LIFE TOGETHER:  

An Invitation to True Transformation
“Let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds.  Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another – and all the more as you see the Day approaching.”  (Hebrews 10:24-25)

“This is the church.  Humble.  Unrefined.  Family.  People who are at different points on the journey.  The church is people who are battered by life and want God.  It’s also those who are going through the motions.  It’s people with only enough faith to stand up and walk forward, hoping God will meet them.  It’s those who understand, at least partially, what it means to follow Jesus.  But it’s also those who don’t understand and really don’t care.  The church is people who choose joy even when life is hard.  It’s people who complain.  It’s a spectrum of people with different degrees of spiritual hunger and motivation.  The church is messy, unfinished and imperfect.  But the church is the beloved bride of Christ . . . We are spiritually better off being in community with both the committed and the marginal.”  (Renovation of the Church, by Kent Carlson and Mike Lueken) 


How do you respond to the quote above taken from Renovation of the Church?  Do you agree?  Do you disagree?  Do you sometimes find yourself becoming frustrated by the church in all its “messiness”?  Do you ever dream or long for something ELSE … something more efficient and effective … something more “spiritual” than what you typically encounter among those who make up the Body of Christ?  

If so, consider these startling words from Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the brilliant theologian:  

“Innumerable times a whole Christian community has broken down because it had sprung from a wish dream.  The serious Christian, set down for the first time in a Christian community, is likely to bring with him a very definite idea of what Christian life together should be and to try to realize it.  But God’s grace speedily shatters such dreams … Every human wish dream that is injected into the Christian community is a hindrance to genuine community and must be banished if genuine community is to survive.  He who loves his dream of a community more than the Christian community itself becomes a destroyer of the latter, even though his personal intentions may be ever so honest and earnest and sacrificial.”

Bonhoeffer concludes:  

“Because God has already laid the only foundation of our fellowship, because God has bound us together in one body with other Christians in Jesus Christ, long before we entered into common life with them, we enter into that common life not as demanders but as thankful recipients … We thank God for giving us brethren who live by His call, by His forgiveness, and His promise.  We do not complain of what God does not give us; we rather thank God for what He does give us daily.  And is not what has been given us enough:  brothers, who will go on living with us through sin and need under the blessing of His grace? … When the morning mists of dreams vanish, then dawns the bright day of Christian fellowship.”

(Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together) 

What Bonhoeffer is saying here is that the church, in all its apparent weakness and imperfection, is still GOD’S IDEA.  It is his creation, his New Society, and his bride.  The church – whether we like it or not – is God’s Way of bringing true transformation to us and to our world by the power of the Holy Spirit!    

“Take a good look, friends, at who you were when you got called into this life.  I don’t see many of ‘the brightest and the best’ among you, not many influential, not many from high-society families.  Isn’t it obvious that God deliberately chose men and women that the culture overlooks and exploits and abuses, chose these ‘nobodies’ to expose the hollow pretensions of the ‘somebodies’?  That makes it quite clear that none of you can get by with blowing your own horn before God.  Everything we have – right thinking and right living, a clean slate and a fresh start – comes from God by way of Jesus Christ.  That’s why we have the saying, ‘If you’re going to blow a horn, blow a trumpet for GOD.’” (1 Corinthians 1:26-31, The Message)
Here’s the point:  Christian discipleship is NOT a “solo sport.”  As followers of Jesus, we are called into a new family which God is creating.  We are the very Body of Christ.  We are all in this together!  

· “If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it.” (1 Cor. 12:26)
· “Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of

Christ.” (Gal. 6:2)

· “As I have loved you, so you must love one another.” (Jn 13:34)
The problem is that many Christians tend to live out their faith “inside 

their heads,” rather than “in community” with fellow disciples.  We are typically more comfortable gaining information, rather than pursuing true transformation.  We are by nature, and by culture, a fiercely independent and self-absorbed people.  
But Jesus calls us into something much more daring and risky … and much more life-giving and fulfilling as well:

“… Jesus taught his disciples in an embodied way that challenges our Western notions about didactic classroom learning … We can’t learn to follow Jesus without practicing to do what he did and taught.  Jesus didn’t just communicate information or ideas, but declared, ‘I am the WAY” and invited his disciples into a new life that was fueled and inspired by his example, teachings and sacrifice (John 14:6).  As a rabbi, he taught his disciples, or talmidim, by inviting them to make dramatic changes in their lives – to risk new ways of being and doing.  Through surrender and practice, Jesus expected his apprentices to become like him (Luke 6:40).  In fact, the earliest disciples of Jesus consistently identified themselves as ‘followers of THE WAY” (Acts 24:14), suggesting that they viewed apprenticeship to Jesus as a way of life, the combination of right belief and right feeling – or what we might call orthopraxy.”  (Mark Scandrette, Practicing the Way of Jesus:  Life Together in the Kingdom of Love)
THREE MOVEMENTS OF A HEALTHY, GROWING SPIRITUAL LIFE:

1. Orthodoxy – right beliefs
2. Orthopathy – right affections, or attitudes 

3. Orthopraxy – right actions

Many Christians today are often content to focus almost exclusively on orthodoxy, subscribing to a system of right beliefs.  But there is a more balanced path to spiritual growth:  changing the inner mind and heart in order to change the outward actions, by the power of the Holy Spirit, in the nurturing, guiding context of the Christian community.  Such an approach can help us avoid the deadly trap of self-deception in which we “believe,“ but never truly “grow” in Christ!   

SPIRITUAL FORMATION:  How Practice Changes Us
“My dear children, for whom I am again in the pains of childbirth until Christ is formed in you.”  (Galatians 4:19)

“For the kingdom of God is not a matter of talk but of power.”  (1 Cor. 4:20)

The expression, “spiritual formation,” often brings to mind the practice of solitary introspection, Bible meditation, and prayer.  This “inward journey” is obviously extremely important and plays a key role in Christian discipleship.  However, we must not stop there.  The inward journey must be held in tension with the need for an active, communal pursuit of the way of Jesus with fellow believers, as well as with an outward journey back into the world as ministers of the gospel.

As Mark Scandrette says, “Live encounters take us out of the realm of theory and rhetoric and give us a living story to tell.”  Consider these key points Scandrette makes regarding the “dynamic of transformation” (from his book, Practicing the Way of Jesus):
· Transformation happens through new experiences.  “Action brings true understanding of what it means to practice the way of Jesus.  When we risk going to new places, meeting new people and risking new activities the resulting disequilibrium can create space for change.  New experiences challenge our assumptions and beliefs, help us face our fears and surprise us with resources and strength we didn’t know we had.”
· Transformation happens through establishing new patterns of thought and action.  This is the very definition of biblical repentance:  to change your mind; to learn God’s new way of thinking and being, as a citizen of his gracious Kingdom!
· Transformation happens through group encounter and reflection.  “We are more likely to take steps to change in solidarity with others.  Consider how often Jesus invited his disciples into practices with him (like prayer or Sabbath keeping) or sent them out to preach and heal in teams.  Most of us simply don’t have the courage, discipline or self-awareness to change or grow on our own.”

· Transformation happens through failures, setbacks, mistakes and persistence.  “We learn and grow as much from our failures as from our successes … In the Gospels we often see the early disciples of Jesus trying and ‘failing’ … The growth that comes from working through team conflict can be as transformational as the project itself.”
· Transformation into the likeness of Christ happens by the power of the Holy Spirit.  This is a major point!   While salvation is a work that is done entirely within God’s mercy and grace, and without human effort (Eph. 2:8-9), growth into Christ-likeness necessarily involves a cooperation between God and his children (Jas. 2:20-26; 1

John 3:3).  As Scandrette says, “We are challenged not to create a   false dichotomy between our actions and the work of the Holy Spirit –  that ‘it’s all up to God,’ or ‘it’s all up to us.’  Jesus told his disciples to practice the teachings and rely on the leading and power of the Spirit.  The Spirit is at work any time transformation into Christ-likeness takes place.  We are invited to do whatever we can to surrender to the work of the Spirit in us, and pray and expect God’s kindness to also lead others toward transformation.”   
The early Christians didn’t expect holiness, or patience, or the ability to forgive their enemies to “suddenly appear” just because they had prayed a prayer of salvation.  Instead, they understood spiritual formation as a rigorous, intentional, ongoing training process, as they sought more and more to deny themselves, take up their cross, and cooperate with the Spirit of Christ alive and at work within them.  Here’s how the Apostle Paul describes the proper and necessary tension between God’s gracious work in our lives and our cooperation with his Spirit:  “Continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.” (Phil 2:12-13)
“The church includes the fully committed and the lukewarm.  It is not a sect but an eclectic community of diverse people with varying degrees of commitment and interest in following Jesus and pursuing spiritual formation.  Our hearts grow bigger for God worshipping next to the guy who hates to sing, doesn’t know the words and thinks the tune is lame.  We are spiritually better off being in community with both the committed and the marginal.” (Renovation of the Church)
THE JOURNEY UPWARD, INWARD, AND OUTWARD


Over the next several weeks, by God’s grace and through the guidance and power of his Spirit, we will be taking an exciting journey into the Way of Jesus.  We will be doing LIFE TOGETHER in Christian community.  The Holy Spirit will be our guide, the Scriptures our manual, and the ancient church our mentor.

Each Sunday you will receive new study materials and spiritual exercises based on the pastor’s sermon to put into practice at home and out in the world.  They were specifically created to be done in fellowship with your brothers and sisters in Christ.  Each study will be made up of these three parts (Note:  Each part is essential and indispensable, if we are truly going to grow and be transformed into the beautiful image of Christ Jesus):
· The UPWARD JOURNEY:  The Way of Union with God
This section will focus on intimate prayer, personal meditation and loving contemplation of our gracious Savior.
· The INWARD JOURNEY:  The Way of Community with one another

This section will make up the bulk of the study, guiding you into an open and honest discussion of the Bible and personal interaction with one another.

· The OUTWARD JOURNEY:  The Way of Service to our Neighbor
This vital section will assist you and your group in coming up with creative and compassionate ways to put your faith into action out in the “real world.”

MAY GOD BLESS YOU AS WE ENTER INTO THIS 
BLESSED LIFE TOGETHER!
A VISION FOR LIFE IN THE KINGDOM OF LOVE
The following is an edited excerpt from Practicing the Way of Jesus by Mark Scandrette
The teachings of Jesus seem related to five basic themes of human experience:

1) IDENTITY (Who am I?)

2) PURPOSE (Why am I here?)

3) SECURITY (How will I survive and thrive?)

4) COMMUNITY (How can I belong?)

5) FREEDOM and PEACE (What can I do about my temptations and suffering?)

We notice these themes mirrored in the apostolic letters of the New Testament and reflected in the prayer that Jesus taught his disciples, which makes them easy to remember, and suggests the possibility that Jesus may have taught his disciples to pray according to this pattern precisely because it gives a vision for the life we were made for (Matthew 6:9-13).  Here is a picture of life that we get from the instructions of Jesus:

1.  Identity:  “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name.”
      WHO ARE WE?  We are intimately loved by a Creator who is closer 
      than our very breath.  We are not alone and we have not been abandoned.

      We are beloved and cared for simply because we are God’s children.   

      AN APPRENTICE OF JESUS LEARNS TO FIND HIS PRIMARY 

      IDENTITY IN COMMUNION WITH THE TRIUNE GOD.

2.  Purpose:  “Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in
      heaven.”
       WHY ARE WE HERE?  Look!  All around us the Creator is at work 

       liberating and restoring what is broken and inviting all people to return

       to their Source.  You and I were made to find our deepest joy and 

       greatest satisfaction not from doing whatever we want, but in 

       surrender to the Creator’s desire and imagination.  AN APPRENTICE OF
    

       JESUS LEARNS TO MAKE THE REALIZATION OF GOD’S CREATIVE
       AND RESTORING WORK HIS HIGHEST PRIORITY.
3. Security:  “Give us today our daily bread.”

    HOW WILL WE SURVIVE AND THRIVE?  We are sustained through 
     God’s abundance.  The Creator delights in giving us what we ask for.  We 

     don’t have to be greedy because the resources we need will always be

     provided.  We can share what we have and what we receive.  We don’t 

     have to worry or be afraid of anything, including what will happen in the

     future.  We don’t have to be jealous of people who hoard things, thinking 

     that we live only by what we can see.  Knowing where true provision 

     comes from, we are free to live generously with content and grateful

     hearts.  AN APPRENTICE OF JESUS LEARNS TO RELY ON THE 

     RESOURCES THE CREATOR PROVIDES.
4. Community:  “Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our

debtors.”
    HOW CAN WE BELONG?  You and I are infinitely loved, having received 
     an eternal source of love to share.  We are forgiven, and are empowered

     to forgive whenever we are wronged.  Broken relationships can be 

     mended.  We can live at peace with one another.  Love frees us to live 

     without anger, bitterness, lust or judgment.  We can be authentic and

     honest with each other and keep our promises.  We can love and bless 

     people who take advantage of us or even hate us – because love wins 

     over all.  AN APPRENTICE OF JESUS LEARNS TO LOVE AS WE ARE 

     LOVED.

5. Freedom and peace:  “Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us

from the evil one.”
WHAT CAN WE DO ABOUT OUR TEMPTATIONS AND SUFFERING?

Be awake to God’s presence and power here with us.  You and I have the

strength to overcome any obstacle.  We don’t have to be dominated by feelings or impulses or the tyranny of rules and regulations.  When we are weary, tired, sad or discouraged we don’t have to be defeated by our addictions or compulsions.  We can overcome any temptation and endure any difficulty.  Grace meets you and me in the moments of our greatest weakness.  We can have peace in suffering.  Nothing can separate us from the eternal source of love.  AN APPRENTICE OF JESUS LEARNS TO PRACTICE SELF-DENIAL AND ENDURE THE DIFFICULITIES THAT COME FROM LIVING IN A DIVIDED WORLD.

