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Now it is bound to make you nervous when a new general presbyter comes to preach 
with that text in hand. (Acts 4:32-37) “They sold everything they owned …and laid it at 
the apostles’ feet.”  It makes you want to hide your checkbook, doesn’t? Or slip your 
debit card into your sock, so when the ushers come by after the sermon you can hold up 
your wallet or purse and just shrug your shoulders, as if to say, “I’ve got nothing here 
for you.” Can’t you hear the church treasurer thinking, “Quick, hide the financial 
records!  I’m not sure what the general presbyter has in mind!” 
 
Actually, my interest in the text is not in the money. It’s in everything else the text says 
about the church. The story answers the question, “What does a Resurrected Lord Jesus 
Church look like? What happens to a community of believers when the Holy Spirit is 
unleashed and people’s lives are changed? I am drawn to the text because it reminds me 
why we do what we do.  
 
When you become a general presbyter, once you make the pivot from congregational 
ministry to what mid-council ministry, I’ll tell that your perspective changes quickly.  
For thirty-three years the primary focus of my ministry has been the local church. But as 
of May 1of this year, my field of vision is not one congregation, but 122 congregations. I 
can’t explain it, but God has enlarged my heart.  
 
The largest church I ever served had 1300 members; we have 13,200 Presbyterians in 
central southwest Virginia, covering roughly 20,570 square miles.  
 
We have 70 active pastors, 72 honorably retired pastors, and 11 members at large. We 
have 16 commissioned lay pastors, a half dozen Christian educators, 5 campus 
ministries, 6 neighborhoods, 17 Committees, 27 working groups, with roughly 200 
people serving in leadership capacities.  We have a 2017 budget of $877,086 dollars.   
 
What is all that for?  Why are we together here, all 13,200 of us? For what purpose has 
God connected all of us and our collective resources together in what I’ve come now to 
see as one place?  
  
I know you may not have thought about church membership that way when you joined 
Blacksburg Presbyterian Church. Maybe you just joined a local congregation. But that 
doesn’t make you any less a part of the Presbyterian body, does it?  I have extended 
family that I’ve never met, but we have some common blood running through our 
veins. I may not know them personally, but there are Utleys and Wards, Mizells and 
members of the Day family – my extended family - spread all over the country.  
Whether they are ready to claim me or not, we in fact share some of the same DNA. 
Maybe that’s what it’s like to be a Presbyterian.  
 
So why has God put us here?  I propose it is to be a church like the one described in 
Acts 4, the one in which great grace was upon them all.  



 
Generally described, grace is favor that is extended where it is not deserved, nor 
expected. A helpful background for understanding grace in the New Testament is 
found in an explanation of first century Mediterranean culture – what anthropologists 
call a “collectivist culture.”   
 
Our cultural lens is Western individualism.  Frank Sinatra got it right when he sang, “I 
did it my way.” We accept as normal and expected that adolescents and young adults 
will discovering their unique, only one in the world, identity. We take it for granted that 
“you can be anything you want to be, go where ever you want to go, or make common 
cause in any community you choose.  
 
The collectivist culture is quite different.  A simple Google search will lead you to 
common descriptions.  In a collectivist culture:  

• Identity based on the social network 
• Children learn to think in terms of “We” 
• Interests of the (in-)group are paramount 
• Maintenance of social harmony is valued 
• No expectation of privacy in the group 
• Mature inter-dependence is the developmental goal 
• Interdependence and obedience 
• Shared responsibility 
• Protection by, loyalty to the group 
• Rule-breaking leads to shame and loss of face for self and group 

 
You may think I’ve left grace behind, but I’m getting to the punch line.  In a collectivist 
culture, for the sake of protecting honor and avoiding shame, for the sake of preserving 
social reputation, people were very careful about who they associated with and where. 
It led to a highly stratified society in which the Emperor was at the top of the social 
strata, and with that position he held the highest honor. At the bottom of that society 
were the outlaws and outcasts, people who wore their shame by being cut off from 
others.  And within that social strata, you didn’t mix with people outside your own 
station in life.  That’s why Pharisees were so upset when Jesus ate with sinners and tax 
collectors.  It wasn’t just a religious problem – it was an identity problem.  It was a 
scandal.   
 
You could not gain honor – honor was fixed by your station in life.  You could dream 
about it, I suppose – about being born into a different station in life.  But there was 
simply no way from a lower status to a higher status – unless, by sheer favor – as an act 
of simple grace – a person of higher honor invited you into his world, perhaps giving 
you for a time a place at his table.  Then the gulf separating you from those above you 
could be closed, at least for as long as it was permitted. 
 
I said the Emperor was at the top of the social strata, but there was a higher plane – the 
heavens.  The gods obviously were of a higher status.  And even among the gods of the 
ancient world, there were layers of divine status.  Truly, the ultimate top of the honor 
continuum would be The High God, the God of Gods, the Supreme God.    



 
 
Do you see how radical Jesus was?  The God of gods, the Lord of Lords, the King of 
Kings sat at table with tax collectors, sinners, outcasts, the sick and the poor. That’s 
what it meant for great grace to be upon them all.  Jesus and the early church after him 
invited all to the table. Without distinction.  Because if you could share in the honor, the 
glory of God, there was nothing to keep you from breaking all the barriers that 
otherwise might keep you apart. 
 
I think that’s why we exist as the church.  The grace that Jesus extended to us – the 
undeserved, unexpected place in God’s presence – and all the gifts and delights of grace 
that come with the glory of God – we get to extend to others.  In the church, we receive 
grace, we practice grace, we teach grace, we extend grace – we stretch it, we offer it, and 
with the help of God’s Spirit, we embody it. 
 
When Acts 4 describes the earliest believers, the great grace of Jesus was upon them all, 
the most impressive result to the writer of Acts was the incredible generosity of the 
early disciples.  When grace is experienced in such abundance, it makes no sense at all 
that anyone should be in any kind of need.  
 
We still catch glimpses of generosity generated by the great grace of Jesus Christ. About 
a month ago now, one of our pastors, Dr. Iain McClean at the Fincastle Presbyterian 
Church, died at the age of 61. Iain was beloved by his congregation and his sudden 
death was such a shock.  What I learned about Iain is that he was the best of friends of 
one of our honorably retired pastors, a man more than twenty years his senior. I was 
told they ate 5-6 meals together a week, always at a local restaurant.  I also learned that 
this pastor is alone in the world; he has no family left at all.  Iain was more than a 
friend; he was Edgar’s family.   
 
The Wednesday after Iain’s death I moderated a called session meeting and I noticed 
the agenda that the Clerk handed to me had Edgar on the agenda. He was item number 
11.  When we got there, the Clerk reminded everyone of Ian’s relationship to Edgar, and 
then he said, “Folks, he is ours now.  We are all he’s got. We are his family now and it is 
up to us to look after him.”  The Presbyterian Women had already met to discuss, not 
just a memorial service reception, but how they were going to schedule and rotate 
meals for Edgar.  They’ve just lost their pastor and yet great grace was upon them all. It 
made no sense to them that Edgar should be in any kind of need. 
 
I hope you understand that your own congregation’s generosity makes the presbytery’s 
ministry to the Fincastle church possible.  Because of your partnership in the Presbytery 
of the Peaks, the presbytery staff was able to respond instantly.  Because of our 
connectional church, the pastor in High Bridge has been assisting them in next steps. 
When great grace is upon us all, there is just no reason for a sister congregation to be in 
any kind of need. 
 
I don’t know you very well as a congregation yet, but I know Catherine; and I would 
bet money that her great grace is a mirror of yours.  You have a reputation for keeping 
your eyes on the needs of others. 
 



Why are we here?  Why together, all 13,200 of us in 122 congregations?  To enjoy and 
then to extend God’s grace in Jesus Christ. When we begin there, everything else can 
follow.  We cultivate hope, or more precisely, the Holy Spirit cultivates hope through 
us. By the power of the Spirit, Resurrection, New Life, is poured out on a community.  
People learn that sin and error do not take them out of God’s love.  When people 
encounter a grace filled church, they learn that all the distinctions that matter to the 
world – don’t have or at least need not have the same power over us.  When we live like 
Jesus, when we imitate Jesus, when his great grace is upon us, there is enough for all. 
 
If you can’t tell, I’ve not come for your money.  But I sure do value you, and the power 
of God’s grace at work in and through you.  Amen.  
 
 
 
 


