We are a mission-oriented family on a journey of following Jesus in the Wesleyan tradition.

In recent newsletters, we have established that the reason for our existence at St. Paul’s encompasses making “disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.” In order to carry out this mission, we have a vision that we will be a mission-oriented family on a journey of following Jesus in the Wesleyan tradition. We saw that being a “mission-oriented” church implies that we will be outward focused, reaching out to those beyond the walls of our church.

But what does it mean to be “a family”? In exploring this question, I begin with the observation from Joseph H. Hellerman that American Christianity “understands salvation to have everything to do with how the individual relates to God and nothing to do with how we relate to one another.” In his book When the Church Was a Family: Recapturing Jesus’ Vision for Authentic Christian Community,Hellerman argues that the early church understood that salvation had a vertical and a horizontal dimension, reconciling humanity to God and restoring right relationships among God’s people.

One way to think about this is through the metaphor of adoption. If you’re an orphan, you don’t adopt parents; parents adopt you. If your adoptive parents are named Jones, you now attend the Jones family dinners with the parents and all the children. You might share a bedroom with other Jones siblings. You take on the name of Jones. As Christians, we take on the name of the one through whom we were adopted, Jesus Christ (Eph. 1:5). We are part of a whole new family, God’s family (Heb. 2:11). We are bound together by more than a human decision; we are bound together by the work of Jesus Christ. Just as it would be crazy to cut off your own hand or nose, so it is foolish to say, “I’m a Christian, but I’m not a part of the family.” As Paul said to the Corinthians, “The eye cannot say to the hand, ‘I don’t need you!’ And the head cannot say to the feet, ‘I don’t need you!’” (1 Cor. 12:21).

In short, it’s impossible to answer the question “What is a Christian?” without ending up in a conversation about the church. As one of the catchy tunes in The United Methodist Hymnal puts it, “The church is not a building, the church is not a steeple, the church is not a resting place, the church is a people” (“We Are the Church,” #558). The author of Hebrews wrote, “Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful.

And let us consider how we may spur one another one 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” (10:23-25).

As we gather to worship God and exercise love and good deeds toward one another, we demonstrate the fact that God has reconciled us to himself and to one another. We demonstrate to the world that we have been changed not because we memorize Bible verses, pray before meals, give in the offering, or sing some hymns, but because we increasingly show a willingness to put up with, to forgive, and even to love each other. We cannot display love or joy or peace or patience, or kindness sitting all by ourselves on an island. No, we display it when the people we have committed to love give us good reasons not to love them, but we love them anyway. We give a visual presentation of the gospel when we forgive one another as Christ has forgiven us, when we commit to one another as Christ has committed to us, and when we lay down our lives for one another as Christ laid down his life for us.

Let’s get one thing out of the way: we will hurt and be hurt within the church. We will be let down. We will experience awkward situations. The solution isn’t to withdraw and grow bitter, but to continue to love those God has put in our lives through the church. Dietrich Bonhoeffer offers these words: “The person who loves their dream of community will destroy community, but the person who loves those around them will create community.”

What are some practical ways we can create community here at St. Paul’s? Here are a few suggestions:

 Participate: When the church gathers, take advantage of the opportunities to join your brothers and sisters. This means Sunday worship for sure, but maybe you can get to know your siblings better in a Sunday School class or Bible Study. Joining in a ministry or missions project, such as Soul Food or Heart and Hand, will give you the opportunity to work alongside your family members. Our next Thursday night Epic Bible Adventure gatherings will take place in July and provide an avenue to associate with family members of all ages.

 Embrace the Family Dynamics: The church is a place where we nurture and are nurtured in the faith. At St. Paul’s, we desire to be an intergenerational family where those of all ages are welcomed and valued and heard. Maybe you could speak into the life of someone who is younger than you in the faith. Schedule a time to meet for lunch or coffee where you can listen to another church family member’s challenges and joys. For those younger in the faith, maybe there is an older saint that you admire; take time to let them know. Invite them for dinner or take dinner to them. As a family, we can learn from each other. Younger folks can learn from older saints, and established saints can also learn from those who don’t have so many years behind them.

 Look Out for Each Other: We are a family when we look out for each other’s needs. One of the remarkable characteristics about the early church was that they made certain that the needs of everyone in the group was met (Acts 2:42-47). What practical ways can you help provide for your brothers and sisters? Maybe it’s taking a meal, stopping by to offer help with errands, or just calling to say hello.

 Pray for Your Family: When you pray for others, you will find your heart being knit to them in profound ways. You will begin to desire their well-being and wholeness. God will open your eyes and help you to see how you can support and encourage your fellow family members.

 Invite Others: One of the hallmarks of the Christian family is that we are hospitable. We welcome others. In growing up, many of us had that family where we felt like one of their additional children. That’s the way the church should make others feel.

 Make Room for Extended Family: Just because someone doesn’t live in our house it doesn’t mean they aren’t family. I have uncles who visit once and a while. They are still my uncle. As church, we welcome and acknowledge extended family. The body of Christ is a lot bigger than just our community of faith.

The church is our ultimate family, birthed out of our fundamental identity as a child of God and made possible through the saving work of our elder brother, Jesus. Because of the blood of Christ, we are now “blood” siblings. 

Our church is a great and precious gift, and there is joy and comfort to be had in our church if we choose to embrace the reality that is our family.
