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     This morning, I had the chance at 6 AM to be out in the church parking lot with the 26 youth and 

adults from our church who are going on what we call workcamp, or what other churches would call a 

mission trip.  Now we prayed for them and for their ministry in church a couple of weeks ago, and we 

asked the Holy Spirit to work through them in the lives of others, as well as for their own lives to be 

changed.  They were a little sleepy this morning, but ready to go!  They are driving as we speak to 

Camillus, New York, an town near Syracuse that is struggling economically.  When they arrive there, they 

will be joining hundreds of youth and adults from other parts of the country.  They will all be assigned to 

teams that will go out and do work with people in the community, whether that will be painting their 

house, or building a deck or a wheelchair ramp, or just sitting on their front porch and enjoying a 

moment together.  They will also be getting together with all the other youth and adults in the evening 

for some zany and crazy games, spirited singing and some great talks.  Now they are not meeting in a 

church building, but can’t we say that they will be the church? 

     And at the same time, we are the church, gathered together in this place this morning!  I think we 

would all agree that a strong and healthy church is such a blessing both to its people and to its 

community.  Yet strong, healthy churches don’t just happen.  So all of this begs the question, what is a 

church?  If I were to ask you to define a strong, healthy church, how would you do it?  What would they 

be doing-let’s hear from you!   Those are great answers!  Our passage from Acts today is also about what 

a strong, healthy church looks like-indeed, it is the story of the first church, as Jesus’ disciples sought to 

start living their life together through the power of the Holy Spirit after the day of Pentecost.  And It says 

in our Scripture from Acts that these were the things they as a church were doing-first of all, they were 

having times of preaching and teaching from the apostles, showing us that learning and growing are an 

important part of being a healthy church.  Secondly, they were worshipping together in the Temple, 

taking time out of their schedules to give honor to God together.  Thirdly, they were praying together 

regularly-this kept their connection to God alive and active every single day.  And finally, they kept their 

connection to each other strong by sharing in meals together, as part of their desire to live in Christian 

community.  All four of these aspects, which you have also mentioned, have been seen ever since as key 

elements of a strong and healthy church. 

     And are we allowed to say that they were having fun together too?  Yes, it says that the meals they 

ate together were celebrations, exuberant and joyful, as they praised God!  That sounds to me like they 

were enjoying life together!  People around them liked what they saw.  The book of Hebrews says of 

Jesus that He was filled with more joy than any of His companions, and rejoicing in the Lord and having 

fun together too is at the heart of a strong and healthy church. 

     Now I know that we may all join a church initially in order to benefit from all these things, but 

ultimately the most important thing at the heart of any strong, healthy church in my opinion is self-

sacrificial love, the kind of love that Jesus had for all kinds of people.  Jesus’ self-sacrificial love, that we 

are reminded of each Sunday when we look up at the front of our church at this cross, is what both 

saves us and shows us the way.  And We see Jesus’ self-sacrificial love lived out in the early church in the 

way that they were willing to sell their property and their possessions and pool their resources so that 



each person’s need was met.  What an impression that must have made on the community around 

them!  That type of self-sacrificial love has continued to be at the heart of the healthy church over all 

the centuries since.  Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was speaking of this kind of self-sacrificial love at the 

time of the planning for the Poor People’s March 50 years ago when he said that “I choose to identify 

with the underprivileged.  I choose to identify with the poor.  I choose to give my life for the hungry.  I 

choose to give my life for those who have been left out.  This is the way I’m going.”  That is the heart of 

Jesus, and the heart of any strong and healthy church, people who are willing to sacrifice lovingly in 

Jesus’ name for the sake of each other and for the sake of others in the world.. 

     As a further example of what I mean, let me tell you the story of Father Maximiliam Kolbe.  As you 

may know, he was a priest in the country of Poland in the 1930’s, and then sadly his country was 

overrun by the Nazis in the first months of World War II.  Early on in the German occupation, Kolbe in an 

effort to encourage his people told them that that  “I insist that you become saints, and great saints!  

Does that surprise you?  But remember my children, that holiness is not a luxury, but a simple duty.  It is 

Jesus who told us to be perfect as our Lord is perfect.  Do not think it is such a difficult thing.” 

     But Kolbe’s efforts to teach his people about the Christian life ran counter to what the Nazis wanted 

Catholic priests to be doing, and in February, 1941, he was arrested and sent to the infamous Nazi death 

camp, Auschwitz.  Upon his arrival, a prison guard informed him that the life expectancy of priests there 

was about a month.  He worked at the timber detail, and ministered to his fellow prisoners, hearing 

their confessions, praying with them, comforting them.  His eyes ringed by weary shadows, he would 

hug thin shoulders beneath gray striped uniforms and nod his understanding as men poured out their 

hearts.  Then he would raise his emaciated arm and make the sign of the cross in the foul air of the 

packed barracks.  Was not that the church in its purest form?  He believed that Christ’s cross has 

triumphed over its enemies in every age.  He believed, even in those darkest days, that the cross would 

triumph over the swastika and he prayed that he would be found faithful to the end.   

     Then one July night, the air was suddenly filled with the baying of dogs and the roaring of 

motorcycles.  A man had escaped from Barracks 14.  The whole next day, everyone in Barracks 14 

including Kolbe was forced to stand outside in the hot sun, and when the deserter was not found by the 

end of the day, the camp commandant ordered that 10 people would die in the starvation bunker.  The 

commandant chose ten people randomly out of the lines.  The chosen ones groaned.  “My poor wife!” 

one man in particular cried out.  “My poor children!  What will they do?”  Suddenly there was a 

commotion in the ranks, as a prisoner had broken out of the line, calling for the commandant.  The 

prisoners gasped.  It was Father Kolbe, the priest who shared his last crust, who comforted the dying, 

who heard their confessions and nourished their souls.  The frail priest spoke softly to the commandant.  

“I would like to die in the place of one of the men who you condemned”, and he pointed his finger to 

the weeping prisoner who had bemoaned the fate of his wife and children.  For the first and last time, 

the commandant looked Kolbe in the eye.  “Who are you?”, he asked.  The prisoner looked back at him 

and said “I am a priest.”  “Oh boy”, the commandant snorted with disgust.  But he looked at his assistant 

and nodded. 

     Kolbe was taken along with the other condemned men to Barracks 11.  “Remove your clothes!” 

shouted an officer.  “Christ died on the cross naked”, Father Kolbe thought as he took off his pants and 

thin shirt.  “It is only fitting that I suffer as He suffered to gain the glory He gained.”  In the basement, 



the ten men were herded into a dark, windowless cell, with no water or food to be given to them.  “You 

will dry up like tulips”, sneered one of the jailors.  Then he swung the heavy door shut. 

     As the hours and then days passed, however, the camp became aware of something extraordinary 

happening in the starvation bunker.  Those outside heard the faint sounds of singing, as the group inside 

became the church, as led by Father Kolbe.  And perhaps for that reason, he was the last to die.  If you 

visit Auschwitz today, I am told that when you descend the basement stairs of barracks 11 and make 

your way to the starvation bunker at the end of the dim hallway, there on the floor next to a large spray 

of fresh flowers burns a steady flame.  This flame is in remembrance of the fact that men and women, 

even in the greatest of horrors, can demonstrate the greatest of loves, and that self-sacrificial love 

ultimately is at the heart of what it means for us to be human beings, and what it means for us to be the 

Church together.  May the Holy Spirit fill with power both women and men, lay and clergy, who are not 

afraid to model a different kind of self-sacrificial love for the world so as to build up a healthy church, a 

life that give glory to the One who is at the heart of the church, our Lord Jesus Christ.  To Him be the 

glory and honor, now and forever, Amen. 

 

 


