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We might as well just go ahead and admit that Christians do not all agree about how we should celebrate when we gather here at this Table.  There are differences amongst us.  I will freely admit that I would be just as happy if they don’t ask me to lead in their communion service when I preach at Phillippi Christian Church next week.  I just don’t know their customs.

There are lots of differences in this celebration.  Some churches are very restrictive.  Some allow all to come.  Some churches invite only their members to partake of the Lord’s Feast.  As Disciples, it is our position that this is Christ’s Table.  He invites all believers to come and eat with Him…and so do we.  If you are His, He invites you, and we want you to celebrate with us in partaking of the Bread and the Cup.  Let me read exactly what Jesus said to you:

1 Corinthians 11:23-26 – For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: The Lord Jesus, on the night he was betrayed, took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, "This is my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me." In the same way, after supper he took the cup, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me." For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes.

And so we invite all followers of Christ here today to be welcome—as Christ is whit us, we welcome you to be with us to share in this celebration of the Gift He has given to us.

Busting Down Walls

It’s been 2 weeks since we’ve been able to meet here for church due to the heavy snow for the last 2 weekends.  I feel a bit like Jeremiah, who said that the word of God was about to bust out from His bones.  I have a lot of “sermon” built up in me!  Today we’re going to continue our journey in Paul's letter to the Romans, pushing a little deeper into chapter 12.

Romans 12:1-8 – Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship. Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will. 

For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you. Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others. We have different gifts, according to the grace given us. If a man's gift is prophesying, let him use it in proportion to his faith. If it is serving, let him serve; if it is teaching, let him teach; if it is encouraging, let him encourage; if it is contributing to the needs of others, let him give generously; if it is leadership, let him govern diligently; if it is showing mercy, let him do it cheerfully

Many of us here were alive when the Berlin Wall was built.  It was within my lifetime, although I was young enough that I don’t remember it clearly.  At 8 years old, I knew something important had happened, but I wasn’t sure just what.  I certainly do remember, though, when in 1989, it was torn down!  By then CNN was on the scene and the images were riveting.  The people were tearing that wall down with their bare hands.  Hundreds of exuberant Germans danced for joy on its remains.  The wall had caused extreme hardship for their country.  It had literally separated families and neighbors and friends.  It was a day for celebration when the wall was torn down. 

Today I’m thinking of the symbolism that Paul speaks about, of walls that can also separate us in many ways.  Now, walls can be useful, no doubt about that.  You know the old saying, "Good fences make good neighbors."  However, we as Christians are a part of a community, and a community depends on relationships.  The more open those relationships are, the better your experience of community is going to be.  You cannot be erecting high, thick walls if you want to live in community in your church.

The Church has struggled with “walls” from its very inception. Christ, on the very eve when He gave us the Lord’s Supper as a token of Himself and our Unity in Him, also prayed that His Body would be one in the same way that He and the Father are one. (John 17: 11)

The other week I mentioned that when I was a child I had to memorize the first 2 verses of Romans 12

I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service. And be not conformed to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind, that ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God.  

But I cannot remember anyone ever suggesting that we continue on to the paragraph that comes next.

But when Paul says, “I want you to divest yourself of these worldly ways and offer yourself as living sacrifices,” he immediately applies this to unity in the Church Body!

Apparently there were divisions within the Roman Church. There were Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians.  They were all Christians, but walls and barriers existed between these people.  The Jews had been taught for generations to separate themselves from those dirty Gentiles.  They were taught that these people were outside of the circle of those who were acceptable to God. 

What Paul is saying here is that that day is over.  The day of such divisions is done.  Divisions amongst Christians must not exist.  “You need a change of attitude,” he says.  "You need to be dead to these old ways.  Kill them!  Crucify them!  We are all part of the Body of Christ. We are all sinners, saved by grace.  All of us are on equal footing before the throne of God."

I think the struggle continued, and continues to this very day.  Unity is hard enough when we talk about the people in the next pew, but the Body of Christ extends to Ephesus Baptist Church and Good Hope Baptist Church and the Presbyterian Church in Tappahannock and those Pentecostals whom we don’t really understand.  We are not to have barriers between brothers.

“But Pastor,” you say, “What barriers are you talking about?  I have no problem with any of them as long as they do things my way.  Honestly, I have no problem with my Christian brethren at all.”

Human nature is like this.  It nudges us towards those who are like us and causes us to erect barriers that will keep those who are different out.

This is what I was saying to the kids earlier, in my Children's Sermon.  Don't tell me, "I can't change who I am."  Of course you can change who you are!  If you look in the mirror and see things about yourself that you don't like, then get rid of them!  You can learn.  You can grow.  If God calls you to change and improve by busting down those walls that distance you from other people, to reach for that higher ground, then with His help you can do it!  This is not the way of the world around us, but Christians are called to be different.

Now I’m not saying that we have no differences.  Paul isn’t saying that either.  Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians must have had very different experiences in life.  They had different customs.  Different language.  We're not trying to pretend that differences between people do not exist.  But what Paul IS saying is that those differences do not have to lead to divisions!  There are lots of different people within the body of Christ - and that's a BLESSING.

Awhile back my brother that his church had begun to reach out to the nearby Hispanic community.  Some of the people in the church threatened to take their children out of Sunday School if those “Hispanic kids” continued to come.  My brother was shocked!  How could that kind of thinking possibly exist among Christian people?

The key to all of this, don't you see, is our relationship with Christ.  If we all understand that it is only by His grace that any of us have been welcomed into His Family we will not be quick to deny this grace to one another.

This is one of the foundational tenants of the Disciples of Christ.  We continually call on our brethren in the general church as a whole to come together.  We cannot allow our differences to cause division amongst us.  We must continue to remind our fellow believers, and ourselves, that this is what it means to be part of the Body of Christ.

Benediction

The peace of God, which passes all understanding, will keep you hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. - Philippians 4:7

