
 

A THREE-DAY REFLECTION GUIDE IN CONNECTION 
WITH THE “A DISTANT COMMUNITY” TEACHING SERIES 

 // WEEK ONE //



 

UNLIKES:  
DAY ONE
Paul’s mission, not to reduce it to simplicities, was to get Gentiles saved and to get saved Gentles to 
sit at [the] table with saved Jews, and to like the arrangement. 
- Scot McKnight, PhD 

Sorting is what humans do naturally. We gravitate towards people who are like us in thought, 
beliefs, politics, and so forth. Even though we may feel quite strongly about the need for 
diverse communities of people sharing a neighborhood or a company or even a church, our 

social communities are more often than not quite homogenous. But when we look into the 
Scriptures - and into ancient church history - we see a different sentiment and hope: what we notice 
is a bent towards a new kind of community that is filled with all sorts of different people groups, but 
without all of the social distinctions that cause stratification and tension. Paul wrote: “There is 
neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all 
one in Christ Jesus.” (Galatians 3:28, ESV) What Paul is doing here is quite remarkable. He’s 
rendering a picture of an alternative kind of community in which people are no longer treated 
better or worse because of their station in life (race, gender, nationality, etc.). All of these people 
groups mentioned in the verse sat on very different rungs of the social ladder. Paul levels the 
playing field by essentially saying, “In the community of Jesus, these social distinctions no longer 
guide how we treat and care for one another, as we are all one in Christ Jesus.” It’s a tricky thing for 
the church to master, this practice of building communities where there are differences but not 
distinctions. 

A T L A N T A  C H R I S T I A N  C H U R C H #2



 

A T L A N T A  C H R I S T I A N  C H U R C H#3

And they devoted themselves to the 
apostles’ teaching and the fellowship, to the 
breaking of bread and the prayers. And awe 
came upon every soul, and many wonders 
and signs were being done through the the 
apostles. And all who believed were 
together and had all things in common. And 
they were selling their possessions and 
belongings and distributing the proceeds to 
all. And day by day, attending the temple 
together and breaking bread in their homes, 
they received their food with glad and 
generous hearts, praising God and having 
favor with all the people. And the Lord 
added to their number day by day those 
who were being saved. 

- Acts 2:42-47 (ESV) 

Getting the church right is so important. The 
church is God’s world-changing social 
experiment of bringing unlikes and 

differents to the table to share life with one 
another as a new kind of family. When this 
happens, we show the world what love, 
justice, peace, reconciliation, and life 
together are designed by God to be. The 
church is God’s show-and-tell for the world 
to see how God wants us to live as a family. 

- Scot McKnight, A Fellowship of Differents 

Behold, how good and pleasant it is when 
kindred live together in unity!  

- Psalm 133:1 (NRSV) 

I do not ask for these only, but also for those 
who will believe in me through their word, 
that they may all be one, just as you, Father, 
are in me and I in you.  

- Jesus, John 17:20-21 

FURTHER READING



 

IN COMMON:  
DAY TWO
Paul’s task is unprecedented in antiquity. The creation of a corporate identity for converts whose only 
common interest was the conviction that Jesus suffered, died, and was raised from the dead 
separated the believers from the communities from which they had come - the family, the clan, the 
tribe, the civic assembly - and brought them together with those whom they did not choose. 
- James W. Thompson, PhD 

The above quotation is correct. Paul’s deep conviction was that the church, the community of 
Jesus, ought to mirror Jesus’ associations he had with people during his ministry. Jesus 
seemed to always make room at the table for anyone wanting to join the community. Think 

about this, even: Jesus knew that Judas would betray him and yet, Judas was allowed to remain part 
of the group, and to participate in the ongoing work and ministry of Jesus. It’s weird. It doesn’t 
match how we normally like to deal with people we deem as too different, and too problematic for 
our tastes. But Thompson is right: the early church experienced an odd and jarring social 
reconstruction where people who had nothing at all in common were somehow sharing meals, 
prayers, and even possessions with one another. You might call this phenomenon “practicing 
heaven.” When we talk about that famous verse of Scripture that encourages the church to be in the 
world but not of the world (1 John), it’s not just about a level of purity or perfection or even 
righteousness, but also about how the church looks, and how it loves her assortment of mismatched 
people. In the local congregation anyone can find a place to call home. 

A T L A N T A  C H R I S T I A N  C H U R C H #4



 

A T L A N T A  C H R I S T I A N  C H U R C H#5

Now the full number of those who believed, 
were of one heart and soul, and no one said 
that any of the things that belonged to him 
was his own, but they had everything in 
common. And with great power the apostles 
were giving their testimony to the 
resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great 
grace was upon them all. There was not a 
needy person among them, for as many as 
were owners of lands or houses sold them 
and brought the proceeds of what was sold 
and laid it at the apostles’ feet, and it was 
distributed to each as any had need. Thus 
Joseph, who was also called by the apostles 
Barnabas (which means son of 
encouragement), a Levite, a native of 
Cyprus, sold a field that belonged to him 
and brought the money and laid it at the 
apostles’ feet. 

- Acts 4:32-37 (ESV) 

The church, if it is going to be the church 
God designed it to be, must become a 
space for the full story of God’s artistic 
grace, the story about where we were, 
where are now, and where will be someday. 

- Scot McKnight, A Fellowship of Differents 

The city has more “image of God” per 
square inch than any place else in the world. 

- Tim Keller, NYC 

The formation of the community involves the 
re-socializing of the converts by providing 
them with a new self-designation, a 
demarcation between insiders and 
outsiders, a social dialect that would 
distinguish them from other groups, and a 
new way of life.  

- James W. Thompson

FURTHER READING



 

STRANGE MEAL:  
DAY THREE
Jesus is not only someone who exercises hospitality; he draws out hospitality from others. By his 
welcome he makes other people capable of welcoming. And that wonderful alternation in the 
Gospels between Jesus giving hospitality and receiving hospitality shows us something absolutely 
essential about the Eucharist. We are the guests of Jesus. We are there because he asks us, and 
because he wants our company. We are welcomed and we welcome; we welcome God and we 
welcome our unexpected neighbors. 
- Rowan Williams 

The beginning of the church (as we know it) is based in a meal. Short story: when Jesus 
reascended to the Father following his stay on earth after his resurrection, his followers did 
not immediately go out and rent storefront space for a new church. There is no archeological 

evidence of a church building until the fourth century. The first followers of Jesus were deeply 
Jewish and they continued to get up on Saturdays (the Sabbath) and stroll on into the local 
Synagogue as they had always done. Over time followers of Jesus began meeting on the first day of 
the week (Sunday, also a workday) in the morning or evening where they shared food, stories about 
Jesus, and mutual prayer and ministry for and to each other. The shared meal portion of their 
gathering would give rise to our modern day communion or mass or eucharist and The Lord’s 
Supper. This shared meal was a way for the earliest followers of Jesus to both reenact the Last 
Supper and to live out the “open table” practices of Jesus, accepting anyone who wanted to sit 
down and join in. This made the ancient church very, very attractive, thus the diversity of people.

A T L A N T A  C H R I S T I A N  C H U R C H #6



 

A T L A N T A  C H R I S T I A N  C H U R C H#7

The next day, as they were on their journey 
and approaching the city, Peter went up on 
the housetop about the sixth hour to 
pray. And he became hungry and wanted 
something to eat, but while they were 
preparing it, he fell into a trance and saw the 
heavens opened and something like a great 
sheet descending, being let down by its four 
corners upon the earth. In it were all kinds of 
animals and reptiles and birds of the air. And 
there came a voice to him: “Rise, Peter; kill 
and eat.” But Peter said, “By no means, 
Lord; for I have never eaten anything that 
is common or unclean.” And the voice came 
to him again a second time, “What God has 
made clean, do not call common.” This 
happened three times, and the thing was 
taken up at once to heaven. 

- Acts 10:9-16 (ESV) 

The meals that Jesus shares in his ministry 
are the way in which he begins to re-create a 
community, to lay the foundations for 
rethinking what the words “the people of 
God” mean. 

- Rowan Williams 

But now that faith has come, we are no 
longer under a guardian, for in Christ Jesus 
you are all sons of God, through faith. For as 
many of you as were baptized into Christ 
have put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor 
Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is 
no male and female, for you are all one in 
Christ Jesus. And if you are Christ’s then you 
are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to 
the promise. 

- Paul, Galatians 3:25-29

FURTHER READING



Grant, O merciful God, that your Church, being 
gathered together in unity by your Holy Spirit, 
may show forth your power among all peoples, 
to the glory of your Name; through Jesus Christ 
our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the 
Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen. 

Book of Common Prayer, Proper 16
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