
     With Christ, in community     
      Eph 4:1-6 
          August 9, 2015 
  

 When I was a teacher in a Bible School in Manitoba, I often would hear students 
say, "I believe in Jesus, and I want to be baptized, but I don't want to join the church.  
What does faith and baptism have to do with being a member of a church?" 
 For the Apostle Paul, such a question would not make sense. For him, there is no 
such thing as a heroic, stand-alone disciple of Jesus without a community disciples. In our 
text today, Paul assumes that one's personal faith is nurtured, sustained and expressed 
within a community of people who are committed to "maintaining the unity of the Spirit in 
the bond of peace."    
 Several stories from the Mennonite World Conference Assembly two weeks ago 
illustrated the importance this kind of church support for one's personal faith.  Some of 
the stories were hopeful, showing the strength that unity brings in following Jesus.  Some 
were painful, showing what can happen to persons when unity is broken.  I would like to 
briefly share three of these stories with you.   
 The first story was told by Caesar, from Colombia.  Caesar was 17 years old when 
the captain of the army called him forward.  The captain asked, 'What would you do if our 
batallion was attacked this evening?  What would you do if somebody came and shot at 
us?  Caesar answered him, 'I would pray.'  The captain then brought out a metal stick 
with a long handle and a flat rounded end.  It was a stick used to beating on metal 
musical instruments to make sound.  But when Caesar answered his question, the 
captain took the stick and beat him on the head.   
 The captain asked him another question:  'What would you do if somebody 
attacks and hits you?'  Caesar said, 'I would not defend myself.'  At which point the 
captain took the stick and hit him again.  Caesar began to cry because it was very 
painful.   
 Then the captain asked a third question:  'Why do you want to be a Christian?  
Don't you want to defend your country?'  Caesar said, 'I follow Christ because I found life 
in him.'" 
 If that were the end of Caesar's story, we could say, wow, what hero, what 
muscular Christianity Caesar showed by standing there, taking those blows, witnessing to 
Jesus amidst suffering. 
 But the truth was that Caesar was not a muscular faith hero. He continued his 
story. "Why was I answering in this way?  I was only 17 and I was really losing my faith.  
I was in the process of leaving the church.  I didn't have Anabaptist convictions, and 
military service was obligatory.  And my Christian convictions were not strong enough to 
object to service and risk going to prison."  And then Caesar gave the reason why he 
could nevertheless be strong under pressure.  "At that time at my side were four other 
young men who were Christians and soldiers.  They were not Mennonites, not 
Anabaptists, but when the captain asked them the same questions they responded that 
they would only obey Jesus.  They said that they were not willing to kill in order to defend 
themselves.  At the same time that I was being questioned, some of these friends of 
mine were on the floor in pain. And," Caesar concluded, "that's why I could respond in the 
way in which I responded.  Because I had found a new community in this place.  I had 



four friends who were willing to journey.  Four friends with whom I could say, 'Let's walk 
together with God.'"  That little community of four other believers gave Caesar strength 
when he own faith was weak. 
 The second story comes from Remilyn, a young woman of 20 or so from 
Philippines.  Her story about the importance of the faith community is different.  "I want 
to tell you about a girl named Lenlen," Remilyn began.  "Lenlen's parents met each other 
at a Bible school begun in the 1970s by a group of Mennonite missionaries.  In fact, there 
were two groups of Mennonite missionaries with differing beliefs and practices that were 
working and planting churches. One group, the group that had the Bible school, was 
known as liberal, because their women wore modern clothes and they sang 
contemporary songs.  The other conservative group led the plain lifestyle, with cape 
dresses and coverings as in NA and sang hymns."   
 "When she was 2," Remilyn continued,  "Lenlen's parents and extended family 
decided to join the conservative group.  Growing up, Lenlen thought it was most perfect 
church, only one that obeyed exactly what the Bible taught.  However, something terrible 
happened that changed her idea.  Lenlen's grandparents, uncles, and cousins left the 
church due to irreconcilable differences.  It was a huge and bitter exodus that turned 
Lenlen's world upside down.  She had eavesdropped on adults talking about others in 
the church, and was bewildered by why they were so mad and upset at other church 
people, especially the white missionaries.  A few more years passed, and then Lenlen's 
own immediate family decided to leave the conservative Mennonite church.  One reason 
was that in a few more years, Lenlen would go to college and the conservative 
Mennonites would not allow that." 
 "Leaving brutally severed Lenlen's relationship with her closest friends," Remilyn 
continued.  "She wasn't allowed to attend church camps anymore, due to an order from 
church leaders, which made it even more painful.  The reason for this, which she could 
not understand, was that she might influence others to leave the church also.  Lenlen 
was confused because the same leaders said they wanted her family back, but they were 
not allowing her to have fellowship with her friends." 
 Remilyn went on:  "When her family left the church, Lenlen's world disappeared 
and she found herself floating in a bubble.  That bubble continued into the new church 
and school in which she found herself transplanted.  Lenlen was weak, confused, 
withdrawn.  It was the darkest, saddest, most heartbreaking period of her life, it felt like 
the valley of the shadow of death.  But by God's grace, within several years, her parents 
returned to the liberal Mennonites.they had been part of before. Slowly Lenlen began to 
embrace and love her new church and made new friends.  But it took her 6 years to be 
finally happy in the church again.  Sadly," said Remilyn, "the case is not the same with 
some of her other family and friends who left the church.  Today some are churchless, 
and have no desire to join a church again."   
 Remilyn paused to give three reasons for church conflict.  First, she said, divisive 
conflict happens when the church gets infected with the selfie culture around us.  
Remember selfies---symbol of our culture.  I am the center, only what's in it for me.  
Second, Remilyn said, divisive conflict happens when the church loses its grip on the 
foundation on which it is built, which is Jesus.  Third, divisive conflict happens when the 
church gets distracted from fighting the real spiritual battle with the powers and 
principalities around us, and turns in on itself, misplacing the real enemy. 



 Remilyn then concluded her story with an appeal to all, but especially young 
people, who are turned off by church conflict and are tempted to become a church hater. 
 "I want you to know that God's love is persistent, nurturing and pursuing," she said.  
"Abide in God's love, surrender to him, and never lose sight of the gospel of Jesus Christ, 
let us bask in the victory of his glorious resurrection.  Our leaders are only human beings, 
they need our prayers, and also perhaps our forgiveness."   
 And then, as she closed, Remilyn delivered her punch line.  "You see my friends, 
I was a casualty of church conflict and separation.  I was that girl, my nickname was 
Lenlen." 
 Remilyn's text for her meditation was our text from Ephesians, about showing 
humiity, gentleness, patience, forbearance toward each other, "making every effort to 
maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace."  These virtues are lubricants for the 
walk of faith.  Just as wheels of our cars and tractors will sooner or later seize up without 
proper lubrication, so also will the  body of Christ seize up without care to practice the 
community-building virtues which lubricate it's walk after Jesus. 
 The third story was told by Adi, a church leader from Indonesia.  Indonesia is the 
largest Muslim country in the world, 150 million Muslims.  Christians are a small minority 
in that nation, about      %, and Mennonites are smaller yet, making up about    % of 
the Christian population.  In Indonesia, Chrisitans at times come under persecution.  
One day the Mennonites of Adi's town came to church and found their building locked up.  
The city authorities had decided the Christians should not be worshipping there anymore.  
So the members just worshiped outside their church building.  Next Sunday they came 
back and worshiped outside in the parking lot.  Third Sunday same thing.  They did that 
for six months.  Adi said, "We did that hot and cold, rain and shine, we just kept coming 
back and worshiped outside our building. After about 5 months the neighbors said, 'Why 
are these people standing out in the rain?  They have a building there?  What's that 
about?'  So the Muslim neighbors went to the city authorities.and said, 'Why are these 
Christiains worshiping out in the rain, they have their own building?'  And the Muslims 
appealed for the Christians to be back in their space."  Adi continued: "The city officials 
relented, the Mennonties went back into their building, and,"Adi said with a chuckle, "the 
whole neighborhood found out who we are.  It's the best thing that ever happened to us.  
They saw how we Christians conduct ourselves."   
 Practicing the virtues that lubricate community, and working to maintain the unity of 
the Spirit in the bond of peace, under pressure, not only strengthens one's faith 
individually. It also gives a powerful witness to the world that a new Kingdom is breaking 
in. 
 One the speakers at Mennonite World Conference assembly quoted an African 
proverb.  It is this: "If you want to walk fast, walk alone.  I you want to walk far, walk 
together."  That's a proverb with which I am sure the Apostle Paul, and Jesus himself, 
would agree. 
 


