


When I was a young boy, I recall how much I enjoyed going to church with my parents.  The church was a sanctuary for me. A place where I not only learned about Jesus and God, but it was a place where my immediate family and distant family would gather for reunions, funerals and weddings! In Wayland, Ohio, a community of less than 300 people, the church was the center of all the community activities. It became for me a place to worship, a place to learn, and a place of prayer. It was a sacred place! My parents were married there. Most of my aunts and uncles were married there. It was a place where we overheard the latest gossip in the community.  The church was not only a community of character but also a community of characters. I have come to realize that God rejoices in the diversity of spirits who inhabit his church. I have to realize that the mark of a truthful community of faith is how it enables the diversity of gifts and virtues to flourish.  For me, the church was a place of comfort and encouragement, and joy and excitement. It is place where are character is shaped. 
The contemporary theologian Stanley Hauerwas suggests that the family is a crucial focus for social ethics because the type of family created by the church is one of the most telling marks of the social significance of the church.  He suggests that we are a “storied people” because the God that sustains us is a “storied God” whom we have come to know only by having our character formed appropriate to God’s character. (pg. 91-A Community of Character-toward a constructive Christian social ethic) He says that our Christian ethics should not begin with attempts designed to make the world more just but with a formation of a society “shaped and informed by the truthful character of God we find revealed in the stories of Israel and Jesus.” (pg. 92)
H.R. Niebuhr suggests that the church “lives and defines itself in action vis-à-vis the world. World is not the object of Church as God is. World, rather, is a companion of the Church, a community that lives before God. The world is sometimes the enemy, sometimes partner of Church, often antagonist, always one to be befriended. In all cases it is the community which the Church addresses itself with its gospel, to which it gives account of what it has seen and heard in divine revelation, which it invites to come and see and hear. The world is the community to which Christ comes and to which he sends his disciples.” (Quote, pg. 91)
The task of the church is to be faithful to the story of God that makes intelligible the divided nature of the world. Our task is not to demonstrate that all other positions are false, but to witness to the God that we believe embraces all truth.  Our concern in the church must be to better understand how to live appropriate to God whom we find in the narratives of Israel and Jesus, and how these stories help provide the means for recognizing the other stories that claim our lives. We are shaped by our narratives and enmeshed in many histories-our families, of Iowa, Colorado, Ohio, wherever you call home, America, European descent and so on, each are interrelated and provide a complex and confusing story. Our story has been shaped by a tradition that says “we are under God’s lordship and our confidence in God’s lordship provides the church with the power to exist amid the diversity of the world,” says Hauerwas. 
The early church knew how to be comforting and encouraging to one another. They faced such a hostile world that was united against them that they had no where to turn but to God and each other! One of the most notable examples of this is the death of Polycarp. He was a man led to Christ by the Apostle John. The martyrdom of Polycarp is one of the most known stories from the 2nd century. 
History tells us that when he entered the arena, the proconsul gave him the choice of cursing the name of Jesus Christ and making a sacrifice to Caesar or death. “How can I blaspheme my King who saved me?” he replied. The proconsul threatened to burn him. “Why are you waiting? Come, do what you will.” The proconsul was persistent and said, “Take the oath, and I shall release you. Curse Christ.”  “Eighty six years I have served him, and he never did me any wrong. How can I blaspheme my king who saved me?”
And when he said these things he was inspired with courage and joy, and his face was full of grace. Polycarp had confessed himself to be a Christian. It was not to long after that , his hands were tied behind his back, like a great ram ready for sacrifice, he looked up to heaven and said,
“Lord God Almighty, Father of the beloved Servant Jesus Christ, I bless thee because thou hast deemed me worthy this day and hour, to take part in the number of martyrs…I glorify thee, through the eternal and heavenly High Priest, Jesus Christ, thy beloved servant, through whom be the glory to thee with him and the Holy Spirit both now and unto the ages to come. Amen.”
And when he concluded his prayer, the men attending to the fire lit it. They left him loosely bound in the flames. Polycarp died for Christ.
He found comfort in the Lord. The Bible speaks a lot about comfort. It is the Holy Spirit that comforts in Acts 9:31, then the churches throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria had peace and they were edified. And walking in the fear of the lord and in the comfort of the Holy Spirit, they were multiplied. The Apostle Paul uses the word comfort ten times in 2nd Corinthians. The origin of comfort is God.
We are comforted as Christians by God when there is no way out; when we come to the end of our lives, when we look only at God, and when we ask for God’s supply. Few doctrines are more important that the church.  Because we are fellow members of the body of Christ, we need to apply ourselves to mutual harmony. 
We need to know how human the church has always been so that we do not give up on what the church can be! And we need to know that the better we are, the church needs us, and the worse we are, the more we need the church! The Book of Acts matters, especially for Christians, as we see how we are a part of the grand scheme of God’s will that all may believe and have eternal life, because it is there that we see the relationship developing between the followers of Jesus Christ as they embark on starting the church. 
“In the first book, O Theophilus, I have dealt with all that Jesus began to do and teach.” Obviously, Luke believes that Acts is a continuation of the first book as these believers were picking up the work of Jesus. So it is that Jesus’ last words to his disciple’s are that they wait in Jerusalem to be filled with the Holy Spirit, which would empower them to go to the ends of the earth. 
On the day of Pentecost, this little group of followers were all together in the upper room meeting place when suddenly from heave came a rush of a violent wind, that filled the whole place where they were sitting. Divided tongues, like fire, appeared among them, and rested upon them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in different languages according to the Holy Spirit. 
This even sometimes is called the creation of the church, because this group of 120 followers grew to over 3,000 people who joined them in their effort to spread the teachings of Jesus. There was indeed something more profound that was at work here! The Holy Spirit, the very spirit of God and Jesus Christ had come into the world, and would empower those who would be so bold to follow to be used for God’s purposes.  “Day by day, believers broke bread together at home and ate their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having the good will of all the people. And day by day the Lord added to their numbers those who were being saved (Acts 2: 46-47).
God comforts us by his word. The early church knew how to be comforting and encouraging one another. Jesus said, “I will build my church” (Matthew 16:18). The church is important to him! He loves   it so much that he gave his life for it. 
Jesus Christ is the head of the body, the church and we are all members of the body, united to Christ, we are united to one another. It is God who distributes our abilities and talents so that we are working together for the common good, helping  one another and being helped by working together. “There should be no division in the body” Paul says. 
In summary, there are three points I want to make about the purpose of the church. First, it is a place where we are called to witness. And where we are called to witness to others that there is a God that overcomes our differences by making us serve His kingdom, we are not to make judgments about the beliefs and life of others-e.g. what is right or wrong with Hinduism or Islam-though such judgments may be appropriate, but witness invites us to look what manner of life has been made possible among us by the power of the cross and the resurrection of Jesus Christ. As Hauerwas says we are not sinners because we are Hindu, Muslim or Christian, but because we are a people who live as though we can be our own creator and redeemer. Our unity and our witness can come when we recognize our Lord, the true Lord of our existence.  It will often become uncomfortable but we are here to provide the hope in the world and the possibility of finding redemption. Our task therefore as Christians is to be the sort of people that can become a real option.  Too often the church becomes a mirror of one cultural option rather than a mirror to which each culture should compare itself.
Second, the church is a place where we are identity is shaped. To be a disciple is to be a part of a new community. To be a disciple means to share Christ’s story and to participate in the reality of God’s rule. Christ’s story shapes our witness. We learn through Christ’s stories. That is to ‘love our enemies’ and  to do good and to lend without expecting anything in return, for if we do, “the reward will be great, and you will be sons and daughters of the Most High, for he is kind to ungrateful and the selfish. Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful” (Luke 6:35-36). For our service that we are called upon does not have as its purpose to make the world better, though that would be a great objective, but to demonstrate that Jesus has made possible a new world. 
Finally, Jesus is the story that forms the church. This means that by making the story of such a Lord as the center of our lives, we are enabled to see the world more accurately because we have the confidence that Jesus’ cross and resurrection are the final words concerning God’s rule, and we have the courage like Polycarp to see the world for what it is: a world ruled by forces and powers that we cannot understand, much less try to defend against. We know these powers get their strength from our fear of destruction. Yet knowing Jesus’ story we have the ability to allow those powers to overcome our lives.
The church has been a sanctuary for me. It has been a place of both encouragement and discouragement. A place where I found hope in situations that I felt hopelessness, Jesus’ story gave strength and meaning to my story. My identity has been shaped by the tradition and identity of the church, which gives meaning for me in how I treat others. I see others as God’s people whose stories intertwine with my story. In all the New Testament writings there truly is a close relationship between the church and Jesus, but within this relationship Jesus still retains priority and sovereignty.  I understand my own story through seeing the ways in which others are called to be disciples. If we encourage and comfort one another, like the early Christians when challenged about their faith, I can not help but say to those who criticize the church, “But see how we love one another.” Amen.
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