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Really?  I’m sorry but do you really think the first church in Jerusalem was all sweetness and 
honey. Where they all just ate together, and prayed together, and shared together, and 
worshipped together—singing kumbaya until dawn. And there was never an argument about 
how to worship or who should lead or what to eat or who should be in the community?  
Really—do we believe Luke’s account here and accept that the first church had it all sorted 
out and every church ever since has failed to live up to their standards?  Call me a skeptic, 
but I’m doubtful. I bet they did pray in that first church, and they worshipped, and they ate 
together, and they even shared their resources, but I bet it wasn’t quite as picture perfect as 
Luke indicates. Many biblical scholars share my skepticism and think Luke’s version of the 
early church is a utopian view. They believe Luke’s portrait of this first Christian 
congregation is “obviously idealized.” I believe Luke is trying to give us snapshots of their 
life together, to create an image of what makes a church a church.   
 
This is common practice today. Whether through Facebook or Instagram, we put up photos 
—snapshots of our lives and they create an image for others to see. The photos are often 
and sometimes very obviously idealized, stylized, and filtered. Kids always behaving, meals 
always looking Michelin star, beds always made, pets always adorably posed, lives always 
ordered, controlled, beautiful, and blissfully happy. Okay, so we are selecting snapshots of 
our lives to share and say this is who we are, this is what we are about, this is what fills our 
days and there is nothing wrong with putting your best foot forward, right? Maybe that’s 
what Luke was doing. 
 
I can just imagine if Luke had an Instagram account—he could create the exact same 
picture-perfect impression with photos as he did with words. Can’t you just see the photos 
now? A snapshot of a tablecloth with breadcrumbs scattered as a loaf of freshly baked bread 
is torn and lifted. Or a snapshot of candles burned down to their ends as shoulders cower 
together listening to another story about Jesus. Or a snapshot of a circle of people, holding 
hands, heads bowed in prayer. Or a snapshot of random treasures collected in a community 
storeroom, a cart, a set of dishes, extra coats and shoes, sacks of rice and grain, a few pieces 
of jewelry and gold coins. Or a snapshot of smiling faces, young and old, all at ease with one 
another, all fully participating, all equals in the congregation. These pictures Luke presents of 
the first church make it seem like they have no material needs, no intramural conflicts, no 
broken hearts for which to petition to God. While Luke’s portrait is beautiful, it just can’t be 
the whole story. Emily Dickenson’s line, “tell all the truth but tell it slant,” comes to mind. 
 
Maybe there is a reason why Luke is trying to create this impression of the “Good Old 
Days” of First Church Jerusalem—maybe he is trying to lift up what the church should be 
about. The church is about fellowship, it is about worship, it is about prayer, and it is about 
giving of resources and serving the least of these. All of these things are true and all of these 
things were probably happening in that first church. But were they happening as seamlessly 
as described . . . probably not. Life never has been and never will be so picture-perfect. Life 
is messy. Incredibly messy and complicated and hard. Life in the first church or life in a 
brand-spanking-new congregation today is messy—and that’s okay.   
 



 2 

After arriving in 2010 at GPC, during my first year there were 13 deaths in the congregation, 
which I thought was a fairly drastic reaction to the appointment of the first female pastor.  
The second year I was here, many of our pillar members of the congregation were caring for 
and then burying their aged parents. The third year was marked by bad diagnoses for several 
members as well as hardships for other members with children, jobs, marriages, and personal 
struggles. After three years as a pastor here I realized—you people are a mess!  And that is I 
when I knew we were doing good work, doing real ministry, embodying the church.   
 
The church to me is more important, more relevant, and more necessary when life is messy 
and hard. Real life is filled with tragedy, divorce, disease, death, anxiety, and hardship after 
hardship after hardship.  The church in its simple yet uncommon ways of eating and praying 
and sharing and worshipping and caring for one another is a balm for the souls of weary 
travelers. It is a place where perfection is not the expectation, but where God promises to 
show up regardless and offer redemption. The church is a communal answer to life’s 
hardships. The church does not claim, as Luke may have us think, “come here, join us, and 
everything will be perfect.”  The church rather says, “come here, join us, and we will journey 
together with Jesus as our foundation.” 
 
Anne Lammott tells a story about stumbling upon a small church community when her life 
was messy and complicated and scary. She had just gotten sober. She had just gotten 
pregnant with her son, Sam. The previous relationship was over and her money was all gone.  
The church accepted her whole-heartedly. “They brought me clothes, they brought furniture, 
they brought me soul-food casseroles to keep in the freezer, they brought me assurance that 
he was going to be part of this family. And they began slipping me money.” Older women 
living month to month on social security started slipping her 10s and 20s, and one woman 
named Mary Williams every week would slip her a plastic baggie filled with dimes. Her son 
grew up in that church, adored by its members, taught by its Sunday school teachers, and fed 
by its elders. Fast-forward some twenty years and Anne is now a famous Christian author 
and speaker.   
 
She spoke once about the struggle to get her son Sam to go to church when he was around 
seven and he was resisting it each week. She forced him while she said she still out weighted 
him. And she forced him because she knew that within this community he could eat, and 
pray, and worship, and share with people who would be there when he would really need the 
church for a warm welcome and maybe a bag full of dimes.   
 
Jesus was the guy who always provided the warm welcome and supplied the needs of the 
people he met—be it friendship, forgiveness, food, community, or healing. The church of 
Jesus Christ is not called to be some Christian utopia. The church of Jesus Christ is called to 
be a place where people can be real about their messy lives, their grieving hearts, their 
broken dreams, and their wavering faith. These things do not make the church less than ideal 
but rather they make it a living community of disciples.   
 
I get what Luke was doing with his snapshots from the “good old days” of the church. He 
was trying to show us what was important in the composition of the community. But he left 
out the human side of the church—and I am pretty sure Jesus came for the human side of 
things. Jesus did not care about institutions or strict rituals or polished images for their own 
sake—he cared about women who were left out of their communities, he cared about the 
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sick and disabled who were excluded from their families, he cared about the children who 
were expected to be seen but not heard, he cared about the sinners who were isolated by 
their shame, he cared about men and women and boys and girls and he called them together 
in community with one other—so they could minister to one another in his name. The food, 
the prayers, the worship, the sharing these have been elements of every Christian community 
since Jesus commissioned the first one—but I believe those were just the means of helping 
the people become the church. 
 
A term that we hear these days is “church shopping,” people attending a variety of churches 
to find a good fit and a spiritual home. This is a sound practice in my opinion. When we 
look for churches we look for certain things like—people in our age group, the right feel for 
the community, the right programs, a parking lot perhaps? But I would argue that when we 
are church shopping, we should look for a church that seems a bit messy—where not 
everyone looks the same, where not every corner seems polished, where there is room for 
people in need, where there is space for prayers of lament as well as prayers of praise, where 
there is worship with depth and mystery, where there are people who would bring you a bag 
of dimes or a box of Kleenex or chicken noodle soup when you needed it.   
 
Luke gives us a recipe for how to be in community together but he missed out a few 
essential ingredients like compassion, forgiveness, love, commitment, and our common 
humanity. GPC is called to be the church with prayer, fellowship, worship, and stewardship 
as pillars of our work but these are vehicles to express God’s love and God’s grace. The 
church is nothing without the lives of its messy members and I hope that makes all of you 
feel right at home.   
 
Amen.   
 
  


