St John and St Stephen’s Reading. 26.04.26 Easter 4. Acts 2:42-47; John 10:1-10

We're in Easter season and the set readings for the Church are taking us through the early
chapters of the Acts of the Apostles, written by Luke, who also wrote the gospel of Luke.
Today we have a short description of how the very early believers lived in the days following
Pentecost. In fact this short passage comes just after the Holy Spirit falls on the disciples and
3000 others have been added to their number. It’s as if Luke, after describing the
excitement of Pentecost, zooms out from his narrative to give us a little glimpse into life for
the first Jesus followers. What was the fledgling church like after all these souls had been
added at Pentecost?

We have four key elements, and three further indications of the way the early Christians
lived together. To call their gathering ‘church’ is probably premature — they were simply
Jews and Gentiles who had come to follow Jesus as Messiah and in their joy, were spending
a lot of time together. Immediately after this passage we read in Acts chapter 3 that Peter
and John were still going up to the Temple at the hour of prayer, so this new Holy Spirit life
is being lived alongside their former religious observance.

The four key elements of this group, then, as Luke describes them in verse 42:

‘They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread
and the prayers.’

The apostles teaching. This was simply that Jesus was Messiah and that his life, death,
resurrection and ascension heralded the kingdom of God, which was about liberation, new
life and forgiveness. It was, by implication, anti-Imperial. The Jews had cried out to Pilate
‘we have no king but Caesar’; yet the apostles proclaimed that Jesus was King. It would not
be long before you could lose your life proclaiming Jesus as King.

The fellowship. ‘Koinonia’ is the Greek New Testament word here. It also means
communion, joint participation or sharing in common. The early believers did life together.
They had much less of a rigid boundary between daily life and worship than we do, with our
designated buildings.

The breaking of bread. This probably refers to the sharing of ordinary meals as well as the
remembrance of Jesus in the Eucharist. We recognise this element of deep sharing
whenever we eat together; there’s something very unifying about sharing food with other
believers, and that’s why we value our refreshments and café and our church lunch.

The Prayers. As mentioned, this may be a reference to the set prayers that as Jewish
believers, the apostles and their group would be used to saying at set times, and were
probably still in the habit of saying.

So here are the four pillars of the ‘church’ at this time. We no doubt recognise the church-
DNA that persists today.

In addition, three other elements were present: signs and wonders; the sharing of
possessions such that none had need, and thirdly, rapid numerical growth. At various points
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in history these 3 elements have also been present in the Church — miraculous healings,
words of prophecy, miracles of provision; AND living communally alongside rapid numerical
growth. You might want to argue that these elements are still vital for a healthy church, or
that at least two out of three are (we may be unsure about the communal living bit!)

If you want to take this further in a house group discussion, a good question might be: what
are the signs of a healthy church and to what extent does ours contain these hallmarks of
Acts. Which key elements of church do we most need today and is there anything missing?

With the benefit of hindsight, some of us might have also experienced the things that kill
church off: lack of vision; lack of funds; forgetting what we believe; schism due to
unreconcilable differences; abuse; financial scandal; lack of vocations; persecution; apathy.
All of the above are things that do sadly afflict the Church today.

But, by God’s grace, the fundamentals remain: teaching; fellowship; breaking bread and
prayer.

And of course, over 2000 years, the Church has become multi-denominational, global,
exceptionally diverse theologically, and very complex. We will all have had different
experiences of Church, and | expect, like me, you might have a large amount of affection for
it too. When we read the early accounts of the church in Acts, it’s challenging to compare it
with our own version. | hope we can sense the abiding presence of the Spirit of Christ across
their setting and ours — after all we believe in ‘One Lord, one faith, one baptism’. As a lay
person who then got ordained | feel a great debt of gratitude to the Church for being what
Richard Rohr calls ‘both cradle and crucible’. | firmly believe that if you love God you’ll seek
out the people of God, and so I’'m a fan of church-going. | also realise I've been lucky; |
haven’t had many very negative experiences of Church — quite the opposite, in fact.

Today is Vocations Sunday and | have a plea. We somewhat take for granted that when a
Church of England priest moves on from one post, there will sooner or later be another
priest to take their place. But times are changing and for a number of years vocations to the
priesthood have struggled to get back to pre-pandemic levels. For example, in 2010, when |
was ordained, there were 43 of us deaconed at Christchurch in Oxford. Last summer there
were 20.

In what was Bishop Steven’s final Maundy Thursday sermon in Holy Week, he asked us to
pray for vocations and it was a heartfelt plea. May | leave you with the same plea, that you
pray for more people to respond to God’s call to become a priest. Pray for a surge in
vocations, pray for perseverance for those already training, and if someone in your circle or
immediate family is a priest, pray for them and encourage them.

And it's Good Shepherd Sunday: following Jesus, who is both shepherd and gate for the
sheep does bring us the Life Abundant: ‘I have come that they may have life, and have it
abundantly.” And this is the life we share together.
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So I'd like to end with what I've called A love letter to the Church. | hope something of what
you might feel about the Church is echoed in these words.

Dear Church,
Dear sisters and brothers and all who are in Christ.
Thank you. Thank you for being there. Thank you for continuing to believe you are called.

Thank you for the buildings; for the stained glass windows and lovingly stitched hangings and banners.
For the kneelers, even though most of us don’t kneel anymore. Thank you for the woodwork — although
to be honest pews are not my favourite. Thank you for the candles, for the smell of polish and the hush
of an empty building. Thank you for receptacles of bread and wine and the potency they contain. Thank
you for asking me for money, for where my treasure is, that’s where my heart is.

Thank you for the leaders; ministers whose names | still remember. Despite the years, many were still
smiling. Some were young and their enthusiasm inspired me to do life and God without keeping them in
separate compartments. Thank you for the knowing ones who ‘parented’ me and the little ones whose
simple faith was exemplary. Thank you for the music; soaring organs and intimate guitars — for lifting me
to the heights and accompanying me when | came back down to earth.

Thank you for the bible teaching. I’'m not sure how many sermons | really remember but | recall these
random things: someone dressed as a footballer to illustrate being on Jesus’ team. Someone leaving
space in a talk, so | could let something painful go — I think it was new year - | felt so different
afterwards. Someone showed a painting of Jesus’ imagined face after Peter denied him: | couldn’t get it
out of my mind. A Canadian woman preached on Exodus, about liberation, to 5000 people in a large
tent and | felt so empowered.

Thank you for being global. When | feel despondent about our bit in England, thank you for global
Christians praising God from dawn to dusk in 7000 different languages. Thank you that this praise rises
like sweet incense across time, and includes the very outpouring of all created things.

Thank you for the struggles for justice, for prophets that have dreamt of a better world and lost their
lives for it. Thank you for the hospitals, the hospice movement, respectful traditions of burial; the
schools and universities. Thank you for the theological framework to explore science and the arts. Thank
you for the vision to care for victims and for a Christian sense of fairness, even for law-breakers.

Thank you for being somewhere the numinous could break through; for silence, for speaking in tongues;
for inner transformation; conscience; the drive to be kind; for dreams, visions, forgiveness and peace of
heart.

Thank you for the sense of family — even for the disagreements because those were the times | needed
to take the log out of my own eye before noticing the speck in my neighbour’s.

Thank you for being a place where bereavement could unfold, along with the words to acknowledge it
and the kindness consoling me within it. Thank you for being somewhere memory is cherished.
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Thank you for being both cradle and crucible, somewhere | have learnt, mostly slowly and with much
patient assistance, how to be a follower of Jesus the Good Shepherd. Amen.



