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Our image of God creates us.  —Richard Rohr 

 

Ancient Witness:  Acts 2:42-47a 

 

Today I want to start by asking, “What does it mean to be a ‘Christian’?”   

 

For me, it’s not about belief.  First, that’s way too easy.  Anybody can claim that they believe 

things.  Second, faith is not about what we think; it’s not about agreeing or disagreeing with any-

thing.  Rather, it’s about an experience in which we trust.  Christianity is about what you do to 

open yourself to that experience, to become aware of it. 

 

Christianity is a method, a training program, a regimen, a path to follow in order to experience 

God as Jesus experienced God, in order to deepen one’s spiritual awareness.  Saying you’re a 

Christian because you believe in Jesus is like saying you’re a baseball player because you be-

lieve in baseball.  It’s all about whether you actually practice and play the game! 

 

Being a Christian isn’t about achieving some status or “arriving”; it’s about being on a very in-

tention path; it’s about engaging in certain practices.  So what are these practices?  What are 

these essential markers? 

 

First, we need to say, Christianity it a team sport.  Rachel Held Evans, a wonderful Christian 

voice and writer tragically died at 37 this week.  She was known for her humor and candor.  In 

her book, Searching for Sunday, she said, 

 

Like it or not, following Jesus is a group activity, something we’re supposed to do to-

gether… 

 

Try as I may, I can’t be a Christian on my own.  I need community.  I need church. 

 

Like it or not! 

 

I have been blessed to have had some very powerful mentors in my life.  One of them was my 

former pastor at Westminster Presbyterian Church in Grand Rapids, Michigan.  Jack Stewart had 

a great mind and was a gifted preacher.  When I was in high school, I would look forward to go-

ing to church and hearing his sermons.  He was very generous with his time and helped shepherd 

me when I was “under care” during college and seminary.  It didn’t surprise me when he later 

became Professor of Ministry and Evangelism at Princeton Theological Seminary. 

 

Recently, I read his book published in 2015, Envisioning the Congregation, Practicing the Gos-

pel.  I found it to be very solid and helpful.  It took awhile, as seminaries and publishers do not 
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give out personal information, but I eventually tracked him down.  He’s now 85 and facing 

health challenges, but is doing well, living on the same street on which I lived growing up!  I told 

him how much I liked his book and how grateful I was for our relationship in my younger years.   

 

He wrote the book as a guide for pastors and lay leaders, and its basic premise is that the gospel 

requires Christian congregations to develop particular, biblically-mandated, time-honored prac-

tices.  The five essential faithful practices for Christian congregations are belonging, discipling, 

witnessing, serving and worshiping.   

 

• Koinonia, or belonging (sharing)                                                                                                                       

Stewart says this term us usually translated as “fellowship.”  Its core value is belongingness. 

Koinonia is being present to the other, not simply being content with one’s circle of friends, 

but truly open to others.  It means sharing—not just sharing pleasantries—but sharing with a 

purpose.  You know who is really good at koinonia?  Twelve step programs.  There is some 

deep, vulnerable, honest sharing in order to transform their lives and to rely on a Higher 

Power. 

 

• Mathetes, or discipling (study)                                                                                                                       

Stewart writes, “‘Apprentice’ is a useful synonym.  Disciples in the New Testament are life-

long learners, engaged in lifelong faith formation.  Mathetes implies that Christian congrega-

tions are meant to be disciple producers.  They are not voluntary organizations content with 

endorsing designer faiths and merely accommodating cravings for socializing.”   

 

• Martyria, or witnessing                                                                                                                       

Stewart says, “This term, martyria, means ‘witness’ or ‘advocate.’  Our English word “mar-

tyr” derives from it.  Christian martyria, or testimony, is usually addressed to those outside the 

community of faith.”  

 

• Diakonia, or serving                                                                                                                           
Stewart writes “This term translates into English as ‘service’ or ‘ministry.’  We derive the 

word ‘deacon’ from it.  Diakonia emphasizes those responsibilities expected of Christian com-

munities who are called to serve those who are abandoned, hopeless, powerless and hungry… 

[and] center a congregation’s ministries around acts of compassion and concerted efforts at 

justice-seeking.” 

 

• Leitourgia, or worshiping                                                                                                                     

Stewart says, “We get the word, ‘liturgy’ from this New Testament word, which in turn is de-

rived from the Greek term for ‘work’ or ‘service.’  ‘Liturgy’ is the ‘work of the people’—

hence, we hold ‘worship services.’  Authentic worship, centered in Word, sacraments and 

prayer, is vastly different from the mere entertainment sometimes found in religious circles.  

The faithful practices of leitourgia in congregations are expected to take place in three venues:  

the gathered community, families and individuals.” 

 

These five faithful practices, writes Dr. Stewart, are “essential markers” that “identify and define 

a congregation’s vocation.  But note well,” he continues, these “are expected of every Christian 

disciple, young and old, educated or untutored, talented or halting.” 
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So how are we doing?  As a congregation?  In general, I’d say that this church as a whole is 

pretty strong on the outward things such as serving and witnessing.  And we might need to work 

on the inward practices of worship, prayer, study. 

 

Now individually, we’re all different.  And every person needs to evaluate themselves about 

these essential practices.  But for the congregation as a whole, that is my take. 

 

Look, as a congregation, it’s important to have external goals.  But perhaps more importantly we 

need inner goals such as the quality of our spiritual practices.  Yes, we need to grow in numbers, 

absolutely!  But even more urgently was also need to grow in our awareness of God.  Depth is 

always more important than breadth. 

 

For when we grow our roots deep, 

then we are like that tree planted by the water, 

and we will not be moved, 

we will be solid and resilient, steadfast and strong. 

 
 


