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They laid their hands on them and sent them off. This is telling. Notice, they didn’t form a
committee to better manage the internal workings of the Church. They didn’t develop carefully
defined rules and procedures for how to be the Church. They didn’t put in place tight controls
and guidelines for what does and does not constitute proper Church. They didn’t appoint
officers, or develop a meeting agenda, or a plan for how they were going to get more people in
the doors. They didn’t develop a long-range plan, weigh all the costs and benefits, or establish a
budget. The early Church, the first embodied expression of the Christian faith, gathered for
worship, fasting, and prayer, and then to fulfill the mission of the gospel, laid hands on servants
from among their ranks, blessed them, and sent them out to continue the work of loving the
world and proclaiming the good news of repentance for the forgiveness of sins in the name of
Jesus Christ.

After worshipping and fasting and praying they laid hands on Saul (Paul) and Barnabas and sent
them out. It was that simple, that basic, and those acts, undertaken in the name of Jesus, of
worship, fasting, prayer and sending, turned the world upside down. It was in Antioch that the
followers of Jesus were first called “Christians”. Jerusalem has the apostles. Jerusalem was the
power, decision-making center of the Church. In Jerusalem, many of the first Christians were of
course Jewish, among the circumcised. Like all the first disciples, the church in Jerusalem was
comprised of members who were heirs to the covenant promises made to Israel. So, many of
these Jewish Christians continued to follow the traditions and practices that made Israel a
distinct and holy people. Antioch, on the other hand, has the prophets and teachers, people like
Paul and Barnabas. Antioch is in Syria and it appears that Christians ended up there, in part,
fleeing persecution which had already resulted in the death of Stephen.

At Antioch, we see a subtle but important shift occurring in the mission of the Church which will
have profound consequences on the direction of the Church’s mission. Laura spoke last week
about Peter’s role in the conversion of a Roman officer, a gentile no less. Remember Peter’s
report, “...as I began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell upon them just as it had upon us....And I
remembered the word of the Lord, how he had said, ‘John baptized with water, but you will be
baptized with the Holy Spirit.” And so if God gave them the same gift that God gave us when we
believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could hinder God?” And when they heard
this, they were silenced. And they praised God, saying, “Then God has given even to the Gentiles
the repentance that leads to life.” (Acts 11:15-18) The scandal of that is perhaps hard for us to
imagine because we’ve never known a church in which we Gentiles, we outsiders, have not been
welcome. But that is our story; that was once the case. And so, word of that success among the



Gentiles moves the leaders in Jerusalem to send Barnabas to Antioch who in turn fetches Paul
from Tarsus to join him. And thus begins the mission to the Gentiles. So, Antioch becomes a
center of that mission, of the Church reaching out to people like you and me who once were
considered unclean and beyond the promises of God. As Pastor Luke likes to say, if Jerusalem
was the mother church then Antioch was a fresh expression of church, extending the radical
hospitality of God to people who were once far off, once not welcome. And now to further that
mission, after worshipping, and fasting, and praying they laid hands on Paul and Barnabas and
sent them out.

The Church has from the beginning been in the sending business. Actually, it has been from the
beginning in the gathering and the sending business. There is this important rhythm to our life
that we need to keep in balance if we are going to be faithful to Christ’s call on our lives.

As Barnabas and Paul and the earliest Christians knew, and as Acts makes clear, being the church
has very little to do with a building. The early Christians knew, we don’t go to Church, we are
the Church. And being the church means that not only are we a people gathered by the power of
the Holy Spirit, we are also a people who are sent in mission by the power of the same Holy Spirit
who gathers us. Jesus rarely stayed in one place very long. He was always moving, going out to
where the people were. He was not confined to the synagogues or the Temple, he was out in the
streets, and the fields, by the sea, sent by the Father to teach, and feed, and heal, and redeem what
was lost. In Antioch, the early Christians knew that to be the church of Jesus meant that they too
had to be willing to go, to be sent out, to carry the good news to anyone, anywhere who would
listen. They understood that their primary task wasn’t to try and talk others into joining them
inside a building but to go out, to meet people where they are, to share life with people, and in
those places, in homes, and villages, and shops, and street corners, to offer the love and welcome
of Christ.

As I said, there is an important rhythm to our life together. It has been the rhythm of the church
from the very beginning. For almost 2000 years now, the church has been gathered by the Spirit,
we are in a sense “re-membered” each week, the members of the body come together for worship,
to be reminded of who we are, to hear again God’s call on our lives, to remember our baptism in
which we are commissioned for ministry, to share a meal, to pray together, to love one another,
and to worship. This gathering is the center, the heart, the engine of our life together. Being the
gathered body of Christ is central to who we are. But it is not the fullness of who we are and
unfortunately too many Christians have come to believe that this gathering is all there is to being
the church. That all we have to do is show up on a Sunday morning, be counted present, and
then get back to our lives. Ilove the Garrison Keillor story. After attending worship with a
friend who is Pentecostal or some other tradition where worship is very vibrant, Keillor’s friend
asked him what he thought about the experience. And Keillor says, “Well, you all move around a



lot.” To which his friend replies, “Don’t you do that in worship?” “Well no, not at all,” Keillor
replied, “We sit very still in our pews. It makes it easier for God to take attendance.”

Yes, the Spirit gathers us for worship, for fasting, and for prayer. But the witness of Paul and
Barnabas reminds us, just as we are gathered by the Spirit, so too, we are then sent out by the
Spirit, back into the world, to live as Christ’s body, to be the church in and for the world. This is
not an either-or proposition, and we can’t fully be who Christ is calling us to be unless we are
willing to be both gathered and sent in the name of Jesus. Gather and send, come and go, the
inward life and the outward life, prayer and mission, worship and service, works of piety and
works mercy, pray and serve. It’s a beautiful rhythm, all of life an act of praise, that when lived
out will change the world.

Early in his ministry John Wesley was adamant that the gathering of God’s people must take
place in a properly consecrated sanctuary. He was a good Anglican and for a good Anglican of
his day church happened inside the four walls of the building. But he had this call, this
overwhelming sense, this burden that there were in the coal mines, and poor villages, and fields
of England, hurting, lost people who needed to hear the story of God’s love, who needed to know
that they too could be forgiven and reconciled to God, that they mattered to God, that God heard
their prayers, and was concerned with their suffering and their flourishing. They weren’t coming
to the building and so he had friends who were urging him to go out into the fields, and the
towns, and the villages and preach the word of God there. And finally, he was compelled and on
April 2, 1739 Wesley says, “...at 4:00pm in the afternoon, I submitted to be more vile and
proclaimed in the highways the good news of salvation, speaking from a little hill in a field
adjoining the city.” And lives were changed, relationships healed, burdens lifted, hearts opened,
minds enlightened, communities transformed all because a proper English gentleman was willing
to give himself to the sacred rhythm of gathering and sending in the name of Jesus. They
worshipped, and prayed and laid hands on them and sent them out, out to where the people are,
and where Jesus is already at work.

The vision that orders our life together here at Boone UMC is an Acts kind of vision. We say
that we are called by God to love our community, not just to love the people we know inside
these walls we do that too, but we are gathered by God and sent out to join Jesus in loving this
community and while doing that to invite others to discover for themselves abundant life in
Christ.

To that end, everyone here is a minister of the gospel. Jeff, Laura, Patti, Vern, Ben, Luke and I,
we are your pastors but we are all together ministers, missionaries of the gospel. Our common
ministry is rooted in and grows out of our baptism which is like our commissioning for ministry
where God claims us, and pours out God’s Spirit upon us that we might have the gifts we need to



live faithful lives, and then from the waters God sends us out to offer the love and welcome of
Christ to everyone we meet, to tell other hungry people where to find the bread of life.

This means that there is a word I'd like us to remove from our vocabulary in the Church
altogether. That word is volunteer. Schools have volunteers, agencies and service clubs have
volunteers, fire departments and hospitals have volunteers. Volunteers are great; we all should
volunteer to do things to make our community a better place. The Church, however, does not
have volunteers. The Church has gifted servants. Now we may be being faithful servants or
unfaithful servants. But we’re not volunteers because that somehow implies we have the option
to use our gifts in service to others or not. Serving, being sent out in mission is not optional in
the Church. Itis a part of a life of faithful discipleship.

Missio, the word from which we get words like mission and missionary, means sent or sending.
And so, a missionary is one who is sent out on behalf of the church to continue the mission of
Jesus which is “...to bring good news to the poor, to proclaim release to the captives and recovery
of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, and to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”
(Luke 4:18-19) We are gathered and sent to that end. And we need that balance. A church that
only gathers becomes ingrown, self-centered, turned in upon itself. A church that only sends,
becomes anemic, lacks power and depth, and will soon burn out. We need both, our Lord
practiced both, which is why I think Acts tells us, they worshipped, fasted and prayed and then
laid hands on them and sent them out.

So, I wonder today, if there is a part of this rhythm you’ve neglected or even over-emphasized in
our own life? Is life maybe a bit out of balance - too much gathering or not enough sending?
One of my callings as your pastor is to help you and to help us find that balance, that healthy
rhythm to life, and to experience the joy of a life caught up in that rhythm. We all have different
gifts and we all will live this out in different ways but there is no greater joy and no higher calling
than to be gathered and sent in the name of Jesus.

You are missionaries of the good news of God’s love, and the mission field isn’t halfway round
the world, we need to go there too. But it’s also right at our door. As Alan Hirsch reminds us,
“It’s not so much that the church has a mission, it’s that the mission of God to heal and save the
world has a church.” And participating in that mission is not optional for those who follow
Christ. We are gathered and sent for that purpose. The Church, you and me, we are God’s
mission to save the world. We know the story, the Truth, that God so loved this world that God
gave, that love was poured out on the cross, and love continues to be poured out in and through
us for the life of the world. There are a lot of hurting, hungry, lonely, desperate, broken people
who need a Church that gathers and sends, that worships and serves, because every single one



matters to God. So, let’s go. There’s holy work to be done. Amen.



