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Fifth Sunday in Easter 

May 15, 2022 

Southampton, MA 

 

Scripture: Acts 11:1-26 

 

 The overarching theme in Acts is the formation of the church. Luke recounted a small 

band of Jesus’ disciples beginning in Jerusalem becoming thousands of followers spreading out 

from Jerusalem across the Mediterranean basin. These followers, also known as people of the 

Way, who initially identified as Jewish eventually identified as Christians. Acts 11 was a major 

turning point in this story. 

 What led up to this point were many proclamations and arrests, teachings and baptisms, 

confrontations and disputes, and people attracted to an alternative way of life. The original 

disciples’ authority dissipated as people of the Way became emboldened to teach on their own 

about Jesus to people far away from Jerusalem or who never had an encounter with him. 

 Theologically, which Luke made clear, all of this was by the movement and power of the 

Holy Spirit. Today, it continues to move through the universal church. It certainly includes local 

churches. It also includes seminaries and denominations. 

 Over the years several individual and discrete signs have emerged. We can see the big 

picture when we stand back to connect them together.  

 Several years ago, Phyllis Tickle wrote The Great Emergence. Her premise was the 

church undergoes a radical transformation every 500 years in which it jettisons stuff from its 

past, like a massive rummage sale. We’re in that time now. More recently, John Dorhauer, who 

is Minister and President of the United Church of Christ, wrote Beyond Resistance. His premise 

characterized the church as releases. The original church we know from Acts was Church 1.0. 

The church following the Protestant Reformation was Church 2.0, and what we are seeing 
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emerge today is Church 3.0. He noted that following each new release of the church, although 

some remnants will remain, substantially the preceding release dies. Overwhelmingly our 

churches are Church 2.0. The first book we read together in 2020 was Divergent Church by 

Tim Shapiro, which described several post-modern churches. If we think of them in terms of 

Dorhauer, the churches Shapiro described would be Church 3.0. Additionally, countless articles 

about the future of the church have been published, and many of them I’ve shared with you each 

Monday. 

 Seminaries have been struggling and have faced wrenching decisions. Bangor 

Theological Seminary closed to become the BTS Center, a sort of think tank. Andover Newton 

closed its campus and embedded itself into Yale Divinity School. Episcopal Divinity School 

embedded itself into Union Theological Seminary. Union sold its air rights to a developer who 

built a high-rise residential building in the middle of its quadrangle to cover its major capital 

needs. The composition of the student body at Union has changed. Many students without any 

religious affiliation attend to study ethics. Three years ago, I spoke with my former professor of 

worship. She was retired by then. About worship, she remarked that what we learned is passe.  

 The United Church of Christ recently sold its headquarters, a nine-story building, in 

downtown Cleveland. It will lease 30,000 square feet in an office building a few blocks away. 

 We can hardly overlook the state of many local churches. One of the common laments 

among my colleagues is their demise. It seems that almost every church irrespective of 

denomination is financially stretched, its membership skews older, and fewer people attend.  

 Theologically things have shifted, too. Christendom, the belief that Christianity is the 

dominant religion throughout the world and inextricably intertwined with culture, is no more, if 

it ever was. The Church triumphant, which is an implicit theology in the Pilgrim Hymnal, is no 
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more as well. We no longer have tacet government support such as children singing Christmas 

carols in public school and Blue Laws. We also must think more critically about traditional 

theological beliefs. When we have family and friends who are not Christian, is salvation only for 

Christians? Increasingly, churches collaborate with other congregations across denominations 

and religions to address common issues in their communities. Christians have also incorporated 

other practices from other faith traditions, such as meditation and yoga. Ecclesiastically, we 

should ask ourselves an existential question, “Does the church exist for the community or for 

itself?” 

 When I served the First Baptist Church in Pittsfield, I asked the congregation to list all 

the changes that took place in Pittsfield over the preceding 30 years. I said the changes could be 

economic, like GE closing, or sociological, such as more two-income households, or community, 

such as increased opioid addiction. They created an extensive list, which I taped to the wall for 

everyone to see. I then asked, “What have we done to address these?” Someone replied, “We 

haven’t done anything.” 

 Despite the general lament I hear among my colleagues, some of us find this an exciting 

time in church history. We know the local church must change. if we want longevity beyond 

another generation. We can’t say specifically what that change should be because if we knew, 

we’d all be doing it. Paul Nixon, a church consultant, expressed two years ago his excitement 

about the pandemic. He said that the pandemic “will drop kick the church twenty years into the 

future and that I will be around to see it.” 

 Just as Acts 11 described a turning point in the early church, we’re at a turning point 

now. Though the people of the Way gained their identity as Christians, it didn’t immediately 

terminate their identity as Jews. It still took decades to sort out. When Peter defended his 
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decision to baptize Cornelius and his family, the Jerusalem disciples’ acceptance marked a major 

theological shift in who could be part of the Way. When the church in Antioch included people 

from Cyprus and Cyrene, they added to the movement’s cultural diversity.  

 Our world has changed and has been changing all along. What seems different is that 

recent changes have been more rapid and have more profoundly changed life as we know it. In 

the wake of those changes, many of our local churches have become irrelevant in the eyes of 

their communities. Consequently, this is a time to consider our own rummage sale. What is it 

that we don’t need? Though we are a 2.0 church and likely not become a 3.0 church, can we 

become a 2.5 or a 2.7 church? Is the local church a source of ministry in a community or a 

platform for ministry in a community? The distinction being as a source of ministry, only people 

who are members of the church do ministry, whereas as a platform, anyone, whether they are 

Christian or not, can join us in ministry. 

 The prospect is scary. Dramatic societal change affects the local church. Perhaps even 

more significant, what does dramatic change do to the gospel? 

 As for the former, that’s fundamentally the issue during this interim time and even before 

under Pastor Jennie. As for the latter, the foundation remains unchanged. What changes is the 

way we, the church, especially the local church, is built upon that foundation. 

 The church experienced exponential growth in the few years that Acts covered. The 

vision of life based upon Jesus’ teachings offered a radical contrast to the people’s everyday life. 

Daily bread was assured when people shared creation’s abundance. The common good would 

allow people to live more securely than trying to secure themselves against the world. Peace, 

expressed as the wholeness of life, maintained in love, not fear. Those principals made the 

church relevant to people dissatisfied with First century life under Roman rule. Today, those 
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principals plus intentional practices such as compassion, kindness, patience, humility, Sabbath, 

and prayer will increase the church’s relevance today. 

 Our task today is both the same and different. When almost everyone today seems 

discontented with the state of the world now and struggling with their own lives, we offer a 

vision of a different way to live in our world. That’s the same. Whereas in the first century the 

people who studied with Jesus could say, “I heard it from Jesus” or “I learned this from someone 

who learned it from Jesus”, today people will know Jesus when we incarnate him through our 

ministries. The stuff that has accumulated over the centuries that gets in the way of fulfilling that 

vision is our rummage sale. Or a different image. What do we have to do to renovate the building 

that is atop the foundation?  

 Upon reflection, we realize that we, the local church, have been changing all along. 

Southampton is not the same church forty years ago or even when I was here before. Recent 

changes embracing globalization, technology, heightened racial awareness, affirmation of sexual 

fluidity, and other areas have come seemingly faster than in the past, which have dramatically 

affected our culture and way of life at an alarming speed in alarming ways. 

 When we allow the Holy Spirit to move in us, through us, and among use, we move a 

little closer to Church 3.0 and consequently become better able to keep the gospel light burning a 

little longer in our corner of the world. It will not happen overnight. It will take time. The world, 

however, which is such a mess, needs that light, probably more than ever. Let’s remember that 

the gospel light doesn’t shine for us, but for our community and the world. Will we and can we 

keep it burning?  


