SERMON – 30 September 2018: SHARING TOGETHER
Readings: Acts 2.41-47, page 1094 Pew Bible; Mark 9.42-end, page 1014.

Theme: To consider the implications of the early church’s pattern of sharing for our modern day lives

Today’s passage from Acts is short, but there is a lot in its 7 verses.

Over the past few months we have considered the importance of worship, daily Bible reading and prayer and the need for Christian fellowship to help our individual Christian growth.  We talk a lot about our individual walk with Christ, but today’s passage is very much about the importance of sharing together as the Christian community as we walk with Christ.  We cannot be Christians in isolation and today’s passage encourages us to consider how important sharing together is.

The NRSV commentary suggests that Luke painted an idealised picture of how the early church shared together, whilst the Wycliffe commentary says that this sharing of everything was limited to the early life of the church in Jerusalem and the pattern did not continue as the church spread outside Judea (p 1129); and a fundamentalistic Christian would say that every word of the Bible is true and to be taken literally.  Whoever is right, what there is no arguing about is that the Bible is the word of God, and it is there for our instruction, and to help us live out our daily Christian lives right now as the church in Seer Green and Jordans in 2018.

So where do we start?

We are told that the church devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.  Yes, we’re doing a bit of that this morning, but are we filled with awe and do we see many wondrous and miraculous signs happening?  One commentary (Wycliffe) suggests that it was the character of that early Christian community that aroused these signs.  Is it because we have lost the character of the early church that we don’t seem to see these signs nowadays, or are things happening which we don’t seem to notice?

The character of how that early Christian church lived was very different to how we live today.  We are told that they had everything in common and sold their possessions and goods so that they could give to anyone in need.  At first glance it sounds as if they lived in some sort of great commune, but verse 46 tells us that they broke bread in their homes and ate together.  So in reality, my guess is that they kept their houses and enough furniture and utensils to be able to eat together, but sold the things they did not need to enjoy this intense fellowship together and to be able to give to others.  One commentary suggested to the poor in the community but the Bible actually says to anyone in need – surely they gave to those outside the church as well?

What is not spelt out is the welcome that the Jewish community in Jerusalem must have given to the outsiders – the people ‘not like us’.  This passage comes immediately after the account of Pentecost, where we are told that the crowd who heard the apostles speaking each heard them speak in their own language – Parthians, Medes and Elamites; residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egpyt and the parts of of Libya near Cyrene; visitors from Rome (both Jews and converts to Judaism), Cretans and Arabs.  

Imagine if God suddenly asked us to accept a whole host of people from such a variety of countries to share everything in our church and homes with them, and to spend most of our spare time sharing fellowship with them, even if they were basically Christians.  How would we cope?  Of course, in principle we would want to accept and welcome them.  But what about the reality and the practicalities – would we get on with them?  How would our children and pets cope with them?  Would there be enough food and accommodation to go round?  How long would it last?  Would it change the nice character of our villages?

Reading between the lines really does give us a feel for the extraordinary Christian spirit of the early church.  

I surmise from their eating and breaking bread together in their homes that they seem to have had great bring and share meals combined with holy communion as they met in the equivalent, but much more frequent, of our house groups.  We have largely separated our meals and the remembrance of the last supper, but should we be doing something to bring them back together, at least occasionally, as we meet together as a church?   Did Christ ever mean us to set up a separate rather formal ecclesiastical service when he shared supper with his disciples and ended it with what we now call communion, telling them to do it as often as they met?  

What is noteworthy from the passage is that these fellowship meals with communion took place as well as the whole community continuing to go to the Temple every day to meet together.  It makes our token effort for an hour or so on a Sunday and the occasional meeting in-between look a bit pathetic!  If we take nothing else from this passage, perhaps it should be to meet together as a sharing fellowship more often.  

And if we did what would the effect be?  The effect on those who looked at this remarkable early Christian community was that they wanted to join in and so the Lord added to their number daily.  Do others see our church in the same light?  We rejoice if one person comes and joins us every few weeks or months.  What do we need to do to make people want to join us daily?  

The passage is all about sharing together as a community, but it is worth considering the effect on our personal lives as well.  How willing are we to share with others?  And are we willing to sacrifice some of our possessions to benefit the poor?  These are question we all need to ask ourselves.  

In reality, if we live in this parish we are rich – at least compared with many others in our deanery, diocese and country.  Do we give sacrificially?  What do we do with our surplus possessions?  Do we sell them on e-bay and keep the profit?  Or do we give the money gained to a charity?  Do we give the usable items to a charity that can pass them to someone in need, or do we just chuck them in the bin to make more landfill?  

It is easier to share some things than others.  Most of us have things which are of little or no financial value but are of great sentimental value.  How willing are we to share these with others?  

It is easy to get very attached to our possessions.  Many years ago I was invited to the house of a couple who had lost their initial marital home and all their possessions in a bombing in the war.  They said since then possessions had meant very little to them.  They still had each other and their faith in God and that was what they had found really counted in life. It was a statement that certainly made me think.

I’ve raised a lot of questions this morning, but not answered most of them.  Sharing in the way the early church did demands huge sacrifices both of the church and of us as individuals and it is not always easy to do the right thing, or to know what the right thing to do is.  

However, the greatest possession we all have is the sacrificial love of Jesus.  When we are not sure how to go about sharing, it is to him that we need to turn and ask him what he would do in our situation.  If we ask him how he wants us to share and obey him we really will be showing those outside the church what Christianity is about.
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