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They Will Know
John 17:20-26; Acts 2:42-47

I don’t remember much about my grandfather’s funeral.  It was in
September of my sophomore year in high school.  I remember seeing him
sitting on his porch in his rocking chair the Sunday before he died.  That was
the last time I saw him.  I remember talking with my cousin Troy Jane about
family and being together and staying close, but other events are fuzzy at
best.  There is one memory that is crystal clear, however.  Our family had
returned home after spending all day and into the evening with the rest of the
family at the funeral and then at my grandfather’s house.  We were all worn
out, but there was a burning issue that had to be addressed.  I asked my dad
where we would go for holidays now since we had always gone to my
grandparents’ home for those big family celebrations.  I needed to know how
life was going to work from there on out.

Without a moment’s hesitation, my father answered, “We will all come
right here!” meaning that our house would become the gathering place for our
family for all of the important holidays and events to come.

It was the most patriarchal thing I ever heard my father say.  It came in
a time of great sadness, of the passing of a generation, and, at least for
fifteen year-old me, some confusion and uncertainty about the future.  I had
always valued tradition and was not sure how to move forward when so much
in my life would be different.

I can’t know for certain, but I suspect the disciples had some of those
same feelings after Jesus died.  All of their lives they had turned to the
synagogue and Hebrew scriptures for guidance and comfort.  When Jesus
came along, he did not disparage the things that were the bedrock of their
faith.  He embraced them, too.  But he did take his followers beyond them. 
They were never encouraged to turn their backs on the essentials of their
faith, but Jesus did give them a new context in which to think about the
meaning and purpose of their faith.

Just as my family returned to our home church the Sunday after
Granddaddy died–and every other Sunday after that as well–the followers of



Jesus continued to pray in the temple and worship in their synagogues week
by week.  Yet, they had a new way to celebrate life and a new community that
was developing in Jesus’ name.  What they did was known by the Greek word
koinonia which means fellowship or community.  Who they were was
described by the term ekklesia which means those who are called out for a
special purpose.  It is what we today call the Church.  The Church is the
community of people who are called out by God to live out the Gospel.  On
this World Communion Sunday, we celebrate our ties to Christians all over the
world including those who have preceded us and those who will follow us. 
We are part of a universal family of faith.

In the days following Jesus’ death, resurrection, and ascension, his
followers spent time together being taught by the apostles.  They prayed in
the temple and shared fellowship in their homes, breaking bread together and
attending to one another’s needs.  Sometimes we tend to glamorize and
romanticize those earliest believers.  We think they preached and people
always rushed to be baptized.  We suppose healing powers leapt from their
fingers.  We want to believe that God's presence was tangible in ways no
longer available to us.  We forget that the first believers were regular folks like
we are.  When they were not on mission with Jesus, they did regular things
like fish and farm and run businesses and take care of children and spend
time with friends.  They had no special powers, only the power of love that
God gives just as generously to us as God did to them.  Perhaps the
difference was, as Luke tells us in The Acts of the Apostles, that they did
everything with “glad and generous hearts, praising God.”  Because of what
they were doing, they enjoyed the goodwill of all the people in Jerusalem. 
The result was that more people joined them day by day.

As I said earlier, my grandfather died in September.  That November,
our family celebrated Thanksgiving at our home.  Christmas and then Easter
followed with celebrations at our house.  For well over five decades, our family
continued to celebrate all of the major religious and civic and family holidays
together–most of the time at our house, sometimes at the home of another
relative, but never again at my grandparents’ home which was bought and
converted into a daycare center.  Now that our parents have died, that cycle
is being re-created with our families.  I know that many of you have gone
through this same process.

Early Christians could never have imagined what their efforts would
produce.  From gathering in homes in Jerusalem to house churches scattered
throughout Asia Minor to churches, cathedrals, and all manner of ministries
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spread throughout the world, those faithful believers enabled God to share the
Gospel with the world for all of the generations to come.  Huddled together in
Jerusalem, they could not think of a world bigger than what they knew.  If
someone had tried to describe Lakeside back in 30 A.D., they would have
been thought delusional.  Yet, here we are!  And we are here thanks to those
faithful souls who gathered in the temple to pray, who met in homes to break
bread, and who shared what they had with each other with glad and generous
hearts.

What an exciting–and also scary–time to be a person of faith–a follower
of Jesus–a “little Christ.”  I mean in 30 A.D. . . . but I guess the same could be
said of 2021, couldn’t it?

I don’t have to tell you that the pandemic has been like a death in many
ways.  Certainly it has included so many deaths here, throughout our nation,
and around the world.  But, you know what?  Life is not over for us.  This
pandemic has not killed our faith.  It may alter the practice of our religion in
some ways, but it cannot shut down our witness.  Our faith is not dead!  The
Church of Jesus Christ is alive and well!

We have a grand, exciting opportunity to follow God wherever God
wants us to go.  It will be challenging because we like the way things have
always been done.  At least I do.  Remember, as a fifteen year old I worried
about family traditions.  Yet, the reality is that the Lakeside of 2019 before the
pandemic was not doing things the way Lakeside in 1955 did them.  Who
knows what our ministry will look like in five, ten, or fifty more years?  We
don’t yet know what it will look like next year, but we are working on it.  And
we will do that together!

Together!  Now there is a good word.  That is what Jesus was getting
at when he prayed during that last Supper an hour or so before he was
arrested and eventually killed on a cross.  “As you, Father, are in me and I am
in you, may they also be in us . . . so that they may be one, as we are one,”
he prayed (John 17:21-22).  Oneness.  Unity.  Togetherness.  What else
would you expect from a Triune God?

Keep in mind that this whole movement of God began with Abram and
Sarai and their family.  As promised, their descendants grew large and
developed faith in the one and only God.  The ministry of Jesus began with
him and his twelve companions and soon thousands of people were walking
miles to hear him speak and to be healed by him.  On Pentecost–after Jesus
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death, resurrection, and ascension, three thousand people came to faith.  And
Luke tells us that day by day people were being saved, coming to faith,
becoming part of the family of God.

Their ministry was never easy.  Hardship and persecution were always
just around the corner.  But they were together and thanks be to God they did
not give up!  If they had, we would not be here today.  Maybe God would have
tried something else with another group of his people.  After all, the shepherd
left ninety-nine of his sheep to find the one that was lost.  The woman
searched high and low to find the one coin she had lost.  The father waited
day after day for his lost child to come home.  Jesus used those parables to
remind us that God never gives up on us.  Perhaps they are a good reminder
that we should never give up on God!

The good news is that we are here and God still needs us to share the
Gospel.  Life had suddenly changed for those early Christians but they knew
they were headed in fresh directions.  Other people took notice as well.  They
took notice because of the love the Jesus followers had for one another and
for people who were not yet part of their family of faith.

When life around us changes, when the familiar and comfortable no
longer fit us quite right, when the way ahead is not yet clear, when everything
we do is re-shaped and re-freshed . . . other people will still know who we are
by our love.  What a gift and opportunity God has given us!  Our love will be
a witness to the healing and transformative power of God.  The world needs
good news now as much or more than it did 2000 years ago.  The world still
needs prayer.  The world still needs to share resources.  The world still craves
goodwill between one person and another.  The world desperately needs
people who will live with glad and generous hearts.

No virus, no pandemic, no loss, no amount of stress and strain can take
these things away from us because they are gifts of God.  Life as the people
of God may change, but doesn’t life always change?  Isn’t that a basic
definition of life itself?  We are constantly changing and becoming because
that is what living things do.  Because we are alive in Christ, because we are
one in Christ, and because of the love that flows between and through us . .
. they will know!  Amen.
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October 3, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Sometimes we feel so disconnected from your earliest believers, O God. 
Their faith was bold and courageous.  Many of them had seen and heard
Jesus and remembered his teachings.  Your Spirit had fallen on them with
grace and power.

Remind us that you are no less present with us today than you were
with our spiritual ancestors so many centuries ago.  Reassure us that your
love and grace are no less sufficient for us than they were so long ago. 
Refresh within us our own sense of love and commitment so that we might
continue to be faithful as they were.  Grant us patience with our ministry and
with one another.  Grant us hope which will show us the way to go and how
to get there.  Grant us endurance so that we will never give up our calling but
will continue to examine and grow it from day to day.

You always hear our prayers, O God.  Listen once more, we ask.  Hear
the names and concerns that we speak week by week and day by day. 
Where illness and injury have threatened health, bring healing and hope. 
Where death and defeat of any kind have resulted in broken and fearful
hearts, bring comfort and assurance.  Where frustration and anger have
chilled our compassion, warm our hearts once again and remind us that we
are all your children.  Where sin and selfishness lead us to places we should
never go, bring us forgiveness and renewal of life.  Bring us resources and
comfort where needed and remind us that we are each a conduit of resources
and comfort to one another.  Use us, O God, to bring your presence more
fully into the world.

We pray, O God, that you will refresh our lives, that you will guide our
work in the world, and that you will grant us glad and generous hearts, full of
praise and goodwill for all that you call us to do.  Bless your church
throughout the world and allow us to be a vibrant witness to your goodness
and grace.  Above all, enable us to do everything that we do in the spirit and
name of Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.


