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Being the Church We Were Meant to Be

Part 2, Community, 1-19-03

Last week, I started a series on “Being the Church We Were Meant to Be”.  And my intention for getting into a series like this was to share with you, especially those who are newer to the church, what it is that I dream about when I think of where we’re going as a church.

· And yet, I shared with you last week that when I felt God call us to plant this church, He didn’t just leave rest to me to figure out… and I’m so glad that He didn’t!

· I didn’t want to just come to God with a lot of ideas, praying that He would simply bless our vision and intention.  But rather, we cried out to Him, asking Him what He would want this church to look like… what vision He would want us to have.

· Because I knew that for this to be a healthy place, it would not only need to be a place that I could enjoying coming to, but a place where God would anxiously look forward to coming to week after week.

· And through a lot of prayer, God began making it clear what His dreams were for this church.

· And so I began sharing with you what some of those foundational things were that the Father put in our hearts from the beginning… those building blocks that make up the foundation of who we are and who we were meant to be as a church.

But sharing our own story is just part of our story as a church, because many of those building blocks that define who we are and what we were created to be, were already laid out for us years ago when God started this whole thing we call the Vineyard.

· I’m not going to share the whole story today… but what I would like to do is to share pieces of that story over the next few weeks as I look at those crucial ingredients that define us as a church and as a movement.

· It’s important to look back, not simply because of how sentimental I can be… but to understand more of what that genetic code is that defines us as a church.

· Because the more you understand just what those genetic building blocks of the Vineyard are, the more you will understand not only why we do some of what we do, but where we hope to go as a church.

I suppose best starting place in sharing a little about where we’ve come from as a movement takes us back to 1964 when God captured the hearts of John and Carol Wimber.

· Pretty much from that day on, God used them both to share Jesus’ love with countless young people.  In fact, during just those first five years, John and Carol had literally led hundreds of young people to Christ.

· After a few years, John was invited to serve as the assistant pastor of the Quaker church he and Carol had attended since they came to Christ.  

· With numbers of young people still coming to Christ through their ministry, people started to wonder just who these guys were.  In fact, in just a few years, the church grew from 200 to 800 people.

By 1974, Wimber was offered a job by Peter Wagner to develop and run a new Institute of Evangelism and Church Growth at Fuller Theological Seminary in Pasadena.

· In this role, he ministered to leaders of every denomination.  It is where he came to appreciate the diversity of the church… and where he learned to love the whole body of Christ.

· At the same time, Ken Gulliksen, one of the pastors from Chuck Smith’s Calvary Chapel in Costa Mesa, decided to move to Los Angeles with his wife to plant a new church. 

· Although the church was still part of Calvary Chapel, they decided to call themselves the Vineyard.

· He got the name from a Isaiah 27:2-3 that spoke of God’s vineyard; “Sing about a fruitful vineyard: I, the LORD, watch over it; I water it continually.  I guard it day and night so that no one may harm it.”  

· The vineyard in this passage is a place that God loves – a safe place that he guards.  And that’s what Gulliksen wanted his church to be… a place that God loved to be.  So, he adopted the name “The Vineyard.”

Several years later, in October of 1976, John and Carol started a weekly home-church meeting, which was a pretty new concept back then.

· In just a few weeks, that group grew from 12 to 50 people.  Six months later, there were over a 100 people packed in their house each and every week.

· By that time, the Vineyard church started by Ken and Joanie Gulliksen had already planted two other churches, with Ken’s church now based in Westwood, CA.

· It was there, during one of Ken’s bible studies that Keith Green comes to Christ.  Other musician’s s/a Bob Dylan, Debbie Boone, Randy Stonehill, and Larry Norman became a regular part of his church.

As much as Wimber loved and appreciated the Quaker church where he pastored, and as much as they appreciated him, the church leadership felt as though the direction Wimber’s home group was going (in terms of working with the hippie culture as well as their openness to spiritual gifts) were too different from where they were at. 

· And so, it was decided that they should move on. 

· In March of 1977, John and Carol Wimber, along with a group of their closest friends who had been a part of their home group, went away for weekend of prayer, in order to ask the Lord just what kind of church He would want them to be.

· John didn’t want to sketch out a vision and ask God to bless it.  He wanted to build the kind of church Jesus would go to each and every week.

· During that weekend, they shared a lot of tears, and a lot of time on their knees.

Many of the things God spoke to them during that weekend define who we are as a church even now, 26 years later.

· So, while I’d like to continue the “Vineyard story” next week, I want to continue now looking at one of the things they walked away with that weekend… and that was a renewed vision for what church was really about.

· The verse they all felt God speak to them that weekend was from Acts 2:42-47.  These few verses paint such a great picture of what that infant church looked like.  Let’s read it together:

They joined with the other believers and devoted themselves to the apostle’s teaching and fellowship, sharing in the Lord’s Supper and in prayer.  A deep sense of awe came over them all, and the apostles performed many miraculous signs and wonders.  And all the believers met together constantly and shared everything they had.  They sold their possessions and shared the proceeds with those in need.  They worshipped together at the Temple each day, met in homes for the Lord’s Supper, and shared their meals with great joy and generosity… all while praising God and enjoying the goodwill of all the people.  And each day the Lord added to their group those who were being saved.

Even though every one of them had read that passage several times in the past, it took on new meaning over that weekend... especially as they were asking God what He would want their new church to look like.

· Wimber once said that he read this passage over and over again for weeks.   It really is like a highlight film of the early church-- summing up all that made that community of believers so unique.

· But what made them such a profound group of people wasn’t simply that they devoted themselves to God’s Word, to the reality of what communion is all about, and to prayer.

· What made them so profound was how they did those things in such rich community.

· When you look at this passage from this vantage point, you realize that they really were a community… a people who shared so much together

· “Devoted themselves to fellowship”, “Sense of awe came over them all”, “All the believers met together constantly”, “they shared…”, “They worshipped together”. “met in one another’s homes,” “Shared their meals together…”

Wimber had been tenaciously committed to God’s word and to prayer.  They regularly took communion together and worshipped God.

· But what was so striking was just how much these vital things were shared together in their day-to-day relationships.

· They understood their identity, not simply as individual children of God, but as a community… a community wedded together as God’s people… called as sons and daughters into intimacy not only with Him… but also with one another.

Because we’ve come to see our faith as such an individualistic, personal thing, we’ve forgotten that, in Christ, we’ve been baptized into the Body of Christ… that when we made that personal decision for Jesus, we were, at the same time, made part of a spiritual family.

· This is one of the flaws of many of the Christian tracts out there… the 4-Laws or the 4-steps… all lead to a personal decision.  

· And then, somewhere nestled in the last few pages, you are encouraged to join a church when in reality, a 5th step should be added that announced how you’ve been incorporated into a family. 

· You see, we weren’t simply called into a personal salvation but we were grafted into the People of God… a community whereby we reflect to one another the very things God has poured out on us…. His love, mercy, compassion, forgiveness.

This can be difficult for us as people who consider “rugged individualism” to be a supreme virtue.  It can also be difficult for us to the degree that we’ve been hurt by other people in the church.

· It’s funny, because even though we espouse individualism as such a virtue, we all know that in our heart of hearts, we long for intimacy with one another.  

· Look at two of the most popular tv shows in history… You’ve got Seinfeld that is billed as a show about nothing.  But in reality, it is a show about four people in meaningful relationship… spending every day hanging out together… eating together at the diner.

· Look at 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 born with a need to relate to others in authenticity, love, and respect.

Luke writes here in verse 42 that the believers were joined together in fellowship.  The word fellowship, koinonia, means, “to have in common”. 

· It relates to the word “community”, which simply means, “with unity”.

· Henri Nouwen once said that as the people of God, we “are unified by our common weaknesses, our common failures, our common disappointments, and our common inconsistencies.”

· We not only share a common fundamental need for authentic community but a common heritage as God’s children… knit together as the people of God.

And yet, being in the community of faith is, as we’ve all experienced, not without its difficulties and frustrations.  Those difficulties and frustrations will always be there… because we are a community of sinners!

· But that doesn’t negate what God has made us to be.

· In fact, the mark of community - true biblical community - is not the absence of conflict and difficulties but the presence of a reconciling spirit. 
· In our humanness we all do things to rub others the wrong way and to offend. We all, at times, will be hurt and we will hurt others. Our old sinful nature often causes problems.
Imagine a group of porcupines marooned one bitter cold night in the middle of a large frozen field. There was no way to escape the biting wind. They could not borrow into the frozen ground... there was no place to hide or find warmth.
· As they huddled together to keep warm, their sharp quills began to pinch and hurt. The closer they moved together, the more the pain increased. 
· Some of the animals could not bear the pain and drew apart to sleep alone. In the morning they had frozen to death. 
· In our humanness there are times when we hurt each other and the tendency is to pull away and go it alone. 
· We must resist that tendency remembering that collectively, we are the bride of Christ… His people… His family.
· I love to talk about my family… I am so thankful for them.  And yet, as imperfect as we are, God boasts in us as His family… His kids.

· And if God loves his family enough to send His Son… then I choose to love that family with all of my heart.

When, as a church, we fail to live as a community of the Kingdom, then I can promise you that we will never be the church we were meant to be.

· Last month, I took a day retreat up in the Catskill Mountains.  And while I was there, I started walking along a trail that circled a lake.  There were warning signs all over… but I decided to take my chances.

· It only took a minute or two before I understood what was behind the warning signs.  There had been an ice storm just a few days before that… and around every branch was nearly an inch of ice.  Hundreds of limbs and a large number of trees had snapped in half… littering the trails.

· But one thing I noticed was that the denser the trees were in an area, the less damage there was.  Even though those trees were bent over, they were able to lean against the other trees, which kept them standing.

· In just that way, if we don’t function as a community, the way that dense forest functions, that we will end up, at the very least, wounded and hurt.

The closer we stand in community, the more we will be able to hold up. Throughout our lives and especially during tough times, God desires to strengthen and empower us through the community of believers. 

· He expects us to support each other during the storms of life. That is why we need to be an active part of a community of faith. We need others and they need us.

· We need to operate just like the giant Sequoias of California.  There massive redwoods that tower 100s of feet into the sky have roots that barely penetrate the surface of the ground.
· So, how do these trees survive the strong winds?  They grow only in groves and their roots intertwine just under the surface of the ground… so when the strong winds come, they hold each other up.
That’s what we’ve been called to be as the people of God… an interconnected community of believers who order their lives around the person of Jesus.

· But when we read Acts 2:42-47, you can’t help but wonder if we could, with the kind of lives we live today, look at all like them.
· But how do you think they got that way?  Did they all take attend the same seminar, read the same book?  Were they all just a bunch of communal hippies?
· No.  In fact, they were just a bunch a people, really not too much unlike us, who had just come face to face with God’s love.
· If you want to understand verses 42-47, then you just need to read the verses that come before it… how a man like Peter, who just a few days before had denied Jesus three times… was now preaching about Him in the center of town.
· Those people all had a fresh revelation of the Father’s love… and they were changed by Him and the Spirit who filled them there at Pentecost.
This was no homogenous group of people… there were slaves and slave owners who together gave their hearts to Jesus that day… there were Jews and Gentiles who together gave their hearts to Him.

· The things that divide us in this world should pale next to what unites us as God’s people.

· And remember… verse 41 says that 3000 people gave their lives to Jesus on that one day.  We’re not talking about a tiny country church here.  
· I know that we often think that larger churches will always loose that sense of intimacy.
· Of course, that can easily happen.  But it doesn’t happen here… and that is because intimacy and community wasn’t something that had to be initiated and cultivated by the leaders.
· As the pastors there in Jerusalem, Peter, James, and John could not have come close to creating a sense of community.
· Community was built because people understood that the call to love one another, to bear one another’s burdens, to sharpen one another, to encourage one another, weren’t given to a few pastors but to the whole church.

I’ve already shared with you that it isn’t enough to simply believe what Jesus believed; we need to do what Jesus did.

· We’re not called to simply contemplate the meaning of love and community, we’re called to express love and the heart of community, by something as simple as giving someone a call, listening to someone, praying for someone, taking someone out to lunch.

· When you have invited those you don’t know very that well out to dinner or when you show up at a home group ready to care and listen as well as be cared for and listened to… then community is being built.

· When you not only go to the Ladies brunch to participate in community, but pick up someone along the way… when you not only go to church on Sunday but invite others out to lunch afterwards… then community is being built.

This is how that first group of believers got to that place of rich community… one expression of love at a time.

· And, do you know what?  A lot of this is already happening here. (examples)  

· The key is to make sure we remain interconnected… involved in one another’s lives.  I know what that means to some of you… RISK.

· Well, just accept the fact right from the beginning that others will fail and that you will be disappointed… then get over it… knowing that this is your family!

· We’re by no means perfect, but we will grow to the degree that we put ourselves in contact with one another…. Praying together, worshiping together, sharing with one another, sharing meals with one another, sharing a few moments in God’s Word with one another…

· Just hanging out with one another.

· This is why, as I shared last week, that home groups are so vital… b/c they provide a context where we really can live out Jesus’ call to be a community. 

· CS Lewis wrote, "Christ works on us in all sorts of ways…But above all He works on us through each other.
We can’t do this sitting alone all the time… and we can’t do it on-line.  It happens with a phone call, with a visit, with an encouraging note, with a hug

· It happens as you risk getting hurt by being real with others… laying aside those happy face masks that hide what’s really going on inside.

· We get so caught up with other’s perceptions of us… so much so that we stop expressing our needs while putting up facades. 

· But real community won’t allow that… b/c when you wear a mask, you make it difficult for others to minister to you.

· So, they end up walking away from you, thinking about why they are not always happy like you are… so they put on a mask themselves.

There really is so much I could say about community.  It is something we do… as we go and give away all the love, and mercy He so freely gave to us.  And its something we are as His church… as His people.

· And to the degree that we can live in community, as the People of God, to that degree will we see the reality of Acts 2:42-27 unfold in our own church.

· From the very beginning of the Vineyard movement… community has served as a vital building block to all we are.

· If we grow to a 1000 and have planted a dozen churches… and yet don’t function in community… as that interconnected community of believers who order their lives around Jesus… then we haven’t yet become what we were created to be.

· God has called us to teach from His Word… to be established in His Word.

· He’s called us to break bread together… that corporate act of worship.

· He’s called us to pray together.

· He’s called us to fellowship together as one Body… as a community of the King.

One of the dreams for this church that God has infused into my heart is for authentic community. And I know, that as we hunger to know Him more… as we “pour out our hearts to Him” as David writes in Ps 62:8… as we encounter Him as that first century church had… then we will find ourselves at the same becoming more and more the kind of people God called us to be.

