“The Gospel and Community”
What do you want to be when you grow up?

The end is the beginning

What we call the beginning is often the end

And to make an end is to make a beginning.

The end is where we start from.

……………

We shall not cease from exploration

And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started

And know the place for the first time

T S Elliot

The end has far greater shaping over our lives than the beginning.  It is not the first cause (the kick that gets us going) but the final cause (the lure that pulls us to the finish) that is uniquely and ultimately decisive.  We are not intricately engineered genetic chips that when functioning properly make the economy prosper, but are unfinished creatures ravenously hungry, alive with possibilities.  For humans the future is the most creative and most essential aspect of time.  Human life is that paradoxical reality which consists in deciding what we are going to do, therefore in being what we not yet are, in starting to be the future.

The bible spends a few pages in establishing the conditions of our beginnings then hundreds of pages cultivating in us a taste for the future. 1
The end is community, a God centred community.

Our beginnings are a God centred community - Trinity, and our end is a God centred community, and the narrative between the beginning, or is it the end, is one of invitation to be part of this Community.  A Community with Christ at the centre, the light, with no sun needed.  We do not create community; we join in with the Divine Community. 
The gospel and community are inextricably linked.  And to think outside of this is broken thinking.  To be in harmony with God’s narrative, we must engage in community.  

The beginning is community
David, in 2 Samuel 6 made a tragic mistake when he tried to bring the Ark of the Covenant back to Jerusalem on a cart pulled by oxen.  A mistake, no matter how new the cart or how excellent the cows.  David should have known the instructions to the priests in Numbers 7 where carts and oxen were given to the Gershonites and Merarites to do their work in carrying the tabernacle, but to the Kohathites who were called to carry the Ark etc, no cart or oxen were given “because they were to carry on their shoulders the holy things, for which they were responsible”.
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The Ark, the Promise and Presence of God, was designed to be carried on peoples’ shoulders.  
In carrying the Ark on a community of shoulders through the Jordan into the Promised land, a prophetic declaration was being made that the promise would be realised through people’s lives in community.
We see the reality in Jesus, “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us”. Jesus came to invite and bring us into His community, the Trinity.  The ultimate Promise was carried on a Man’s shoulders in Community.
Paul’s heart cry in the epistles seems to be that the church would know what it is to live in community.  For instance in Colossians 3:
There is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, and is in all. Therefore, as God's chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity.

Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were called to peace.





Really living

What if the church really began to live like this, letting the peace of Christ rule in our hearts? What if we really began to demonstrate another way of living, which we call Kingdom; the presence of the King?  We have seen that the Presence of God, is carried in ordinary lives, where forgiveness and grace are lived. Community! 

Relationships and the need to work at them, is not a diversion, or bother, to the real task of preaching the gospel, whatever that may mean, but is actually one of the main aspects to a healthy church community bringing the Kingdom in a healthy way to their community.  We cannot bring the good news of the Divine Community and the invitation made through Christ to be part of it, until we ourselves are seeking to be in community.
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Top Gear,
Have you noticed that popular car programmes, no longer deals with the oily bits of a car, the technical specifications etc.  These are essential, but understanding is not needed to drive and enjoy!  Instead they concentrate on the performance, styling, the fun; what it does! For years, have we been caught up in the technical aspects of our salvation?  Explaining in great detail about justification etc, getting into mind bending details about why it works, and arguments about what is best, but forgetting to enjoy the ride, being “wowed” by the shear beauty, and exhilaration of driving!
What would happen if we got this incredible gift of God out of the garage and just drove it around the streets of our town, enjoying it, letting people see it, turning heads, and drawing longing looks? 
What I mean is actually living it!  That means community.

The Promise and Presence is brought in to our communities, not through programmes, or structures, but in peoples lives living in community.  I don’t know about you, but I am tired of trying yet another model sold by zealous religious salesmen.  It’s time we finally turned our backs on the latest “sexy” cart, with go faster stripes and alloys, and settled down to living incarnational lives, carrying the promise and presence of God in our lives into our communities.

1 From Answering God, by Eugene Peterson.
