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 In his Book of Acts, Luke tells us what happened to folk after Easter, out on the street, 

preaching a new faith without a name. 

 

 In the beginning, most of them simply called it Athe Way.@  

 

 And they didn’t have a budget, building, or hymnal.  No payroll—plenty of volunteers. 

Every so often, we must remember we are descended from outlaws and agitators who insisted 

their Messiah had come.  This morning’s passage describes how they lived: 

 

A Reading from the Activities of the Messengers 

Chapter 2:42-47 

 

 42And they devoted themselves to the messengers= teaching and fellowship, to the 

breaking of the bread and to prayers. 

 

 43And there was awe in every soul, and many wonders and miracles were performed by 

the messengers.  44All who believed were in the same place and held many things in common, 

45and they sold their properties and their possessions and shared things as each one had need.  

46Day after day they attended the temple, and broke bread in their houses, and shared food with 

cheerfulness and simplicity of heart, 47praising God and in favor with all people.  And every 

day the lord added to the number of those who were saved. 

Translated by Willis Barnstone 

* 

 

In the primitive church, no one, Luke says, went without food, clothing, or shelter.  



 

 

 

Those who had more looked after neighbors with less.  They were caught up in some trance 

we call the kingdom of God.  It was contagious.  It was all that mattered to them.   

 

Most of us now wouldn’t be willing to live that sort of life.  There’s no doubt, though it 

was and is Jesus' vision.  Many who chose this path knew Jesus personally.  This is how he 

taught them to live as best he could. 

 We have our own notions of what the "the good life" is, tied to how much we can spend.  

Feeling depressed?  Buy some new shoes.  Don’t like your job?   Try on these clothes.  Feeling 

left out?  Call right away; turn your life into one big party.  Dance around with beautiful 

strangers in bright bathing suits on a beach.  For heaven's sake, take this, or maybe that. . . . 

 We have been trained to think, “Hey, you’re not satisfied now, but you will be soon”—once UPS 

delivers whatever it is. 

 We fend off anxiety with stuff.  After 9-11, when our leaders thought panic might trigger 

a recession, they urged us to go to the mall—buy some more stuff. That way, they said, terrorists 

wouldn’t wreck our economy.   

 We’ve been schooled in the gospel of retail salvation through faithful consumption. . . .   

   We build houses today two or three times as big as we did fifty years ago, and fill them 

up with a whole lot of gadgets and gismos and games.  Nevertheless, every study shows we’re 

no happier or satisfied. 

Fewer of us know the name of the bank teller or the nice man who brings us the mail, 

or—once she hurries away with the menus—the waitress’ name. 

  

Fewer of us are even know who moved into the blue house across the street.  Fewer of 

us sit outside with our neighbors, joking on balmy, or bring a casserole when we find out a baby 

is born. 

 



 

 

 

However much stuff we have, these are not good signs. 

 

* 

 

 Ask your friends to remember their happiest days, and some will say college or graduate 

school. 

 

 Nine years ago, Barbara Kingsolver gave the Commencement Address at Duke, and 

cautioned those young people about what they were likely to lose.  She warned them, 

 

 “You’ve spent the last four years living so close to your friends, you didn’t have to ask them about their 

problems, you had to step over them to get into the room.  As you moved from dormitory to apartment, you’ve 

had such a full life, surrounded by people. . . and now you’re told that’s all about to change.  You’re told that you 

should strive for the big, lonely house as a metaphor for success.  You’re told that growing up means leaving the 

herd, starting up the long escalator to isolation.   

 

 “Well,” she went on, “not necessarily.  As you leave here, remember what you loved most in this place. . 

. the way you lived, in close and continuous contact.  This is an ancient human social construct that once was 

common in this land.  We called it a community.  We lived among our villagers, depending on them for what we 

needed.  If we had a problem, we discussed it, face to face, with our neighbors.  We acquired food from farmers.  

We listened to music in groups, in churches or on front porches.  We danced.  We participated.  Community is 

our native state.  You play hardest for a hometown crowd.  You become your best self.  You know joy.  This is 

not a guess; there is evidence.  The scholars who study social well-being can put it on charts and graphs.  In the 

last thirty years our material wealth has increased in this country, but our self-described happiness has steadily 

declined.  In many places in the world, the happiest people are those with the greatest sense of community.” 1  

 

 Is it so hard to imagine Christ’s followers figured that out? 

 

                                                 
1 “2008 Commencement Address,” by Barbara Kingsolver.  Online text @ https://today.duke.edu/2008/05/kingsolver.html 



 

 

 

* 

 

 Once we’re through school, start new careers, one thing, perhaps we’re more sensitive to 

is the discomfort of relative deprivation. 

 

That is the feeling that we’ve been deprived of some things that we ought to have.  

People don’t like it when they compare themselves to others and realize that their friends have 

newer and better and lots more stuff. 

 

This is contextual.  I didn’t get a smartphone until I noticed that most of my peers 

already had. . . . 

 

I don’t own a snowmobile.  Don’t want a snowmobile.  Wouldn’t know what to do 

with it if you gave me one.  I didn’t grow up where folk sped by on snowmobiles.  I never 

thought, “Boy, I’m missing out.” 

 

The early Christians had very different beliefs than we do about how much we need and 

how much we can rely on each other.   

 

* 

 

One of the surest signs now of a healthy church is simply this:  If you need somebody to 

go to Lehan’s or Walgreen’s for your prescription—or need a ride to the dentist on Tuesday—or 

need somebody to help you take storm windows down before summer comes—are there some 

folks you’re not afraid to ask, people who love you enough to say ATell me when.@  

 

 Many of us seem to believe that asking for help is a sign of weakness; real grown-ups take 

care of themselves.  The truth is we’re happiest when we build interdependent lives.  We’re 

better off having a team—different people we turn to for help, who aren’t too proud or scared to 

seek our help, too. . . . 



 

 

 

 

* 

 

 Once upon a time, Christ’s disciples pooled what they had, which wasn’t much, and 

every day, Luke says, more and more of them were being saved. 

 

 “Being saved” means they got some soup and bread. . . . 

 

 Word got around.   

 

 Long afterward, the theologian Tertullian could boast, “Our care for the derelict and our active 

love have become our distinctive sign. . . .  See, they say, how they love one another. . . .” 

 

 The Roman emperor Julian agreed; he didn’t like Christians.  These “godless Galileans,” he 

railed “feed not only their poor but ours.”  That’s why the temples of Jupiter, Venus, and Mars sat 

empty. 

 

 Nowadays, churchgoers don’t always have that reputation.  Today, when the gap 

between haves and have-nots is wider than anyone can recall, studies show church folk give no 

more, on average, than anyone else. 

 

 We elect leaders who tell us quite plainly they’re going to hurt people; they’re going to 

strip more away from those Jesus called “the least of these.” 

 

 When Jean Calvin was preaching in Geneva, thousands of penniless Protestant refugees 

fled to the city, desperate to get away from religious wars back at home.  It got so crowded, 

they passed a law requiring anyone who owned a house to build another storey for those 

families.   

 

 Nobody froze.  Nobody starved, or so they say. . . . 



 

 

 

 

 We cherish our Statue of Liberty as a powerful national symbol.  Some of us trace family 

histories back to lands far across the sea.  And, yes, we bicker about how much it will cost now 

to build a gigantic wall, seal our borders, keep hungry strangers out.  “Better safe than sorry,” many 

now say. 

 

Obviously, we don’t live in the kingdom of God.  

 

* 

 

Maybe Luke’s book of Acts is a fantasy—a way of idealizing the past.  Sometimes, such 

daydreams, though, express lost desires.  People who pine for “the good old days” wish they could 

be the people they used to think they were.   

 

 Parents teach children who, what, we hope they’ll become.  Sometimes, we ask them to 

behave as if they already are.  We train them to “fake it ‘til they make it.”  And, you know, that is a 

healthy spiritual practice.  The boy told to act as though he loves his sister—even if, this 

minute, he hates her—actually changes bit by bit.  He will become more like he pretends to be.   

 

 Will he become perfectly loving?  Of course not.  Will he become more loving?  Yes. 

 

 Was that first church community back in Jerusalem perfectly happy?  I doubt it.  I 

believe, though, the hopes they had when they all banded together of great value to us.  Luke’s 

text describes how our godparents wanted to live.  They wanted us to be able to live in that 

world as well. 

 

  Here in this church, we’re asked to open our hearts and our doors and our checkbooks 

because it’s good to, even when we don’t feel like it. 

 

 God bless you all. 


