“Back to Basics”
Acts 2:42-47

You may or may not be aware of it, but we Americans are living in a very different religious age, particularly for religious institutions.  You see, fewer and fewer Americans see any need to belong to a church, a synagogue, a mosque, or any other religious community.  A lot of people just don’t believe that religious institutions make that much difference in their lives.  Now a large majority of Americans still consider themselves to be very spiritual people who still believe in God.  But there are a growing number of Americans who see no reason to belong to or to attend a religious institution, even if they are spiritual people.
Now this new and different age for religion in America can be seen in the declining membership in mainline denominational churches over the last 50 years.  For a long time, the Southern Baptist Convention was always the exception to declining membership, but more recently even their rolls have begun to decline.  And everyone assumes the real growth in church membership is found in the nondenominational highly conservative mega-churches.  And without question, there are some independent nondenominational mega-churches that are growing.  But what researchers have found is that many of these exceptional growing churches are centered around a very gregarious leader with a lot of charisma in his personality.  Now there is nothing wrong with a church having a leader with a lot of personality, but what happens to the church when the charismatic leader leaves?  More often than not, the rapidly growing church begins to decline.
Fewer and fewer Americans see any need to belong to a religious institution, and even the large mega-churches are beginning to feel it.

At the end of the Gospel of Luke, the risen Christ tells the apostles to stay in Jerusalem and wait until they are “clothed with power from on high.” (Lk 24:49) At the beginning of Chapter 2 in Acts, that power comes in a very big way.  There’s a sound of a violent wind.  There is the appearance of tongues of fire.  And then the followers of Jesus—all the followers, not just the leaders—boldly go out into the city sharing the Good News about Jesus with everyone they meet in every language imaginable.

Something was different.  Something had changed.  There was a power, a force, an energy-giving life to their fellowship that wasn’t there before.  And in that moment and in that power, their fellowship became more than just a group of people who shared a common interest.  They became a church.
And then Peter stepped forward.  Now weeks earlier Peter was a scared rabbit after Jesus’ arrest.  He denied even knowing Jesus—not once, but three times.  Now, he’s transformed.  He’s emboldened with a new power.  And, let me tell you, he preached a rip-roaring sermon about the meaning of Jesus’ life and ministry and teachings, but he particularly pointed out the significance of Jesus’ death and resurrection and how it was all foretold by the prophets.  And he said that now they were witnesses—witnesses to a whole new reality of life lived in the Spirit of Christ.  And by the time Peter finished preaching that sermon, over 3,000 people got baptized.  Talk about power!  And that’s when we hear the words of our scripture reading this morning:
Every day, week after week, month after month, year after year—they devoted themselves to the Apostles’ teaching.  They had fellowship with their fellow church members.  And they broke bread together.  And they prayed for each other.  They devoted themselves to these basic spiritual practices.
In other words, they took care of each other.  They sheltered each other.  If someone had a concern, it became the concern of the whole church.  It was a place where people took time to be involved in each other’s lives.  They took time for spiritual fellowship, by breaking bread together, from house to house to house.  But it’s also important to note that they took care of themselves.  Every single member of the church devoted themselves to the stories of Jesus, nurturing their Christian faith.  Today this would mean reading and studying the Bible, day by day by day, and being a part of a Sunday School Class or Bible Study group, nurturing each other’s faith.  And they prayed for each other, and they prayed for the world, day by day by day.  And day by day by day, they spent a great deal of time in the religious institution of their day—the Temple.

And here is what happens when a congregation follows these basic spiritual practices, when a church, nurtures their relationship with God and their relationships among their fellow church members.  The story says that their hearts became thankful and generous, and they sincerely and joyfully and spontaneously praised God for the wonders and signs taking place among them.  Their lives were changed, and a sense of awe and wonder began to grow.
And then the story says, “And day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved.”
In my work as an Interim Pastor, helping congregations in their transition from one pastor to the next, I’m starting to hear a common concern.  Every church I’ve served says, “We need to grow.  We need to bring in new members.”  But rarely do I hear from them a plan or a vision for how to achieve this goal.
In my work with the Vision Planning Team, we will be working with you, the congregation, to form a plan, a vision for God’s intended future for this church.  And the Vision Planning Team begins each of our meetings with a devotion based upon a book we are reading together—Sailboat Church: Helping Your Church Rethink Its Mission and Practice.  Coincidentally or providentially, the chapter we read and discussed last week included a section based upon our scripture reading today. And I want to share with you a few quotes from this book and add a few reflections.
The book points out that often, when we think about the mission of the church, we only think about what the church is doing out in the world—serving in soup kitchens, building Habitat Houses, or going on mission trips.  But the book points out that mission also has to do with what goes on inside the church as well.  The author writes: “An important part of the purpose of the church is to be a place where people can experience something of God’s reign in the world right now.  We are called to relate to one another differently than the world does.  At its best, the quality of life in Christian congregations is a little taste of what is to come in the fullness of time when Christ makes all things new.”
And then the author illustrates this idea by describing Clarence Jordan’s vision for a Christian community based on the idea of a “demonstration plot.”  When a farmer wants to use a new type of seed, plant, fertilizer, or insecticide, the farmer will often try it out in a small patch of land.  Using this same concept, Clarence Jordan founded the Koinonia community in South Georgia in 1942.  The author of our book writes, “Koinonia was intended to be a place where people could see what it looked like when believers took God’s directions for life seriously.  They based their community life on the account of the early church in Acts 2 and following chapters…The way of life of the Koinonia community did demonstrate powerfully the new kinds of relationships God intends for the church.  It had a life-changing effect on many, especially young people.”  (pg. 33)
The author points out that God works through different churches in a variety of ways, and not every church is called to live in the same fellowship as the Koinonia community.  “However, every congregation is called to be, in its own way, a demonstration plot of God’s kingdom on this earth.”  The author continues, “As such, the common life of each congregation will bear the fruit of the Spirit in ways people can experience.  The presence of hospitality, forgiveness, kindness, generosity, joy, patience, love in the church should be evident to members and non-members alike.” (pg. 33)

Here's my point: It seems to me that the process for discerning a vision for a church’s future often gets short-circuited into finding a pastor with the right charisma and preaching style.  “If we can just find the right leader—someone who preaches like Peter and prays like Paul—people will flock through our doors.”  And that seems to be the extent of the vision.  But let me encourage you to consider an alternative vision, one that places the primary responsibility for this church’s future on you, the congregation.
Imagine a future where the relationships in this church are built upon the basic spiritual practices of our scripture reading.  Imagine a church with a major concern for the spiritual health of every member, because, folks, a spiritually healthy congregation is what makes a church grow. When a church is a demonstration plot of the Kingdom of God on earth, people will flock through your doors.
Over time, with a new pastor who will lead you in tending to the basics of your spiritual health, your hearts will become more and more thankful and generous, and you’ll gather together and sincerely and joyfully and spontaneously praise God for the wonders and signs taking place among you.  Getting back to the basics of shelter, nurture, and fellowship, lives will be changed.  And a sense of awe and wonder begins to grow.  And the world outside your doors will notice, and they’ll begin to understand why they need church and why they do need to live a Christ-centered life.
I’m confident this church will find and call a strong leader as your next installed pastor but don’t base the growth of this church on your pastor’s personality or even the power of his or her preaching.  There is only one thing that will make a church grow and continue growing.  Let me tweak that statement theologically.  The only One who will make a church grow is God’s Holy Spirit.  And the only way the Holy Spirit chooses to come into a church is when a church opens her heart to the Spirit.  And that happens when a church—the whole church—devotes itself to Bible Study, Fellowship, Breaking Bread together, and Prayer.
When a church, when every member of a church, does that, then the church finds a power, and energy, a force beyond the sum of the parts of their membership.  And things begin to happen, and the world starts to notice.  They begin to witness a new reality of life lived in the Spirit of Christ.  And that’s when a church begins to fulfill the words of our scripture reading this morning.  “And day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved.”

Let us pray: 
In the power of your Holy Spirit, O Lord, renew this church and bring them a new commitment to nurturing their faith, caring for one another, and growing in spiritual relationships.  Guide and direct and empower their efforts, the efforts of every member of this church, to focus on the basics of our spiritual health that we might stand in awe and wonder and praise before you.  Amen.

David A. Cagle
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