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Today we will celebrate the baptism of Libbie Hall. This is a high moment in Libbie’s life, and it is also a high moment in the life of our church. When any one of us is baptized, we do not rise to some level of isolated, personal purity. We rise from baptism, drenched in God’s Spirit, moving directly into a community. We are baptized into a community, Jesus’ body, his disciples. 

Today Libbie is baptized as a follower of Jesus, and she becomes officially a member of this covenant community. Today Libbie claims Jesus as Lord, and she claims this church as her spiritual family, her community of faith.

What kind of faith community is Libbie entering today? How would you describe the quality of life of this church? I hope we can describe our life together here to come close to what we see in the early church, the church that arose in the years following Jesus’ earthly life. The early church was a vibrant, wholesome community, where the people took their membership with utmost seriousness, with a fierce commitment. Listen again to the description of their life together.

"They met constantly to hear the apostles teach, and to share the common life, to break bread, and to pray. A sense of awe was everywhere, and many marvels and signs were brought about through the apostles. All whose faith had drawn them together held everything in common: they would sell their property and possessions and make a general distribution as the need of each required. With one mind they kept up their daily attendance at the temple, and breaking bread in private houses, shared their meals with unaffected joy ("glad and generous hearts" in the RSV), as they praised God and enjoyed the favour of the whole people. And day by day the Lord added to their number those whom he was saving. ….they were all held in high esteem; for they had never a needy person among them, for…money was distributed to any who stood in need."

· Acts 2:42-47; 4:34-35

 

If we are looking for a role model for our church, here it is. It may sound idealistic, but we all need an ideal as our goal. This is a faith community where the people stood together in a total solidarity. They stood together, with God and each other. For us, with all of our current-day busyness, the church can easily fall down the list in our priorities. But in the early church--our model--the community of faith was their number one priority. It was in this community that they invested themselves and found richness, delight and depth.

How did it happen? At the center of their life was God. It was God’s Spirit that had brought them together. They didn’t come together because they were all like-minded people. They didn’t come together because they liked each other or found each other to be soul mates. They were drawn together first by God’s Spirit. There was a fire, a flame, in the middle of their group. That flame drew them like moths to a candle.

When God brings you together, you find a way to accept one another, to know one another, to love another---across all differences. When the early Christians were together, they prayed together, ate together, listened together to the apostles teach. And they enjoyed each other! They must have even taken delight in their differences. The great sign of the early church was: "See how they love one another." 

There is an old Hasidic story of a rabbi who said he discovered the meaning of love from a drunken peasant. The rabbi was visiting the owner of a tavern in the Polish countryside. As he walked in, he saw two peasants at a table. Both were glorious inebriated, "in their cups" as we say. Arms around each other, they were protesting how much each loved the other. Suddenly Ivan said to Peter, "Peter, tell me, what hurts me?" Bleary–eyed Peter looked at Ivan: "How do I know what hurts you?" Ivan answered quickly: "If you don’t know what hurts me, how can you say you love me?" (from Walter Burghardt, Still Proclaiming Your Wonders, p. 111)

We can’t love one another in a deep way until we know each other. A few years ago I listed here some challenges that we, as members of this church, might all consider. Will you consider praying at two definite periods each day? Will you consider pledging 10 percent of your income to our church’s ministry? Will you consider getting to know five new people in this church in the next six months? The people who spoke to me afterward said that the most difficult of these was not praying or paying, but getting to know 5 new people. 

It may be easier for some of us to give our money than to take the time and energy to get to know people. But this is the great opportunity that membership here offers. This church, we know, is a feast of fascinating people. All of us have a story to tell, and our job is to get interested in each other’s story, to learn about each other’s story. When we listen to each other, we are being students, while the speaker is being the teacher. We are learning what helps and what hurts each other. We are learning how our stories connect with God and God’s story.

In the early church, the people related to one another "with glad and generous hearts." It is my hope that Libbie Hall will find here a climate, an ethos, an atmosphere shaped and nurtured by "glad and generous hearts," hearts open to God and open to each other.

When I once visited in a small church community, after worship I came upon a young lady from Germany who was weeping. I asked her if she was okay. She said, "This place, these people, have helped to open my heart." What a gift! When we are surrounded by people who offer us warmth and acceptance, then we too learn to meet each other with open hearts, with "glad and generous."

When we find that quality, people are drawn to the community. It’s like those snowstorm experiences, when the neighbors you hardly know stop by to help. People rally together in a remarkable solidarity, getting know one another, talking, helping. Likewise, in our life and death situations, we’ve seen people show up to share the burden. In this church we’ve seen this happen over and over. In a crisis—an illness or death—we often see a flood of prayers, cards, flowers, food and even money. Barriers fall, and we feel closer. We are united. There’s a bond of solidarity.

How many people have you and I heard say, "How do people get through a time like this without a church." Likewise, I hope we say the same thing at times of celebration---weddings, anniversaries, and baptisms. "How can anyone get through those celebrations without a church?" Our task as church is to be there for one another, to express the spirit of Christ to one another, to "weep with those who weep and rejoice with those who rejoice." (Romans 12:15) That is a challenge and a great grace!

An eleven-year old boy was recovering from cancer and the ravaging effects of chemotherapy treatment. He had lost all of his hair; and when it came time for him to return to school, he and his parents experimented with different hats, wigs, and bandannas, trying to find a way to conceal his baldness. They finally settled on a baseball cap, but the boy still feared that he would be taunted at school for looking "different." But he mustered his courage and went to school wearing his cap, only to discover that all of his friends were there to greet him with their heads shaved. That’s solidarity, community. And these shaved headed boys offer us a model for church.

(from Joyce Hollyday, Then Shall Your Light Rise, p. 75)

What kind of faith community is Libbie Hall entering today? It’s a community that is united in solidarity with those who suffer. We’ve had this solidarity modeled for us, in remarkable ways, in the early church. And we have seen it lived out in this congregation!

We often talk about the disparity in our city between the rich and the poor. In the early church, our model, there was no disparity. Why? Because they sold their properties and gave the money to whomever needed it. It was a radical act of solidarity.

What kind of faith community is Libbie Hall entering? We are a community that is always in process, always reaching out to find our life in God. We didn’t pick one another as members of this community. God picked us and gave us to each other. In a real sense, God’s Spirit has inspirited our life and given us vitality, energy, and challenge. When this Spirit gets loose among us, get ready! Some amazing things start happening, as we know.

When our hearts get opened, we start reaching out to one another. We’ve seen it happen here. We start enjoying one another. We’ve seen it happen here. We start gladly giving our money and our time. We’ve seen it happen here. This kind of community is not easy, because the society "out there" teaches us the opposite: Look after Number One; practice competition (get there first), greed, power, and control.

But when we come to this faith community, we come to unlearn all of that, and to turn to generosity, solidarity and compassion. And when generosity, solidarity and compassion happen, you can be sure that it comes from glad and generous hearts, hearts that have been opened by God’s Spirit, God’s love.

It’s no surprise that the writer describes the early church by saying, "A sense of awe was everywhere." And "many marvels and signs were done" by the people of this church. They praised God; and with glad and generous hearts, they stood in solidarity with all in need. They enjoyed the favour of the people. 

Is this the community of faith Libbie hall is entering today? Yes, it is! This is who we are, and who we are called to be. So, with open hearts, with glad and generous hearts, we can welcome Libbie today—and those who are baptized after her. Our job is to keep on being a faith community that is led by the Spirit---faithful, vibrant and free.

Amen. So may it be. 
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