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INTRO


In my work at the Center on Faith in Communities, we conduct a lot of “best practices” research. We have the great privilege of getting to ask questions like: “Who in the faith community is doing the best work in ex-offender reentry or tutoring kids or providing affordable housing or helping at-risk Hispanic teens stay in school? We get to search out the success stories, often going on-site to examine them up close. We get to study and analyze them, identifying what they’re doing that works, and why it works, and how their practices might be imitated by others. It’s really a wonderful and intellectually stimulating work and it’s very rewarding. I have learned so much and gotten many great glimpses of God’s people doing His work in smart and effective ways.


So when Bill Wilder invited me several months ago to lecture here tonight on Body and Community, I thought it might be useful to look for some “best practices” in Christian community. What can we learn from others? There are probably a number of places to look for thriving examples of Christian community. I chose just one particular path and will try tonight to share some thoughts with you from it.


I chose to study the characteristics of what I call “Resistance Communities.” These were groups of Christians who banded together over a long period of time for the common purpose of resisting some particular evil. Specifically, over the last several months I’ve immersed myself in the stories of 5 communities:

· An anti-slavery society centered around an abolitionist named Theodore Weld that was active in the1830s and ‘40s

· The Clapham Sect of William Wilberforce and his friends who so faithfully labored decades in the late 1700s into the 1800s to bring about an end to the British slave trade

· A small group of Christian university students in Germany who published an underground anti-Nazi newspaper called The White Rose in the 1930s

· Dietrich Bonhoeffer and his band of illegal, underground seminarians at Finkenwalde; and

· Christians in South Africa, including particularly Desmond Tutu, Beyers Naude, Michael Cassidy, and Peter Storey, who fought so faithfully throughout the latter half of the 20th century  to end apartheid.


Essentially what I’d like to do tonight is describe characteristics of these resistance communities and what they may have to teach us today about authentic community. But before jumping into that, let me just take a few moments to tell you a few reasons WHY I chose to take this approach tonight.  

REASONS FOR THIS APPROACH


I chose them because they were marked by two directions of focus. They had the two elements of deep friendship that CS Lewis talks about—somewhere—I couldn’t find the exact quote! Lewis had this notion that deep friendships between Christians were marked first by deep vulnerability and transparency. This is the face-to-face direction. There is a willingness to be weak, to be open, to be honest. You must allow yourself to be truly seen, and you gaze into the heart and soul of the other person. There is a mutual knowing. But Lewis said that the best friendships are also marked by a common outward direction – with the two people not looking at each other face to face, but together facing the same thing. Now the most important shared direction of vision is for both friends to have their eyes fixed on Jesus. But Lewis was also getting at the idea of the two people having some common passions, some common pursuits. The resistance communities I studied had this and it was a big reason why they had rich community.


Today among many American Christians I suspect that there is dissatisfaction with our experience of Christian community. And I think our disenchantment is rooted in our relationships being weak in one or another of these two critical aspects. 


There are home groups, for example, about which I have heard the complaint: “Yes, we have a little community, but how much can you talk about wallpaper samples?” We have home fellowships that lack the true face-to-face direction…they are too superficial. The talk is of football scores and new recipes – and there’s nothing wrong with that or evil about that, but it is superficial. Certainly it is possible to go deeper—but it requires the willingness to be weak, to be vulnerable.


But on the other hand I have observed small groups of 20-somethings who also hunger for community, even though they are embedded in small fellowships that are very deep relationally. Their problem is not with superficiality. These young adult Christians have much to teach their elders about honesty, vulnerability, admitting weakness, praying together, and being agents of healing in one another’s lives. But some of these fellowships focus too exclusively on the face-to-face direction and not enough on common purpose. Simply put, there can be an excessive navel-gazing. A friend of mine recently was complaining about a group of 20-something interns at a ministry who, in her opinion, spent far too much time “relating” and hanging out at the local coffee shop than they did shoulder-to-shoulder working together for the common purpose of ministering to the needy in their city.  They had too much of the face-to-face and not enough of the facing outward together.


You need both and the communities I studied had both. So I thought they probably had much to teach us about how to deepen and enrich our own experience of community.

OVERVIEW: MARKS OF RESISTANCE FELLOWSHIPS

So I’d like to describe four characteristics of these resistance communities. After each one, I’ll say a bit about how we might apply those insights in our own life in community. These groups were marked by more than 4 characteristics but this lecture is already going to be an hour so I thought I’d best limit myself to 4!  

[slide – Marks]

1) Frequent reminders to one another about the ultimate triumph of God’s justice and the irreplaceable role of God’s people. 

2) A steadfast commitment to truth-telling.  
3) Personal exposure to suffering that led to a deep solidarity with the oppressed. 

4) A rhythm of worship and engagement that maintained orthodox conviction and guarded against spiritual self-indulgence.  

THE MARKS IN DETAIL

So the first characteristic of these resistance communities was that they were marked by:

1) Frequent reminders to one another about the ultimate triumph of God’s justice and the irreplaceable role of God’s people.
The members of these fellowships had a faith that expressed tremendous confidence in the ultimate victory of the cause of justice and goodness. They were sure that their side would win because God Himself is on the side of justice. Wilberforce in England, the abolitionists in the US, the Christians fighting the Nazis and fighting apartheid faced a large and tremendous scale of evil. Their resistance movements looked so puny, so impotent, when compared to the systematic machinery of evil they were up against. Nevertheless, they knew they were on the winning side of the battle, even if in their own lifetimes they didn’t see victory. Perseverance and faithfulness in the struggle was maintained because of this unshakeable conviction. They were also persuaded that victory was inevitable based on the fabric of human nature – that humans are made for freedom and so tyranny will always eventually be overthrown.

Archbishop Desmond Tutu from South Africa—who of course along with Nelson Mandela is more responsible than anyone in Africa for the overthrow of apartheid—was well-know for his unshakeable confidence. I like this little comment he makes in one of his books:

[SLIDE]

· “During the darkest days of apartheid I used to say to P.W. Botha, the president of South Africa, that we had already won, and I invited him and other white South Africans to join the winning side.”
But this tremendous confidence that God would cause justice to prevail did not diminish their own sense of personal responsibility. Instead, they believed that the Church had an irreplaceable and utterly necessary role to play. They believed that the Gospel and the Jesus’ call to discipleship meant mandatory participation in the work of God in the world.

[SLIDE]

The South African evangelical Michael Cassidy put it this way: 

· “Conversion marks the birth of the movement out of a merely private existence into a public consciousness. Conversion is the beginning of active solidarity with the purposes of the Kingdom of God in the world.”
Tutu liked to quote Saint Augustine on the mystic partnership between our all-powerful God who nonetheless chooses to employ us as His agents in His work in the world:

“God without us will not as we without God cannot.”

It’s a great quote.

APPLICATION


So what does this first mark mean for us? What can we learn about more authentic community life from it? Let me try two thoughts on application with you.

(1) I’ll call the first one the “A Mighty Fortress is our God” application and here’s what I mean by it. I’ve said that the members of these resistance communities had an unshakeable faith that trusted God for ultimate victory in the face of overwhelming evil. Well, they had to speak that confidence one to another; they had to preach it to each other, because along the road to victory, they sustained all kinds of defeats and losses and they watched evil win and triumph and boast over and over again. And I believe that there is a special depth that comes between two believers when they are active in speaking the truth about the ultimate victory of God – the ultimate victory of the good, of the right, of justice – to one another. I recently had a very special phone conversation with one of my closest Christian friends. She had had a very discouraging day because she’d been serving as “Jesus with skin on” that day in the life of a woman who probably is just realizing that she is manic-depressive and another woman who after being verbally abused by her husband for 25 years has finally decided to separate from him until he agrees to go to counseling. And she called at the end of the day, weary emotionally and physically because of her taste that day of the deep brokenness of our world and the deep pain that people suffer from one’s another evil and sin. But she told me that at the lowest point in her day, God reminded her of the verses of the great hymn, “A Mighty Fortress is our God.” And so she found herself trying to sing that. But she couldn’t remember all the words and she said to me, “Aim, will you sing that hymn to me?” And so on the other end of the phone, I sang all the verses of that hymn (I’m a huge fan of hymns). 


And tho this world with devils filled should threaten to undo us


We will not fear for God has willed His truth to triumph through us

The Prince of Darkness grim, we tremble not for him;
His rage we can endure, for lo, his doom is sure,
One little word shall fell him.

And in that moment, my friend and I experienced a very deep and rich and authentic sense of community. 

Do you want a richer experience of community with your home group, with your small group, with your family, with your roommates? Preach “A Mighty Fortress” to one another.

(2) The second application has to do with us experiencing God in community. It is true to say that God everywhere, all the time – right? He’s infinite and not limited to time or space. And we have God’s promise to be with us. Think about Jesus’ words to the church in Matthew: “Lo, I am with you always, even unto the end of the age.” (And as Tim Keller has pointed out, the proper translation there from the Greek is is “Lo I am with ya’ll” – it’s a plural you and it’s a pledge from Jesus to be present with His corporate people, the church.) But this truth of “God with us” is not primarily supposed to mean, “When I want to experience God, I summon Him into my presence.” And we also have a Biblical record of God sometimes saying to His people that He will not be with them, if they are not where He wants them to be. We have the Biblical account of God removing His presence from the temple. He removes His presence from His people when His people are not with Him where He is; when His people are not participating with Him in what He is actively doing in the world. Bonhoeffer puts this idea so eloquently in his little book Life Together:

[SLIDE]

· “It is not that God is the spectator and sharer of our present life, howsoever important that is, but rather that we are the reverent listeners and participants in God’s action in the sacred story, the history of the Christ on the earth. And only so far as we are there, is God with us today also.” 
We’re talking tonight about community. And the deepest and richest experience of community happens when God Himself is present among us. What Bonhoeffer is reminding about is that we experience God’s presence when we go corporately where He is. We have to be THERE, participating with God in the sacred story, in order to enjoy the rich fullness of His presence. 

This is a heady thought from an erudite man. Let me bring it down into a rather bald vernacular by asking this pointed question about our fellowship groups: Are our small groups too often trying to invite God into the trivial places where we are or are we as a small group trying to go together to the heart of the sacred story; trying to follow God and be found in the midst of His purposes in the world?
[SLIDE]

Well, let me move on to the second mark that characterized these Christians. These resistance communities were marked, secondly, by 

2) A steadfast commitment to truth-telling.   

When there is evil, there are often those who either deny its existence or who sugarcoat it. And tragically this happens inside as well as outside the church. 


In South Africa, most whites were in denial about the true horror of apartheid. They simply refused to believe that apartheid was as bad as it was. They thought that black people had their nice little lives in their residential areas and they had their nice little life in their all-white residential area. And because they refused to see the truth, they thought that some kind of peace should be possible in South Africa that did not require significant change. They thought apartheid wasn’t that bad and so peace could be accomplished by tweaking with it at the margins, instead of realizing that there would be no peace until the evil and injustice of apartheid was cut out root and branch from the society.

One of the evils of apartheid was the forced removal of black people from their homes and neighborhoods in various cities to new “homelands” or black “townships.” In 1966, one of these removals began in District 6 of Capetown, which had been a very colorful, racially integrated neighborhood. Some 30,000 mixed race people lived there and from 1966 through about 1971, the government forced these people to leave and bulldozed over their homes. Peter Storey was ministering in the Buitenkant Street Methodist Church in District 6 during these years and was horrified by the actions. They protested but without any avail. So the church had a plaque made to memorialize this dreadful act.

[slide]

This is a picture of Storey holding the plaque before it was placed onto the outside church wall – on the wall of the church that faced the local police station. It was the church’s way of telling the truth about what the removal was really about. The government was trying to say that separating everyone by race into their own ‘homelands’ was a good thing and that it would make we everyone happy and peaceful. In fact it was a gross injustice and violation of human rights. And the church needed to say that; to call a spade a spade. So the plaque reads:

ALL WHO PASS BY

Remember with shame the many thousands of people who lived for generations in District Six and other parts of this city and were forced by law to leave their homes because of the color of their skins.

FATHER, FORGIVE US

William Wilberforce and his band also had to confront the denial of the common British citizen regarding the horror of the slave trade. Do you remember that debating scene in the Amazing Grace movie where one of the politicians who is in favor of the slave trade stands up and says something like “We have no evidence that the Africans themselves have any objections to the slave trade.” It’s almost unbelievable. And yet that level of denial occurred.

[SLIDE]

So Wilberforce and his band had to tell the truth. They had to show people the sights, they had the let people smell the horrible smell of death and disease. Remember this scene from the movie? It’s when Wilberforce had small boat parties of well-to-do folks come into the harbor and then he stood on the slave ship Madagascar and told them the real truth about the slave trade.

[SLIDE]

Hans and Sophie Scholl were students at the University of Munich in the early 1940s. They had a lot of life ahead of them. They were Aryan; they were educated; they could have chosen to hunker down and conform to the Nazi regime, focus on their studies, and just sort of wait out the war. That’s what plenty of their fellow German citizens were doing. But these two young people and their band of friends learned some awful truths. They learned about unauthorized executions of nonconformists in the army. They learned about people being tortured in Nazi jails. And then they learned the truth about the concentration camps and the gas chambers.  And they chose to tell the truth. They and their small group of comrades started publishing an underground newspaper – really more of a leaflet or pamphlet – exposing these dreadful realities. They called their publication The White Rose. 

The Scholls and their three closest friends were able to publish The White Rose just 6 times during the years 1942-1943 before they were captured, summarily tried, and beheaded. Telling the truth takes courage.

APPLICATION


What does this mark mean for us today?


I think it is a very helpful reminder that God calls the church to be truth-tellers to the society in which we live. 


On this front, I think there’s good news, bad news, and very bad news.

The good news is that many Christians have been both courageous and winsome in how they have told the truth about one very fundamental evil in our society. I am referring to abortion. I am glad that many, many people in the Body of Christ have been good resisters – they have both been plain in their speech (“abortion is wrong, it is killing babies”) and they have been compassionate in their engagement with women in crisis pregnancies. The Christian community operates 2,300 CPCs across America—that’s a lot of caring people out there trying to help women choose life.


The bad news is that there are other very important evils that we as the Christian community have too often shut our eyes to. There is one evil in particular that I’m extremely concerned about and that is the gross mistreatment that is occurring now in our country toward undocumented Mexican immigrants. I’m extremely concerned about the hate speech and the hostility so many in America are showing now toward undocumented aliens. The immigration discussion has grown very, very ugly. I have a lot I’d like to say about this, but honestly, I’m concerned about getting overheated. Suffice to say this: we American Christians need to remind each other of a very important truth: we are citizens first and foremost of the Kingdom of God—not of the USA-- and our opinions of how to deal with illegal immigrants should be based on that reality. 


The very bad news is that too often our American Evangelical community has positioned itself as a “resistance community” and claimed to be speaking the truth to our sinful society, but we have spoken that truth so stridently, so arrogantly, and so hypocritically that we have dishonored the name of God and grossly misrepresented Christ on this earth. I’m referring to the kind of “truth-telling” that you will hear if you tune into certain right-wing “Christian” radio stations. 


I would exhort us tonight as the Body of Christ to grow as a resistance community. But I mean something very specific about that. I don’t mean a community that arrogantly stands in judgment against nonbelievers, pointing our fingers, hate-mongering against homosexuals while we in the church commit adultery and use pornography. I don’t mean a community that says “we need to resist the de-Christianization of America and stop people from telling us we can’t sing Christmas carols in the public schools.” No. That’s not the kind of resistance community I’m talking about. I’m talking about the kind of resistance community Jesus had in mind when He preached the Sermon on the Mount. I’m talking about us growing in genuine community together as we pursue a life that resists our sexualized and overly sensual culture by engaging in fasting. I’m talking about us growing in genuine community together as we pursue a life that resists the relentless consumerism and materialism of our culture by engaging in hilarious and sacrificial giving, as we speak the truth to one another about the dangers of Mammon and help each other escape the clutches of greed. I’m talking about us growing in genuine community together as we pursue a life that resists our independent, power-worshipping, self-worshipping, individualistic culture by engaging in prayer; by choosing to live inter-dependently; by gladly and humbly acknowledging that “NO, I cannot do it on my own, I need God.” 


Thankfully, we are not living in Nazi Germany; we are not living in South Africa under apartheid; we are not living in mid-19th century America under slavery. But there are evils in America – some, like the immigration issue, that require us to stand up for justice, and others, like the sirens of our culture, that require us to grow more committed together as fellowships that will fight for holiness, that will struggle hard to mature into the Matthew 6-type people Jesus calls us to be.

[SLIDE]

Let me move on to the third mark. These resistance communities were characterized by:

3) Personal exposure to suffering that led to a deep solidarity borne of a newfound conviction of human dignity and interdependence.
In a book called Resistance and Hope, a South African scholar explores the question: Why did some SA white Christians oppose apartheid while so many others did not? What explained the difference between these two groups of Christians? The key difference that the author found between the two groups was that those who resisted had had “a real encounter with the black world.” By real encounter, he meant at least two things:

· They became personally acquainted with the real-world living conditions of blacks under apartheid.

· They developed peer relationships with black people. You see, most often in SA, whites dealt with blacks only in master-servant relationships. 

[SLIDE]


One critical Christian figure in the early years of the anti—apartheid movement was a Dutch Reformed theologian and pastor named Beyers Naude. He was by all appearances a very unlikely kind of person to have been such a powerful and steadfast apartheid resister. It was the Dutch Reformed Church that said apartheid was Biblical. Naude went to seminary and studied under H.F. Verwoerd, the principal of architect of apartheid. And he was a member of the Afrikaner Broederbund, a powerful secret society of white SA men. So how was it that a person with this background would become a champion of the anti-apartheid movement?


The answer was that “Beyers Naude went, he visited their [black] congregations, he saw and he grieved. This was a totally new experience for him.” You see, Naude chose to become personally exposed, personally acquainted with the suffering.

Michael Cassidy, the SA evangelical leader I quoted earlier, was at the center of a simple but profound initiative to promote personal exposure. In it, black Christians and white Christians would swap homes for one week. The blacks would come and live in the white Christians’ homes and the white Christians would go live in the shantytowns. One such swap occurred in Pretoria in March 1988.

[Slide]

This is a photo of the Mamelodi township just outside Pretoria, which is where the white Christians went to live for one week. You can see that the conditions were pretty awful.

[Slide]

And this is a photo of the inside of a middle-class white person’s home in Pretoria.

Not surprisingly, Cassidy reported that this swap was truly life-changing for all involved. It was overwhelming, it was confounding; it was in his words “mind-boggling and eye-opening.” 

[Slide]

Personal exposure and developing peer relationships was also a hallmark of many white abolitionists in the U.S. I studied a slightly lesser-known abolitionist named Theodore Weld. He and a group of his friends and fellow seminarians at Lane Seminary in Cincinnati were key leaders in the movement for some years. He and his friends had a very tight-knit community. Several of them knew one another before attending Lane Seminary. While at Lane, they lived together, ate together, studied and read together, prayed together, and held long, long discussions about their work abolitionists. Their first idea was to try to change opinions among the student body and faculty at Lane away from a pro-slavery position. They were initially quite successful in this through a series of famous public debates they sponsored in 1834.

But this resistance community wanted to be in solidarity with the slaves and free blacks. And they insisted on not only visiting blacks to learn of their hardships but on treating blacks as social equals. They invited young black men and women to the Lane Seminary campus. They stayed overnight in black family’s homes and took meals with them and worshipped with them in black congregations. Their anti-slavery society was committed to what Weld called “the law of love” and this meant social engagement with blacks. It also meant practical help – Weld and his friends ran night schools to help free blacks learn to read.

And it was actually this – insisting not only in rhetoric that blacks were human and that blacks were equal to whites, but living that conviction out by having social intercourse with slaves – that ended up getting Weld and his friends in trouble. Basically the townspeople and the school administrators could handle the debating and the leaflets and the advocacy – but they could not handle watching Lane students walking side by side on the Lane campus with free blacks. Eventually the head of the Seminary told Weld and his anti-slavery society members that they could continue to exist as a club and speak their opinions freely but they had to stop treating blacks as social equals and having community with them. Well, Weld and his friends refused and they were all kicked out of the seminary.


In both these instances, the white Christians had come to the conviction that blacks were equals, that blacks were human beings with inherent dignity, and that genuine Christian community could not truly exist in a situation where black Christians and white Christians are not in fellowship and mutual relationships. In reflecting on the profound experiences he had had through activities like the National Initiative for Reconciliation’s home-swapping, Michael Cassidy became convinced of the spiritual dangers of what he called racial ghettos. He writes in his book, This Passing Summer:


“[We must embrace] the whole body of Christ in fellowship…not only is every Christian my brother and sister, but he or she is also my teacher.”

He went on to say that we each approach the scriptures inevitably with our own biases based on our personal life story – our race, our class, our family background. And so to guard against misinterpretations of the whole counsel of God that are colored by these tainted glasses we wear, we need Christians of other races, classes, backgrounds, experiences to share their insights and interpretations. We need the whole Body of Christ to help us understand the whole counsel of Scripture.

APPLICATION


Well, let’s ask once again our question of application. What can we learn from this “best practice” of these resistance communities?

I think application point #1 is precisely what Michael Cassidy found out. We want authentic Christian community within the Body of Christ –right? Well, authentic community involves diversity. Our experience of community is lessened when it’s all white, or all black, or all brown. 

And I think application #2 concerns our intentional cultivation of solidarity with the suffering. When we speak of Christian community, we are of course talking about more deeply experiencing one another in friendship. But we should also be talking about experiencing together a deeper sense of communion with Jesus. And there are various means for experiencing that deeper communion. One, of course, is prayer – “where two or three are gathered together in my name, there I am.” Another is worship – the scriptures tell us that God inhabits the praise of His people.” Another is Bible reading – for the Word of God is active and living and it is Spirit-breathed.  We encounter God in His holy Word. But another means of communion with God is solidarity with the poor and the oppressed. This is because God Himself identified Himself with the poor and oppressed. That’s a big part of the point of Matthew 25 – Jesus is in the hungry, in the naked, in the imprisoned. Perhaps some of you are fans of Michael Card’s music. He has a wonderful song called “Distressing Disguise:” 

He is in the pain, He is in the need
He is in the poor, we are told to feed
Though He was rich, for us He became poor
How could He give so much, what was it for?

In His distressing disguise
He hopes that we'll realize
That when we take care of the poorest of them
We've really done it to Him

To deepen our community life, we need together to be among the poor, the vulnerable, the grieving, the sick, the persecuted, and the oppressed…because in some mysterious way that I don’t think any of us really understand, Jesus is present there. 

[SLIDE]


The fourth and final characteristic I’d mention is that these resistance communities were marked by:

4) A rhythm of worship and engagement that maintained orthodox conviction and guarded against spiritual self-indulgence.  
From all that I’d said tonight, it is clear that the communities I studied were fellowships of action. They were busy. They worked. They were fighting injustice. But when you dig a little deeper, you discover that they were also communities of prayer, communities of corporate worship and devotion, communities of study and meditation.

This was due in large measure to the spiritual maturity of the leadership. Bonhoeffer in Germany and Tutu in South Africa are great examples. Interestingly, both of these men initially irritated their followers by their insistence on the importance of worship, prayer, and sacraments. The young seminarians at Finkenwalde chafed against Bonhoeffer’s quite structured community life that began with daily corporate worship and ended with evening vespers. He also emphasized solitude and made the students spend time alone with God in silence. Similarly, when Tutu took over leadership of the South African Council of Churches, he instituted regular corporate prayer times and regular celebrations at the Lord’s Supper. And this initially drove everyone crazy. Because one of the potential pitfalls of a resistance community is an over-emphasis on action. When you are living in the midst of all kinds of suffering and injustice, there is a sense of urgency, a sense of “We’ve got to be doing something!” And Tutu’s subordinates and Bonhoeffer’s students complained about the time taken away from “the real action” by these spiritual disciplines.

But Bonhoeffer and Tutu knew something that many of their followers initially didn’t know. And that is that without the times of communion with God, without worship, there was no source of power for the work of social justice; for the action and engagement.

Both of these godly leaders had recognized the pattern of worship and engagement that marked the life of the prophets and of Jesus. In Jesus’ life, waiting on God, a period of disengagement from the world and focus on the Father, precede the times of engagement. He waits with God in the wilderness before launching His public ministry. He prays before choosing the disciples. He has the disciples retreat to quiet places in between their times of ministry. This same pattern of encounter with God and then engagement in the world is seen in the lives of the prophets. They encounter God, they receive the Spirit, and then they are sent out into the world for the sake of others.

We need this close communion with God, this time of transcendent worship, to center ourselves. When you’re out fighting evil all day, and your side always seems to be losing, your orthodox convictions about God being a good God, being an in-control God, being a God of love, can start to wither. So to guard orthodoxy, and feed our faith, we pull back from engagement and we worship. We commune with God. We rehearse true reality by reading the Word again. So this rhythm of worship and engagement helps us maintain our faith and find the strength to go on.

But it is indeed a rhythm – not a stopping in worship. We do travel up the (metaphorical) Mount of Transfiguration to encounter the Divine, but He tells us not to camp there. We encounter God on the mountaintop for the sake of returning, like Jesus, back into the valley of human need. This part of the rhythm of worship and engagement guards us against spiritual self-indulgence.

Listen to how Tutu puts it:

· “The Spirit is not given so that the individual person may luxuriate in its possession. It is given to goad him or her into action, to prepare him for the stern business of loving God and loving his neighbor.”
Bonhoeffer’s understanding was the same. He clearly emphasized personal spiritual disciplines – he constantly exhorted the Finkenwalde community to be immersed in scripture and prayer and to seek the Spirit. But he also told them that there is a test to be made about Bible meditation; a question to be asked about what fruit the communion with God and the Word is producing. He says we must ask:

· “Has it transported him for a moment into a spiritual ecstasy that vanishes when everyday life returns, or has it lodged the Word of God so securely and deeply in his heart that it holds and fortifies him, impelling him to active love, to obedience, to good works?”

APPLICATION 

Well, what can we conclude about applying this best practice, of a rhythm of worship and engagement, in our community life? Let me offer two thoughts.

One key word of application is balance, right? We need to examine our life together in our Christian fellowships and ask whether we are falling off the horse on either side. When we meet together in our small groups, how are we spending our time? Are we intentional about both worship and engagement? Do we get outside of ourselves, serving together, loving others together, or are we always trying to stay camped up on the mountaintop? Or are we too action-oriented, busy with all kinds of good works but guilty of neglecting our first love—which was of course the indictment of the church at Ephesus in the letters to the churches in chapter 2 of Revelation. 

The story of Theodore Weld’s resistance community doesn’t have a happy ending. It’s a long story but here’s the short version. For a couple decades, he and his friends were very close and shared a commitment to holistic ministry – they were zealous about evangelism and about abolitionism. But the community ended up experiencing a schism; dividing into two groups – one to do exclusively evangelism and the other exclusively the work of abolition. The schism completely depressed Weld and he withdraw from public life and stopped working for the cause of abolition. He and is wife got really into spiritualism to the point where he abandoned orthodox beliefs such as the divinity of Christ the reality of heaven. Instead, he came to believe that the highest good was personal inner harmony; an experience of personal spiritual peace. Essentially, what I’m calling spiritual self-indulgence. And he decided to open a boarding school for young people to teach them about this sort of spiritualism as well as the 3 Rs. And he refused to allow colored children to enroll in his boarding school.
In Weld’s case, getting out of balance had truly tragic results.

And the other application I’d make is that these resistance fellowships lived in this rhythm of worship and engagement out of desperate need. They were living a kind of life together that could not be sustained in the absence of desperate dependence on communion and prayer. 

Mother Teresa once said that she could not imagine doing her work for more than 30 minutes at a time without prayer. I didn’t find any quotes kind that powerful from the members of the resistance communities I studied, but from what I read of their life together, I know that they leaned hard into God. They had a calling, they had a work that was of such substance, so nobility; that was so weighty and so difficult that they could not do it in the absence of frequent times of prayer, worship mad communion.

Do we have work that we cannot imagine trying to do for 30 minutes without prayer?

When our fellowship group is absolutely persuaded that there is nothing more important than to love God and love neighbor, then I suspect we too will be marked by the healthy rhythm of worship and engagement. When our fellowship group is absolutely persuaded that there is nothing more important that living Micah 6:8 – doing justice, loving mercy, and walking humbly with our God (which is just another way of saying love God, love neighbor), then we too will be marked by desperate prayer together.

Are we engaged together in such struggles – the fight for our own holiness in the midst of a jaundiced culture; the fight for justice in the face of great evils; the fight to love well those who are grieving, suffering, sick, and poor – that we are desperate for times of spiritual in-filling? Are we so engaged in being sacrificial salt and light in this world that we are desperate for communion with Jesus on the mountaintop, knowing that without that respite and that refueling we will collapse? 

CONCLUSION

You have listened long and you have listened well. Thank you.

I mentioned at the outset that the work I often get to do is rewarding, because I get to be up close and personal with Christians who are doing wonderful things for the Kingdom of God. It is rewarding – but it also is sometimes intimidating. I compare myself to them, to their example, to their best practices, and realize that I come up short or my thinking comes up short or my ministry model comes up short.

Maybe tonight we feel we come up short when compared to the members of these resistance communities. But I want to encourage us tonight not to feel intimidated, because all these folks were flesh-and-blood sinners like us. As I’ve spent time with these “saints gone before,” God has increased my own yearning for an experience of community life that is richer and more marked by the characteristics we’ve discussed tonight. My prayer is that by giving you a little taste of their lives tonight that God will have whetted your appetite as well for a deeper and more authentic life together in the Body of Christ.

POSSSIBLE ADDITIONAL MARKS/QUOTES FOR Q&A TIME

5) Camaraderie – these were people who enjoyed one another’s company. They entertained, they supped together, they played and laughed together

Example:  one of the abolitionists bought a house with a dining room table that could seat 50 people.

6) Proximity – as much as possible, they choose to physically live near one another

On Kingdom faith:

Peter Storey:

“The idea that Jesus came simply to assure a satisfactory passage for individuals through this life is as absurd as it is self-absorbed. It does a injustice to the Incarnation and cheapens the cross.”

On exposure:

Michael Cassidy’s reference to Ezekiel 3:15 “I sat among them for seven days—overwhelmed.” 

On interdependence:

**Insights from African on human community/interdependence (TUTU):

”In Africa when you ask someone “How are your?” the reply you get is in the plural even when you are speaking to one person. A man would say, “We are well” or “We are not well.” He himself may be quite well, but his grandmother is not well and so he is not well either. Our humanity we know is caught up in one another’s. The solitary, isolated human being is really a contradiction in terms. God is smart. God does not make us too self-sufficient. We have our own gifts and that makes us unique, but I have gifts that you do not have and you have gifts that I do not have. The totally self-sufficient person, if ever there could be one, is subhuman.” (25)

Pope John Paul II

John Paul stresses the intrinsic nature of the communion of persons, when he says that man is God’s image primarily as a communion of persons and not as an individual person.
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