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 Pentecost 18
The church you always longed for: captures the heart of the community
[Acts 5:12-16; Philippians 2:12-16; John 4:27-30,39-42 NLT/MSG]
In the beginning…

Recent studies reveal that “drive-by shootings” 

are a leading cause of premature death in our cities.
Each year, in every metropolitan area of our nation, 

scores die and hundreds are wounded during “drive-by shootings”.

The statistics, folks, are grim.

I wonder how much damage is done by “drive-by eschew-ings”.

What? You’ve never heard of a “drive-by eschew-ing”?
Oh! you may say that you don’t know what they are --

but you can’t fool me;

I know you’ve been involved in at least one.

You – or I – drive by a mosque; 

we pass a Masonic lodge.
We may notice the unique architecture,


but see no reason to go inside.

More than likely, we don’t even care what goes on inside.

So we eschew the place.

“Eschew”, you see, means to “shun” or “avoid”.

I wonder how much damage is done to this church by “drive-by eschew-ings”?
Each day, thousands drive by our sanctuary.

They may take note of the unique design.

But few stop…and none come in.

They don’t know what we do inside…


and probably don’t even care.

I wonder if all these “drive-by eschew-ings” 
will – one day – lead to the premature death of this church?

The statistics are grim.

Researcher George Barna reports that

in the coming year, among our nation’s unchurched


-- who now comprise almost half the population –



only 7% will sample what churches like ours have to offer.

I like my church, but…

I like my church, but I wish we had more influence on our society.

Can’t we do a better job of capturing the hearts of people in our community?

Let’s try, OK?
This morning, let’s explore


what you and I – with God’s help – can do 

to capture the heart of our community.

We’ll try to define what community God has given to us


and then try to discern how we might captivate that community.
Capturing the heart of our community

1)  What is our community?
We begin with the community.
Some well might ask: “what community?”

Four years ago, when I was considering the call to serve Risen Christ,


I remember one man tell me: 



“This is not a community church”.
I have come to understand what he meant.

Where, after all, is the community?

We may seem to be in the middle of nowhere,


but we actually are on the edge of everywhere.

We are on the borders of many communities…


we are on the edge (in alphabetical order) 

of Grant, Lake Elmo, Mahtomedi, Oakdale and Stillwater –


but we really are not part of any community.

“This is not a community church”.

I also recall one person quipping:


“Most people who live nearby are trying to escape any kind of community”.

Our members and friends, of course, form a community.

But that community is unmanageable --
 
not the people, mind you…
but the area it covers.
At last count, we have people coming 

from two counties in Wisconsin and three in Minnesota.

Does this mean that you and I are off the hook…

that we have no community to capture?

Don’t be too quick to breathe a sigh of relief.

What is it that God has said?

Be careful how you live among your unbelieving neighbors.  … They will see your honorable behavior, and they will believe and give honor to God  [1 Peter 2:12]
This church building may not have a surrounding community to capture.

But who cares?

After all…


“The church is not a building, the church is not a steeple,

The church is not a resting place, the church is a people.


I am the church! 


You are the church!


We are the church together!”

We are the church;


wherever you and I go, the church goes with us…



and so does the community.

Can we get our minds around that concept?
Do we understand that 


the people we are to influence are our neighbors?

the community we are to capture is our neighborhood?

Be careful how you live among your unbelieving neighbors.  
… They will see your honorable behavior, 
and they will believe and give honor to God  [1 Peter 2:12]
2)  How can we capture our community?
How can we do that?
How can we capture our community?

By what we think
We begin with our brain…what we think.

After all, even our thoughts can influence people around us.

Let me explain…

The ancient Jews just loved walls.
They erected walls around their cities and in their cerebellum.

The entire race segregated themselves from those who weren’t Jews.

Men distanced themselves from women.

The “righteous” avoided “sinners”.

And the healthy lived apart from the sick, especially those with leprosy.

In geopolitics, we would call this attitude “protectionism”.

Then Jesus came.

He destroyed the walls.
You remember – don’t you? -- what happened when he died and then came back to life.
A large curtain was torn in two;

a huge stone was rolled away –



so symbolic of what Jesus came to do.

Jesus, you see, demolished the barriers --

the barriers that separated us from God…and each other.
Eugene Peterson uses these words to describe what Jesus did:


Jesus tore down the walls we used to keep each other at a distance

 [Ephesians 2:14 MSG]
As a result, those who followed Jesus had a different attitude.

They no longer thought of walls;


they conceived of bridges.

They welcomed all…shared everything.
This new attitude had an impact on the old community.

Even the wall builders came to admire the bridge builders.

That explains the rather odd statement in today’s first lesson:


No one dared to join them, though everyone had high regard for them.  [Acts 5:13]
The wall builders were still constrained by their thinking --


they didn’t dare associate with the bridge builders…



but they did admire them.

When you look out into your world, my friend…


when you survey the culture around you,


what comes to mind: a wall…or a bridge?

I sense that many evangelical Christians today – many of us? –


have adopted a policy of protectionism.

Author Frank Tillapaugh, in his book Unleashing the church, 
calls this phenomenon a “fortress mentality”.
We’re installing all kinds of firewalls 


to safeguard ourselves, our families, our church from “the world out there”.

We fear the world getting into the church…into us.

I submit that there is a phenomenon even more dreadful 

than the world getting into the church.

And that is this: the church not getting into the world.

With what words did Jesus leave us?

Did he say “Stand…and try to make disciples”?

Didn’t he tell us to “go…go into the world and make disciples”?

Some years ago, a business colleague shared this equation with me:

“attitude determines action determines accomplishment”.

In other words, what you and I think – how we feel – 


affects what we do 
and that, in turn, affects the ultimate result.
Attitude…action…accomplishment.
When Jesus came to this planet, he had this in mind:


to wreck walls and build bridges.

And your attitude – said that pastor named Paul –


your attitude should be the same Christ Jesus had  [Philippians 2:5]
By what we say
Our brain can influence people around us…

and so can our mouth.

We can capture our community by what we think…

and by what we say.

In the early 90’s, 

Christians in the UK began what they called a “March for Jesus”.
Graham Kendrick even composed a song for these mass rallies.

In the late 90’s, 

when the international, English-speaking church which we attended in Hong Kong


moved into a new facility,



some members from the UK insisted 

that we hold a “March for Jesus” in the new neighborhood.

We must have been quite a sight –

people from Africa, the Americas and Europe 

marching through a Chinese community




singing – in English – “Shine, Jesus, shine”

I am quite sure that what we said – or sang – on that day

did not capture the heart of the community.

Thank God that these “Marches for Jesus” have become more manageable…


that today they have devolved into shorter, simpler “prayer walks” –



something that even you and I can do.

Remember: the community that you and I – as the church – are to capture


is our own neighborhood.
Now, have you ever tried to capture that community by talking with God?
Have you ever walked through your neighborhood,


praying for each family as you pass their house?

Never forget the promise, my friend:

The earnest prayer of a righteous person has great power and wonderful results  [James 5:16]
What we say to God can have an effect on those around us;


so can what we say to them.

But what are you and I telling them,


especially about the church?

Author David Mains tells of a woman named Ethel –

a woman who attended church every week.

And every week, Ethel felt frustrated 

because her pastor refused to issue an invitation at the end of his message.

Ethel believed it was important to give people the opportunity to accept Jesus,


but her pastor just wouldn’t do it.

Every Monday at work, her friend Harriet would ask her about the weekend.

And every Monday, Ethel complained about her “stupid” pastor.

“He wouldn’t know a good idea if it hit him in the face,” she muttered.

One week, though, 

-- after Ethel suggested for the zillionth time that the pastor give an invitation --


the pastor agreed.

“If you bring someone who needs the Lord to church next week,” said the pastor,


“I will offer an invitation.’

Ethel couldn’t wait for Monday morning to come.

She marched up to her friend Harriet and asked,


“Will you come to church with me next Sunday?”

“No,” said Harriet, with a very surprised look on her face.

“Why not?” asked Ethel. “You’re my best friend.”

“Well, I’d do just about anything for you,” replied Harriet. 


But for two years I’ve been hearing what an imbecile your pastor is.


I’ll never, ever go there.”

For most of us, complaining about the church is a “class act”;

we’re good at it.

We carp about every little problem at church,


and then wonder why people don’t want to come.
We may long for our church to have a good image…


we may yearn for our church to capture the heart of the community --



but how can it if we’re always complaining about what’s wrong?

What if we changed our strategy?

We are, to be sure, an imperfect lot.
There are some things we’ll probably never get right.

Yet, because God is at work here, good things do happen.

What if we – as that pastor named Paul has suggested [Philippians 4:8] –

what if we started to focus on those good things? 

What if we also told others about those good things?

What if each of us resolved to become a public relations rep for the church?

We just might give people reasons to come, not excuses to stay away.

On the last page of the outline for today’s message is a list –


a “top ten” list on which you can identify – and itemize – 


what is good about this church.

I suggest that you try to prepare that list by the end of the day…


and try to share it by the end of the week.

You may be surprised at the result.

You remember – don’t you? – the impact 

that even the slut from Samaria had on her community.

After she told the community what good things Jesus had done for her,


we are told that 

many Samaritans from the village believed in Jesus because of what the woman had said  [John 4:39]
By what we do
We can capture the heart of our community by what we think, 

by what we say… 

and by what we do.

There, of course, are many things that we could do, aren’t there?
Yesterday some of us gave away light bulbs 

as a sign of God’s love to people living in this area.
Later this month, we’re inviting people in this area to enjoy our Fall Festival.
Next month, we’re inviting those same people to a workshop on “managing family time”.

There’s so much that we, as a congregation, could do.

This morning, though, I would like to focus 

on what you and I – as individuals – might do.

Remember: you and I are the church where we live;


and where we live is the community we can capture.

What unique ministry, then, can you and I offer in our own neighborhood?

To help answer that question, I need to ask:


where does it hurt?



where does it really hurt?




what has been the most profound pain in your life?

God, you see, doesn’t like to waste our pain.

He prefers to use our pain for a purpose in our life.
Chuck Swindoll tells how his mother met a grieving widow in a cemetery.

She saw the woman sobbing 

as she talked to a cold, marble tombstone.

As Swindoll’s mom lovingly shared her own experience in dealing with death,


the widow was moved…

so moved that she trusted Jesus that day.

That widow then adopted a graveyard ministry.
The cemetery became the community she set out to capture.

She spent her weekends there, 


ministering – in her lifetime –  to hundreds of others 

who talked to tombstones in their grief.

What has been the most profound pain in your life?

Have you had to deal with the ravages of cancer?

Have you had to struggle with a demon called “booze”?

Have you had to care for a sickly child…a senile parent?

Have you ever lost a job…a house?
Have you ever been devastated by separation or divorce?

Have you ever grieved over a delinquent child…a dead spouse?

Right now, right where you live

there are people suffering as you have suffered.

You know the pain they are feeling.

Go to them; 

listen to their story;

share yours.

Do what that pastor named Paul has suggested:


Provide people with a glimpse of good living and the living God  [Philippians 2:15 MSG]
Oh, you may not be able to capture the heart of your whole community;

but you just might captivate one heart in that community.
At the end…

As you fly across North America,

you can see churches with their spires 

reaching high toward heaven from the center of the city.
As our great cities were formed, 

the churches were centrally placed;



they were the heart of the community.

Today, though, churches have not only been moved to the suburbs;


they’ve also been marginalized.

In some areas, they’re even considered to be a nuisance.

As the church in the 21st century, you and I need to reassert ourselves.

We need to reach out – and recapture – the heart of our community.

You and I, however, won’t capture a thing…

until we ourselves have been captured.
We won’t captivate a soul…

until we ourselves have been captivated –

captivated by the love of a God who executed his Son so he could free us.
Down through the centuries, 

Christians have used many marks – or symbols – as a witness to their communities.

Today, we sport a cross around our necks

or a fish on our cars.
The only mark that matters, though…

the only mark that helps us make a difference in our community…

that mark is deep in our hearts.

It is the love of God…


the love God has shown to us – and to all – 

in the life, death and resurrection of his son Jesus.

As it was in the beginning, it is now, and shall be forever:


We love others as a result of his loving us first  [1 John 4:19]
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