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Living into the Gospel 
Acts 4:32-37 

 
 It was on this Sunday—the first one following Easter in 1990—when a 
church member sitting down just before worship noticed the smell of 

something burning in the church sanctuary and then looked up and noticed 
smoke wafting out from behind the eaves.  She immediately stood up and 

yelled “fire!”  
Within the next few minutes of chaos, the 350 or so attendees were 

safely ushered out through multiple exits and into the adjacent parking lots, 

only to watch in horror as firemen broke through the roof and flames shot 
30 feet up into the morning sky.  Within an hour, the sanctuary of Greece 

Baptist Church in Rochester, New York, was completely gutted, charred, 
and drenched with water, leaving an ungodly mess and a sense of 

bewilderment in me and my colleague, Charles Christiansen.  That day 
began a 20-month exile the congregation experienced outside of our 
normal worship space which would disorient us, challenge us, demand 

much from us, yet transform and inspire us to be a church that we may not 
have been without this devastating loss. 

Not all was blood, sweat, and tears.  Eight months later for our staff 
Christmas party, I captured our memory and ongoing experience with the 
equally ungodly parody, “Church is Roasting in an Open Fire.” 

Church is roasting in an open fire, 
Black smoke pungent to the nose; 
Panicked fright being shown by the choir, 
And all those dressed in Sunday clothes. 
Everybody knows some turkey left a burner on, 
Or didn’t snuff his cigarette; 
Charles and Paul with their eyes all aglow, 
Felt horror, then their pantlegs wet. 
 
They know that Satan’s on his way; 
There’s months rebuilding, with dissension and delay; 
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And every member must get in the fray, 
Or even worse, they’ll see the mess and stay away. 
And so, we offer all this sage advice 
To those who value church renewal: 
To be set on fire for the Lord sure is nice, 
But use the Spirit as fuel! 
 

Needless to say, the horror of the fire had worn off and the challenge of 
rebuilding was in full scale (which, of course, needed a little levity to survive 

it).  It’s not an unfamiliar experience with what Noank Baptist went 
through in the early 1960s following the 1959 Christmas Eve fire here. 
 As you might imagine, that was a great learning experience, beneficial 

in many ways.  For one thing, less than a decade later, I had a similar 
catastrophe in my next pastorate in Suffield, where the roof collapsed on 

this historic building, destroying the sanctuary.  We didn’t return to it for 
two years.  But those two years were transformative in terms of how we 
came together as a congregation—something no one in Suffield will forget.   

I admit the search committee here in Noank, after reviewing my 
resume, did ask me if I carried an insurance rider when they interviewed 

me for the interim role in March 2004, following the departure of Susan 
Lockwood.  However, apparently the fear of being without a pastor was far 

greater than the potential risk of hiring me, though it should be noted my 
first day on the job happened to be April Fools’ Day, which seemed 
appropriate for all parties concerned. 

 Through experiences like these, I’ve learned much about the nature of 
churches and the meaning of our life together.  I’ve gained firsthand 

knowledge and appreciation for how invested the average church is in 
having their dedicated worship space.    Across the landscape of our country 

alone, it’s hard to overlook the enormous and costly buildings that house 
congregations which are dwindling in size year by year.   



3	
	

Certainly, churches should be critiqued for spending more than they 
should or can readily afford on physical property.  Though we’re not 

extravagant here, we still spend a fair amount of our annual budget on 
property maintenance and repair.  This may be good stewardship, given 

that it is wise to keep property up and in good shape, but we might ask: 
could we be Noank Baptist Church without our sanctuary?  Is not this 

meetinghouse as much a symbol to us of our faith as is the spoken word?  
What would we be like if we no longer worshipped here?  Would some of us 
stop attending if the décor wasn’t aesthetically pleasing or appropriate?  

What would it feel like without the cross, or baptistery, or pulpit?  It begs a 
larger question.  Do Christians lose their identity and reason for being 

without the visible manifestations and symbols of our religious faith?  What 
is Christianity without pulpit and pews? 

I’m being a bit facetious, of course, but it is a fair question to ask: is 

all this essential to living into the gospel, as we understand it?  Is this what 
Christianity is about, i.e., organized religiosity?  More to the point, how 

much does this reflect the early church?  Two thousand years ago, once the 
disciples left the upper room, what became “sacred space” for them and the 

primitive church?  What was the nature of their life together in the first 
generation of Christianity?  This is not a matter of minor concern, since, 
with all the challenges of being a church in our present times, the focus 

doesn’t have to be, what might we be losing but, instead, what have we 
missed all along?  

I raise this point because I believe the early church viewed itself quite 
differently than what we’ve inherited as Christian tradition.  In a word, the 

earliest Christian churches were more about relationships and community, 
than dedicated sanctuaries for worship and ceremony.  Property of any type 
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or size had little to do with it, except, ironically, as a possession to sell.  It 
would require a major paradigm shift—a spiritual conversion even—for 

most Christians today to grasp, let alone live into, the gospel with the same 
outlook and spirit of the earliest followers of Christ.   

Why?  Because we are largely bound by tradition and a dogged 
perception that “church” means a physical structure where religious 

practices occur.  Two thousand years ago, the first generation of believers 
had none of this; they were largely homeless churches, meaning they had 
no distinct or special place to gather.  Instead, “churches” (Greek word, 

ekklesia, meaning “assembly” or “gathering”) were small communities of 
believers who mainly met in private homes for a meal, at which time they 

would likely reflect upon some saying or teaching of Jesus or the Apostles, 
share life concerns and their resources as their act of gratitude and 
worship—remembering Jesus in the breaking of bread and sharing the cup.  

Their sole purpose was to embody and experience the messianic age—that 
their gathering, wherever it took place, was where they lived into the 

teachings and mission of the gospel—that the good news of salvation in 
Jesus was a way to restore paradise that was lost and to know firsthand the 

richness of human relations envisioned from the Creation.   
As Rita Nakashima Brock portrays this in her book, Saving Paradise: 
In the cross-cultural brew that produced early Christianity, the assurance of 
paradise was an inebriating grace, a life-giving recipe drawn from many ancient 
sources.  This assurance of salvation fueled Christian resistance to Roman 
oppression and sustained love for the world, despite its many difficulties.  When 
Christians gathered to share of the bread of heaven, partaking in the Eucharist 
feast, they entered the most concentrated form of paradise on earth, where living 
and dead communed with the risen Christ, and the banquet of abundance was 
spread for all.  From feasting in paradise, they took strength to embody ethical 
grace in the world—the world that God so generously loved…While…future-
oriented themes are present among early Christian ideas, they did not delay 
salvation until after death or in an indefinite future time.  They pictured salvation 
as the landscape of paradise, an environment full of life that was entered here and 
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now through the church…Salvation in paradise was an experience and a place, as 
well as work yet to be completed.  The early church understood that paradise 
encompassed many dimensions—material and spiritual, awaited and 
fulfilled…Through such wisdom, Christians sought to live joyfully and enact 
justice, nonviolence, and love. 1 
 

Living into the gospel message of Jesus meant, first and foremost, to 
restore a sense of paradise by living in right and just relationships with 

others—that their faith expression was almost entirely ethical and 
relational, reflected in how they treated each other interpersonally, in 

community, and in their daily life in the greater world.   
 This is why the portrait of the first-generation church in our text for 
today may seem radically utopian and idealistic relative to our notion of 

church life: 
The community of believers was of one mind and one heart.  None of them 
claimed anything as their own; rather, everything was held in common…nor was 
anyone needy among them, for those who owned property or houses would sell 
them and give the money to the apostles.  It was then distributed to any members 
who might be in need. 
 

What they were doing was following Jesus’s way—of being the church—of 

living into the gospel.  It was taking care of each other and overcoming the 
gaps between haves and have-nots.   

What’s notable is that the principal expression of their faith was not 

conducted in a sanctuary, nor was it even related to our conventional 
means of praising and glorifying Christ; it was solely focused in their life 

together and how they treated one another—likely a reflection of what the 
apostles had already experienced when they were with Jesus.  Doing so was 
living into one’s salvation—of experiencing the messianic age where 

relationships and human community were restored to their intended state, 
free of sin and harm. 

																																																													
1	Rita	Nakashima	Brock	&	Rebecca	Ann	Parker,	Saving	Paradise,	Beacon	Press,	2008,	pp.	55,	88.	
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Obviously, this sounds a world away from your average church.  The 
modern impression of this early church life was that either Luke was being 

rapturously idealistic or that it smacks of communism or cults.  That’s an 
unfair critique, and one that works to our detriment.   

For one thing, we’ve never really lived into that ideal, especially to 
practice it fully.  Organized religion has made Christianity into little more 

than “organized religion”.  We’re left to follow tradition as we inherit it and 
call it “church”.  Furthermore, experiencing paradise in this way appears 
impossible because, by and large, we are afraid of intimacy and 

accountability and unparalleled trust that the gospel life demands of us.  
We might experience this kind of love to a certain degree within a 

household or among close friends, but rarely outside of such.  Finally, most 
are not eager to sacrifice the idols of personal security for others 
(possessions, property, privacy), even if it’s for the sake of restoring 

paradise.   
We’re not alone.  The rich, young ruler was a case study for Jesus of 

someone who wanted to get it, but couldn’t (Luke 18:22ff), because he was 
asked to sell everything he had and give it to the poor (failing to realize, all 

that would do is make him a part of the community that took care of each 
other’s needs).  Almost within a generation or two, Christian churches 
abandoned this practice and took on a tone of being mainly about glorifying 

Christ in worship than reflecting paradise in community.  This has been the 
case for most of Christian history, particularly in Western culture.  Frankly, 

as impossible as this may seem to us, as much as it requires a paradigm 
shift, the gospel life is not so foreign or demanding to those who live in 

more communal settings.   
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When I’ve been among the indigenous Maya of southern Mexico, 
communal life is normal for the sake of survival and common welfare.  

When you live so close to the earth and among one another, to live into the 
gospel is more realistic.  It’s not unusual to have a person in need or to 

share in their suffering, intimately and profoundly.  It’s a daily occurrence.  
Their common meal is the center of life, because the need for daily bread 

(or tortillas) is the center of life for those who are poor.  There’s a lesson in 
that for us.  Those who have not will live generously with what they share in 
common with others; they know they’ll be taken care of when each one’s 

needs are addressed.  They also don’t fall into the scarcity mindset that 
those who rely on their personal fortune often do—believing we have to 

hoard resources for our survival and security.  They already know that what 
they possess is a shared commodity, because they, in turn, benefit from 
someone else meeting their need.  It’s an economy of right relations, based 

on the welfare of each person over and above the acquisition of personal 
wealth.  To live like the early church in Mayan villages is not utopian or 

impossible, it’s simply what they experience in their normal, everyday life. 
What does this tell us?  That those who are poorer are more able to 

live into the authentic spirit of the gospel than we who are more materially 
blessed?  That those who live more communally are far more comfortable 
with the interdependent nature of paradise than we who live in chosen 

autonomy and isolation from others?  Yes, I believe this is precisely what it 
tells us.  Too many of us miss experiencing a glimpse of paradise more than 

we realize, even though we are invited to their table to share in it.  The story 
of the rich, young ruler is representative of many Christians in affluent 

America.  



8	
	

That said, it might be wise to grow comfortable with this, since it is 
the standard of paradise—to live in right relations where no one is in want 

and no one oppresses another.  The early church reflected this in their 
common meal and life together—thus, they lived into the gospel’s intent.  

Yes, we do experience a literal taste of it when we have potluck meals (even 
chili cook-offs) and when we symbolize it at communion. Authentic, 

generous love shared between people keeps the gospel alive in our world 
and in our life together. 

Looking back, we were blessed at both Greece Baptist and Second 

Baptist, Suffield, because we had a glimpse of this when we no longer had a 
dedicated space for worship.  Everything changed.  No one had their private 

pews or special place to sit.  No one wore robes or were deemed more 
important than anyone else.  Most everyone stepped up to help out to set up 
for times of worship and to reset for other activities in our multi-use halls—

often the meals we shared together.  In the process, members interacted 
more, became introduced to people they hadn’t previously noticed, and 

developed remarkable friendships, treating one another more charitably 
and generously than before, despite the stresses of loss and expense.  

Routinely, people devoted more of their time and energy and resources for 
this renewed community of faith.   

Such was like finding a hint of paradise, as we learned to be the 

church living into the gospel, which became the divine mercy and spiritual 
blessing our lives desperately needed and our souls longed for even more.  

      The Rev. Dr. Paul C. Hayes 
      Noank Baptist Church, Noank CT 
      8 April 2018 
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