, has many rituals that have continued through the centuries. Like rituals in other
organizations, these Christian rituals have the effect of uniting Christians together across
generations and even across eras.
In the 1990s, Fred Craddock, one of the most respected and recognized preachers of the
Twentieth century, preached a series for a Dallas church entitled “What Is the Church,
Anyway?” In that series, he tried to imagine what one might need to start a church. “Suppose a
man drove into down intent on starting a church,” he urged his audience to consider, “what
would he need to have in order for the community he started to be considered a church?” In
his final conclusion, Craddock suggested that in order for a church to be a church it must have
a table, a pew, a Bible, and a pulpit. He went on to discuss the important theological and
symbolic nature of each of these elements and how each is essential to the life of a church.
Consider that analogy as it relates to ritual within the church. What rituals need to exist within a
community for that community to be considered a church? The first one that comes to most
people’s minds is baptism. There is something special that comes with the recognition that
followers of Christ, since the days of Jesus, have observed the ritual of baptism. Long after you
and I are gone, that same practice will continue to bind the family of Christ together. It is an
identity marker. The baptism of Jesus is one of the few events recorded in all four gospels, and
it reminds us of the centrality of that ritual in the lives of Jesus’ followers. Another ritual
necessary for a community to be a church is the Lord’s Supper. Built upon the foundation of
another important ritual, the Passover meal, the Lord’s Supper has been practiced by Jesus’
followers from the earliest days of the church. Though it has evolved over the years—in its
earliest days it included a full meal—the meal has remained central to the identity of the
church. I cannot imagine a church being considered a “church” without the ritual of the Lord’s
Supper.
There have been other important rituals as well. The New Testament bears witness to the
importance of foot washing in some communities of faith. Because of Jesus’ practice of
washing His disciples’ feet in John 13, many Christian communities throughout the centuries
have followed His example by making that ritual integral to the life of their community. Readers
of the New Testament and students of church history also notice the importance of fasting and
giving alms to the poor. At different times in the history of the church, each of these rituals has
functioned to bind the people of God together and also differentiate them from everyone else.
Like baptism and the Lord’s Supper, these rituals have functioned as identity markers for the
church.
As one examines each of these Christian rituals, it seems important to notice that these
customs are not simply meaningless activities we are destined to repeat because those who
came before us did. Each of these Christian rituals brings with it important theological
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symbolism that not only binds up to preceding and forthcoming followers of Christ, but also
shapes us into a specific kind of community.
Baptism is not simply about getting wet in a pool of water. This ritual brings with it important
theological meaning. As one might bathe to remove dirt from his or her body, a Christian’s sins
are symbolically removed during baptism. At an even deeper level, baptism allows the
Christian to join with Christ in the passion event. Just as Christ died, was buried, and raised to
new life, so a Christian also is buried under the water and is raised a new person during
baptism. Baptism is a new birth after a symbolic death. In this way, a Christian is “born again.”
Additionally, this dying and rising event continues to remind Christians of Christ’s willingness to
die on our behalf. The Christ hymn of Philippians 2:5–11 captures the entire passion event in
poetic form, and it reminds followers of Christ that a life as a disciple of Jesus centers on dying
to self.
The Lord’s Supper also brings with it a chest full of theological implications. Meals were
important social customs in the Greco-Roman and Jewish worlds in the first century. Important
people were invited to sit at the table with other important people, and the poor and destitute
were often left off the guest list. To eat with someone indicated to everyone else, “I accept this
person as a brother or sister.” This insight reveals why the Pharisees and others were so upset
with Jesus for dining with tax collectors and sinners! He wasn’t just sharing bread; Jesus was
accepting them as family. Central to the Lord’s Supper ritual is this idea of equality. All are
welcome to the table: rich and poor, white and black and brown, young and old, liberal and
conservative. We are all welcome to the table of God, because God is the host, not us. One
should not overlook the fact that at Jesus’ table in Luke 22 was a tax collector, a zealot
(assassin), common and poor fishermen, and even His betrayer. Everyone was welcome to
Jesus’ table. The table of God comes with an open invitation—inviting the world to come
closer to feast on the rich nourishment of God. For centuries, Christians have gathered around
this same table, and each time we gather, we should remember our mission to include others
there. There is plenty of room, but some communities need to be reminded there are still more
chairs to be brought in from another room.
Other Christian rituals bring with them important theological meaning as well. The ritual of foot
washing not only reminds Christians of Jesus’ last moments with His disciples in the upper
room. That ritual also reinforces the Christian mandate toward service. Fasting encourages
God’s people to do without and to remember that life does not come from food or anything
else from this earth. Rather, true life and sustenance comes only from God. By giving alms to
the poor, every generation of Christians is reminded that we are made in the image of a giving
God. Just as God gave everything, we should be willing and ready to give away all of our
possessions to help those around us.
In the final analysis, one still might question, “Why are rituals so important?” There was one
more sermon in Craddock’s series on the church. At first glance, it appears not to fit with the
rest. Each of the other sermons centered on a specific item. In order to have a church, you
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must have a book and a table and a pew and a pulpit. The fifth sermon in that series is entitled,
“The Church Is a Place.” In that sermon, Craddock discusses the women who went to the
synagogue the Sunday morning after Jesus was killed. He questioned, “Why would they go?”
Jesus had been killed! Of all Sundays, why not just stay home on a day like that? He said they
went to the synagogue, because it was their place. When times get tough, everyone needs a
place to go where they will feel safe, secure, and loved. Rituals help make the church “the
place” for Christians. As the world ebbs and flows, as elections come and go, as family
members are born and pass away, we always have our place we can go to engage in the rituals
of baptism, Lord’s Supper, and giving. Those rituals provide a constant in the midst of our
changing world, uniting us to each other, to God, to those who have come before us, and to
those yet to come. Rituals remind us who we are and who we are called to be.

Lesson Plan
1. Engage
a. Share the story of This Is Us (in Reflection section).
i. Why do you suppose it was so important for that family to practice those same
rituals year after year?
ii. What is the purpose of a ritual?
b. Can you think of non-religious rituals that bind groups of people together?
i. Consider rituals associated with America:
1. The Pledge of Allegiance
2. Standing during the National Anthem
3. Fireworks on the Fourth of July
ii. What function do these rituals serve? Why are they important?
2. Involve
a. Name some Christian rituals.
i. Do these rituals serve the same function(s) as non-religious rituals?
ii. Discuss these important functions of religious rituals (note the reflection section).
1. They bind people together.
2. They serve as identity markers.
3. They remind people of important theological truths.
4. They shape the community in a specific way.
b. A closer look at two important Christian rituals
i. Baptism: Read Mark 1:9–13
1. Why is baptism so important?
2. Theologically speaking, what does baptism do?
3. Theologically speaking, how does the practice of baptism shape our community
into a certain kind of community?
ii. The Lord’s Supper: Luke 22:14–21
1. Why is the Lord’s Supper so important?
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2. Theologically speaking, what does the Lord’s Supper do?
3. Theologically speaking, how does the observance of the Lord’s Supper shape
our community into a certain kind of community?
iii. (If there is time) What other Christian rituals can you think of and why are they
important?
3. Challenge
a. Some time this week, make a list of every ritual you can think of that you practice
regularly.
i. Why do you practice this ritual?
ii. How is it shaping you?
b. With your family or a Connection Group, make a list of every Christian ritual you can
think of.
i. Why do you practice this ritual?
ii. How is this ritual shaping you or your community?
iii. Are there things we could do to help make these rituals more meaningful or more
true to their theological intentions?

!23

