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My brothers and sisters in Christ, let us pray. God of 

our Epiphany realities, hopes, and dreams, may the 

words of my mouth and the meditation of all our hearts 

always be acceptable in Your sight, Our strength and our 

redeemer, Amen.   

Last week we talked about the importance of church 

in our times, about how this place is many names—a 

place for spiritual learning, for community gathering, for 

worship and praise, and for hope and healing. Our and 

our sister Churches offer these unique gifts to the people 

of this town that we cannot get anywhere else in our 

school, work, social, or retirement lives. We need the 

church to provide these things so that we can not just 

remain whole as a person before God, but that we, too, 

may grow and prosper from the love we receive from 

God’s grace and presence.  Only then, if we have that 

awareness and practice, can we begin to understand 

God’s purpose for our lives is less about getting more for 

ourselves than giving more to others in building God’s 

kingdom that is so talked about in our Biblical texts. 

One of the principal and most important functions of 

community is our togetherness.  That’s what community 
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implies, after all, doesn’t it?  But it’s not just random 

togetherness as if we were all gathered for a one-time 

common event like that time I got to see the Moody 

Blues and Leo Kottke at Red Rocks, a combination which I 

doubt will ever occur again.  That was special but I didn’t 

come out of that with any new understandings or 

feelings other than, it being my first Rock concert, I had 

better use the bathroom before being seated with 

thousands of aging hippies and the attendant smoky 

haze which made it nearly impossible for me to stand up 

much less able to find anything familiar after ½ hour of 

inhaling the not-so-crisp clean air of a Rocky Mountain 

High.   

Our togetherness is a place where we can see each 

other and the world in new ways, through new eyes. 

Those of us who attend Bible study have experienced 

that effect weekly.  When we hear what God is teaching 

us in Scripture, when we talk about our personal 

encounters and perspective in our lives and how it 

relates to that Scripture, it teaches us, too.  We gain new 

growth in ourselves because we see how others have 
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been through their own joys and tribulations and 

experienced God’s grace and love.   

And last week we talked about how we share each 

other’s pain and heartache in our common loss when 

someone dies and we have funerals and the following 

weeks of love and support for those who are hurting.  

But there are many more moments of grace and love 

that we see, the bridges that we build with and through 

each other’s lives that happens here, the building of 

beloved community that once was here, once was lost, 

but now is being found again.   And it’s not about the 

mountaintop experiences of support that are required in 

the deaths of loved ones and what we do.  We’re good at 

that.  We are starting to work in the valleys, the day to 

day, and let me share with you how I know that we are, 

in fact, revitalizing TCC in a new and amazing direction. 

Now, lots of folks here complain about how things 

are in worship on Sundays.  We don’t start on time.  We 

don’t end on time.  We do announcements at the wrong 

time, and it interrupts the sanctity of worship.  We sing 

strange, weird, tent meeting hymns that are too simple 

and not in the Congregational tradition of a thinking 
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person’s religion.  That pastor of ours is way too informal 

and tells jokes in the middle of the service which is not at 

alllll worshipful.  There’s much which goes on here that 

folks complain about, and I chalk that up to living a little 

too close to the New Hampshire border, where all of us if 

we live long enough become curmudgeons and need to 

argue about something or another in order to remain, 

paradoxically, civil to one another.  But one thing we’re 

getting pretty good at is getting intimate with each other.  

Nooooooo, not like that. C’mon, we’re in church 

here, what did you think I meant? Sheeesh. What we are 

getting good at is getting more comfortable in our own 

skins and admitting that we cannot indeed handle all of 

life’s stressors and challenges, and we need help not just 

from God but from the prayers of the congregation.  We 

are getting better at realizing that there is a whole 

roomful of folks here on Sunday that are Christ figures.  

Ones who will listen, hold our hands, offer our help, 

share our story, and literally help heal our wounds if we 

could only be vulnerable enough to open ourselves up 

and ask for not just prayers, but help.  And when we help 

each other, we don’t just relieve scheduling conflicts by 
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doing stuff, we heal each other.  We pick up the bleeding 

man by the side of the road and bind wounds and take 

them to shelter.  We see the hemorrhaging woman’s soul 

who for 12 years been outcast with no relief, because no 

one would help…until she asked and was shown mercy 

by those seated here.  We take in the blind man who 

cannot see and give new sight through giving God’s grace 

and love to one who never knew it before by some and 

all of those in this room.  Our prayer time, friends, is not 

just raising prayers to God, it is a time when God 

moments, and Christ actions, happen right here right 

now.  It is a time when Christ is revealed in our hearts 

when we enter truly into another person’s pain, or when 

Christ is denied in our hearts when we start watching the 

clock and wonder when we can get on with it and get out 

of here.  Christ, and God, knows that community is built 

when we act on behalf of others and not our own selfish 

ends and means.   

Fred Craddock is one of the preachers I most admire, 

a member of the Disciples of Christ, the UCC’s closest kin 

theologically and who has written many, many books on 

preaching. In 1996, after many years teaching seminary 
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students, he returned to the pulpit by forming Cherry Log 

Christian Church in Georgia.  One of his models of what 

church might look like at Cherry Log was from a much 

smaller congregation he saw up in the mountains of 

northwest Georgia.  Historically, folks knew most 

everyone because of the small town nature of rural 

communities.  But as times changed and new folks came 

in and multi-generational families moved out, the one 

church was challenged to welcome everyone into its 

orthodoxy and belief system.  So they figured out a set of 

beliefs that might satisfy these differences and still be 

faithful to Christ.  When someone wanted to join the 

church, they would have an evening service, have a nice 

but simple supper and then all join hands around a 

bonfire and as the new members promised loyalty to 

Christ, the congregation went around and promised the 

new members what they could do in return.  Things like, 

“If you ever need some firewood, I’ll be there to split it 

for you”.  “If you ever need a good chicken pie, I can cook 

one for you”.  “If you ever need someone to sit with, just 

give a call and I’ll be there with you.”  And each member 

promised what they could do if that new member was 

ever in need.   
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For Craddock, it was powerful witness to what 

church should be.  Christ is there saying to each folk who 

promised, “help that person however you can, whenever 

they need it”, with an others-orientation that had 

nothing to do with convenience, cost, or time schedules.  

For the new member, it revealed a community of folks 

who understood Christ’s call, and appeared as prophets, 

redeemers, healers, teachers, helpers, and sustainers of 

a family’s hearts and heartaches.   

For me, that church revealed what I love about small 

towns.  We argue a lot.  But we love even more.  

Ultimately, love wins. In small towns, love wins when we 

see Christ in others, and that happens most when we let 

go our expectations and inhibitions and reveal ourselves.  

When we know who we can turn to in this world, it 

makes faith and belief in God more tangible and real.  

And Church begins to have meaning again.  We begin to 

build community again, when we see Christ as more than 

just a pretty picture window, but in the hearts and faces 

of the people right here, right now, struggling.  And in 

that struggle is built the bridge to the Kingdom of God.  

Let me leave you with these final thoughts.   
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The practice of Christian community, in other words, 

is our lived reality embodying a specific, personal way of 

live together in Christ.  It strengthens us.  It lets us live 

the life not which we might prefer or be forced to 

endure, but to which we have been called.  It helps 

convey God’s grace and purpose to the world around us.  

It lets us see God and Christ in everything and everyone. 

Community is not to be feared, but welcomed.  

There is no risk beyond what it takes to follow Jesus’ 

teachings and examples, and the reward is to begin to 

live life as it has always been intended.  Together, in love, 

and building a bridge to the future, not a long-ago past.  

Now, how can we resist an offer like that?  TBTG  Amen. 


