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Church 360o: Community

January 14th, 2007

We started a series last week entitles CHURCH 360o, where, from different vantage points, we can look at what it is that we’ve been called to be as His church…  Last week we starting off by talking about what it meant to be a People of His Presence.  Well this week we’re going to look at what it means to be People of Community.
One of the most important books about American society in the last forty years may just be a Pulitzer Prize winning book written by Robert Bellah called Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life. 

· And in one section of this book, which I’ve shared with you before, Bella points out that instead of living in genuine community, the model for group-life in our in our society today is what he calls "lifestyle enclaves."
· In other words, whereas authentic “community” emphasizes interdependent relationships across social, economic, racial, and political lines, for example… 

· “Lifestyle enclaves” has to do with our desire to surround ourselves with people just like us… whom we feel can best help us fulfill our goal of comfort and enjoyment.

· Now what’s interesting to me about this is that for everyone who thinks that Bellah is painting a discouraging picture here, there’s another person out there who thinks this whole “lifestyle enclave” thing sounds great.  

In fact, as I was reading about this I went ahead and “Googled” the words “Lifestyle enclave”… and what I came up with were countless adds particularly for “gated communities.”

· The first ad I opened highlighted the benefits of living in such a Lifestyle enclave.  

· Just listen to what this ad is saying, “A Lifestyle enclave is the perfect, self-contained, integrated neighborhood, offering an escape from a world of chaos into an organized and well-managed world… insulating residents of the enclave from the inconvenience, confusion, aggravation, and messiness of normal public life…”
· Another Lifestyle Enclave made the point even clearer saying, “While real communities are diverse and have messy relationships over a long period of time, lifestyle enclaves are like clubs where all the members share a common interest and exclude others who do not.”
The honestly in this one amazed me because it pits these exclusive enclaves up against real communities, which are diverse and have messy relationships over a long period of time.

· And yet, for the most part, these lifestyle enclaves will still use the “community" to describe themselves – and will often include the word "community" somewhere in their name.

· But they are not communities, Bella says.  They are “exclusive bands of individuals pursuing lifestyles, and they're held together by the weakest of ties.”
One example of this is some of the retirement communities of Florida.  People wait for years till they’re able to move to Florida or Arizona, for example, to enjoy a particular kind of lifestyle with others just like them.

· Can you imagine how crowded the local diner is at 7am?  Packed! 

· And, do you want to guess what the number one topic of conversation is when they go to breakfast? 

· "Where should we go for dinner tonight?" You see, it’s about their pursuit of a lifestyle.

But let tell you something.  As real as this cultural shift might be… from communities to enclaves… what concerns me even more is how the Church in America is itself becoming more of a Lifestyle Enclave… 

· More of a “gated community”, then the kind of authentic Biblical community God has called us to be.

· I’ve shared with you before about a small monastic community I had heard about… where there was this fence all the way around it to keep folks on the outside from getting in. 

· And there was a sign on the fence of this place, and on this sign it said, "Keep out. Beware of dog. Trespassers will be prosecuted to the full extent of the law." And it was signed, "Little Sisters of Mercy." 

You see, God did not create His church to be a lifestyle enclave... to be a gated community devoted to the comfort and the protection of those who live behind the fence. 

· He didn’t give birth to the Church so we can have “the community for myself” values of the Lifestyle Enclaves… but so we would embrace the “myself for the community” value of His Kingdom.

· So, what I’d like to do during the rest of our time together this morning is to look at the heart of what real community is really about… 

· And I’d like to do that against the backdrop of a familiar passage from the Book of Acts.

· So, if you’ve got your Bibles, go ahead and turn to Acts 2:42-47. In speaking about that brand new church after Pentecost, we’re told that…
"They devoted themselves to the apostle's teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayers. 43Awe came upon everyone because many wonders and signs were being done by the apostles. 44All who believed were together and had all things in common. 45They would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need. 46Day by day they devoted themselves to meeting together in the temple. They broke bread in their home and ate their food with glad and generous hearts, 47praising God and having the goodwill of all the people. And day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved."

If you ever wanted to take a peek into those early church meetings following Pentecost… then Acts 2 is your window!  It really is such an incredible picture of authentic Biblical community!

· These weren’t enclaves of exclusive upwardly mobile Christians or various enclaves of believers separated along social, economic, racial, and political lines.

· Instead we see this amazing community where men and woman, Greek and Jew, rich and poor could gather together in worship. 

· In fact, Acts 2 highlights what I think are five important characteristics of what real biblical community can look like… though this morning, we’re only going to look at the first two.

1.  Community is marked by devotion.

The first characteristic or mark of real community comes from an expression that Luke uses several times in this passage. 

· In Acts 1:46 and 2:42, Luke shares with us how this community of believers “devoted themselves to meeting together." 

· And the word Luke is using for “devotion” here refers to "a binding promise" or "a pledge." 

· And so with devotion, they pledged themselves to God and to one another as spiritual brothers and sisters.

Now, obviously, that's very different from the way relationships often work in our culture today.

· In the lifestyle enclave, for example, people have a fairly low commitment level in terms of relationships: if it meets my needs, I stay; if it doesn't meet my needs, I move on.

· But the kind of community we’re talking about has, as its heart, the presence of devotion, which has to do with enduring, or sticking to something -- even when it would be easier not to. 

· That's the way devotion works. And it is a very powerful force… and a necessary part of building community…

Not just because God has called us to it… but because He’s created us for it.  It’s why Paul calls us, in Romans 12:10, to be “devoted to one another in brotherly love.”

· You see, “God has wired us, as Bill Hybels wrote, to know and be known, to love and be loved, to serve and be served, to celebrate and be celebrated.”
· And yet, nearly every study of our culture today points to increasing isolation and loneliness.

· I’m not just talking about those in nursing homes… but whether you’re living in a vibrant college dorm, crowded city, or in the suburban sprawl as we are…

· the reality of an ever-shrinking circle of friends seems to be getting worse and worse.

For example, a study conducted by Duke University and the University of Arizona found that the number of people who said they had no real confidant in life soared from 10% in 1985 to nearly 25% in 2004.

· In other words, one out of every four people is saying that there’s no one in their lives whom they can really talk to!  

· 19% said they had only one confidant—who was often their spouse. 

· Over the past 25 years, attendance at local club meetings is down 58%, having friends over is down 45%, and even eating together as a family is down 33%. 

Back in 2000, a Harvard professor named Robert Putnam wrote a book entitled, Bowling Alone in which he talks about the decline in community life in America over the last four decades... 

· Where people are visiting one another less frequently, having friends over for dinner less frequently, getting together to play cards less frequently…

· No longer involving their children in clubs like the boy scouts or girl scouts the way they used to.

· Now of course, there are a lot of reasons for all this, but, according an article in the NY Times called “Fixing America’s Loneliness Problem,” 
· the impact of this disconnectedness between people has been a significant increase of stress, anxiety, and depression.

Lee Strobel tells of a former colleague of his at the Chicago Tribune named Marla Paul.  A few years ago she confessed in print that she was lonely.  

· “This loneliness saddens me,” she wrote.  “How did it happen I could be forty-two years old and not have real friends? It seemed as though every woman’s friendship quota had been filled and they’re no longer accepting applicants.”
· Then she concluded her article with these words, “I recently read my daughter Han Christian Anderson’s The Ugly Duckling.  I felt an immediate kinship with this bird who flies from place to place looking for creatures with whom he belongs.  He eventually finds them.  I hope I do too.”
What’s most powerful about this story is the reaction she received.  She said that people stopped her at work, while shopping, at her daughter’s school… “You too?  I thought I was the only one.”  

· Letters came in to her from everywhere… from CEOs to homemakers… all acknowledging loneliness… the absence of real connectedness with others in their lives.

· But keep in mind that if loneliness is common for women… it is epidemic for men.  

· One survey indicated that 90% of the male population in America lack a true friend. 

· Albert Schweitzer said, “We are all so much together… but we are all dying of loneliness.”
Guys… God has created us as social beings… with a need for meaningful contact with others.  
· It’s funny, because even though we espouse “rugged individualism” as such a supreme virtue in our culture today, in reality, as all these studies have shown, we are a people who thrive on meaningful relationships.  
· Just look at some of the most popular TV shows of the past fifty years… I Love Lucy… with the Ricardo’s and Merzes doing life together.
· Look at Seinfeld… billed as a “show about nothing.”  But in reality, it is a show about four people in meaningful, albeit dysfunctional, relationship.
· Take Friends… six people who, for good or for worse, share every part of their lives together… spending hours together sitting down in the coffee shop or at each other’s homes.  
The point is that as much as we want to “be our own man” or woman, we were all born with a need to relate to others in authenticity, love, respect, and close proximity.
· And, of course, I include “close proximity” because in an age of instant messaging, email, and endless blogs, people may feel as though they’re meeting their need for community…
· when in fact, the technology and distance may really be increasing our sense of loneliness and isolation.
I share all this because as a church existing right in the midst of this culture, we’re very much vulnerable ourselves to all of its trends,

· which makes it even more important that we be intentional about building and maintaining healthy community— 
· To be a community marked by a real devotion toward one another.
The second characteristic of authentic community is one marked by a Oneness of Heart and Soul.
2. Community is Marked by a Oneness of Heart and Soul
Go ahead and turn back to Acts 4:32.  This goes right to the heart of Community.  "Now, the whole group," and again, we know that by this time there are thousands of people who have become part of this new Community... 
· Luke writes, "Now the whole group of those who believed were of one heart and soul."
· We’ve already seen devotion… to God and one another… as a mark of God’s new Church… 

· And now, we read that they "were of one heart and soul..."  where life in the new community is characterized by a deep commitment to unity, oneness, togetherness, and harmony. 

Remember, this wasn’t some enclave where everyone looked like and lived like everyone else.

· These were people of various nationalities and social classes doing community together with one heart and soul.

· And of course, we all know that this is never an easy thing. 

· What comes with authentic community will always be a measure of disagreement and frustration.  

There’s just no way of avoiding that because as much as we are a community of God’s children… we’re also a community of sinners. 

· And so, understand that the mark of community… true Biblical community… isn’t the absence of conflict and difficulties but the presence of a reconciling spirit.

· In our humanness, none of us will escape hurting others or being hurt by others.  That’s just a reality you just need to get used to.

So it’s not that there was absence of conflict in that new community.  Instead there was a commitment to not let conflict go unresolved… 

· A refusal to allow bitterness or resentment come in between their relationships with one another. 

· Can you see how this stands in contrast with today’s lifestyle enclave? In the lifestyle enclave it's every person for her or himself. 

· Relationships can be discarded… relationships can be replaced… where, the people or community who make my life easier are in… and those who make my life more difficult… are out.
· But this just isn’t what God has called us to.  
Now I know I’ve used the porcupine in the past as an illustration of doing life together in community… but indulge me as I take it from another angle.
The North American Porcupine is a member of the rodent family that has around 30,000 quills attached to their bodies.  

· Needless to say, though cute from afar, the porcupine isn’t noted to be the kind of animal you’d want to snuggle up with.  

· As a general rule, porcupines have two methods for handling relationships… withdraw… and attack.  

· They either react to another animal by running like there is no tomorrow… or they stand their quills up and attack.  

· In other words… they don’t have too many friends! They’re either running away… or attacking. 

What’s interesting is that Wolves run in packs, sheep huddle in flocks… there are herds of elephants, gaggles of geese, murders of cows, 

· bands of coyotes, swarms of bees, broods of chickens, paces of donkeys, litters of cubs, and schools of fish…

· But there is no special name for a group of porcupines gathered together… they choose to go it alone.

· That is, until late autumn… when a young porcupine’s thoughts turn to love!  

· But love is a rather risky business when you’re a porcupine.

So, here’s the porcupine’s dilemma… how do you get close without getting hurt?  Truth is, this is our dilemma as well.  But instead of barbs and quills, we tend to hurt and get hurt through rejection, insecurity, resentment, and envy.  

· So, yes… in the course of “doing community” we’ll no doubt find ourselves hurting and being hurt by those around us.

· The problem though is that as much as we may understand our need for community and desire more meaningful relationships in our lives,

· After being pricked a couple of times by a few of those nasty barbs, we may find ourselves withdrawing… giving up on community.

But you know… the fact that there are lots of porcupines in North America does sort prove one fact… 

· That they have found a way around their little problem.  And if they can… we can too.

· So, let me ask you… how do you tend to respond when you feel someone has hurt you? 

· Of the two forms of defense, attack and withdrawal, which do you tend to use most often?

Ultimately, though I am not the Dr. Phil of porcupines… nor am I a porcupine expert (as much as I may seem to be!), truth is that porcupines simply learn that they… and their fellow barbed-wired friends all come “as-is,” quills and all.

· You see, guys… this isn’t a sermon about how “normal” people can get along with imperfect people.  

· This isn’t for normal people at all!  There is no such thing!

· This is a sermon about how imperfect people, like you and me, can pursue community with other imperfect people.

It’s why Paul writes so passionately in 1 Corinthians 1:4: "I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you may agree with one another, so that there may be no divisions among you, and that you may be perfectly united in mind and thought."
· Those are real words written to regular, ordinary, sometimes crabby human beings -- just like you and me... 

· And yet Paul is expecting that they hear what he’s saying. 

It’s why Paul calls us, in Ephesians 4:3, to "Make every effort" -- in other words, spare no pains at all, exhaust every possibility -- "Make every effort," he says, "to keep the unity of the spirit through the bond of peace." 

· He says, “Don't give up... make every possible effort… “
· If you’re a parent, then at some time you’ve tried to appeal to your kid saying, “If you know how important it is to me that you do this, why don’t you just do it?”  

· Well, those might just be God’s words to us.  “Don’t you know how important unity is to me?”
So, let me ask you… how are you doing with this? Are you devoted to oneness in the body of Christ? Are you devoted to it? Because it doesn't happen by accident. 
· Is there unresolved conflict between you and anybody else in the body? 

· What do you do when you find yourself developing a judgmental or critical spirit towards someone? 

· Do you ever expect other people to be tolerant and forgiving of you, because after all, you're only human, but refuse to offer the same tolerance and same forgiveness to them? 

Maybe you realize that you have some work you need to do on this today. And I just encourage you as strongly as I can to do it. 

· Pray to God, ask for help, make the call, and write the note -- whatever you need to do… 

· Because unity is one of the most precious gifts the church has to offer back to God.  
· It is God's dream for humankind, which was purchased at such a terrible price at Calvary.
As I said, my desire was to share with you this morning what I see as the first two characteristics or marks of authentic community.  Next week we’re going to pick up from there and talk about several other things that I also think are really important for us as a church.
But guys, let me just say that I have never known anyone who was isolated, lonely, disconnected, had no deep friendships… and who also had a joy-filled life.   

· We can all walk through the pages of 20th Century history and find every kind of man and woman who achieved it “all”… and yet never knew what it meant to have deep, meaningful relationships.

· And yet, is it possible that there are some… if not countless many… who succeeded at relationships… who cultivated great relationships… made time for relationships… 

· who were devoted to their family, who mastered the art of giving and receiving love… and yet had a bad life?  I doubt it.

Guys… we will never mark ourselves as that “safe-haven”… we will never live magnificent lives as individuals and as a church… unless we discover our need for community…

· And that needs to begin with a renewed devotion to one another as we “do life” together with a oneness or heart and soul.

· I promise that you will never regret having devoted more of your time to building relationships… to building authentic community.

Yes… there will be times when someone hurts you… or when you hurt someone. We just need to accept that.

· But just remember, the mark of community - true biblical community - is not the absence of conflict and difficulties but the presence of a reconciling spirit. 
· CS Lewis wrote, "Christ works on us in all sorts of ways… But above all He works on us through each other.”
