THE CHURCH AS A CARING COMMUNITYPRIVATE 

INTRODUCTION:

In the letter to the Ephesians, the Apostle Paul writes "And He gave some as apostle, and some as prophets, and some as evangelists, and some as pastors and teachers, for the equipping(repair) of the saints for the work of service, to the building up of the body of Christ".('repair' in brackets, mine).

I used the word repair in this quote because it belongs.  When a person gives their heart to Jesus Christ, in an ideal world, all the hurts and scars that cling to us from childhood on would immediately be healed.  This is not an ideal world.  All too often, even in homes where both parents are Christians, people grow up bent and hurting.  The church is the place where Jesus operates to bring healing to a hurting soul.  This is the place where the Lamb of God binds up the broken hearted and brings good news to the poor.

The church is the caring community where God's love is manifested to the world.

THE CHURCH AS A CARING COMMUNITY
Recently, after a service in which I had preached on the new life we have in Christ, one of the ladies ran up to the front and threw her arms around me.  I was taken aback and stepped back about half a step.  "I'm free!" she exclaimed excitedly.

Like so many others, she had for years been struggling with who she was in Jesus Christ.  Bent, but not destroyed, she wrestled with acceptance and self-image.  As God ministered to her that morning as she sat in church, she began to believe that God really did love her as she was.  In her heart, that day, was birthed a new hope.

I have heard it said that the church is the place where we 'shoot our own wounded'.  Indeed, this is only one of many criticisms I have heard about the church.  I have been in many churches where pastors have been hurt; people left angry; gossip and backbiting, not love, were the main things communicated.  Church splits over 'distinctives' and 'doctrinal issues' are legion.

Has the church failed?  I don't think so.  That one lady, excited about her new-found hope, is an example.  The church can be a caring community where believers are ministered to and unbelievers can find Jesus Christ.

page two

THE FIRST PRIORITY
Jesus, in addressing His disciples, reminded them of the greatest gift they could give one another.  The scene was the upper room, just before Jesus' arrest and crucifixion.  The coming events were heavy on His mind as He played out each event.  He had risen from the table a few minutes before and, bending down before each of them, washed their feet.  Using this He had challenged them and spoke to them of service.  Moments later, Judas had slipped out to betray Jesus to the Pharisees.  Night had fallen when Jesus began to speak.  I can almost hear His voice, soft and confident, yet full of sadness as the coming trials for Himself and the disciples.  "A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another, even as I have loved you, that you also love one another".  Seemingly aware of the inability of the disciples to really grasp this, the most key issue of fellowship, Jesus repeats Himself, saying, "By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you have love one for another".(John13:34-35)

If, in the hours before the greatest trial anyone ever went through, the key issue on our Lord's mind was that we love one another, surely it is important.  It is!

There was never a church split, a hurt pastor, an angry Christian where the key issue was 'they just loved me too much'!  This issue is so central to the church as a caring community that later on in his years, when John was known as the Apostle of Love, he writes under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, "Beloved, let us love one another, for love is of God; and everyone who loves is born of God and knows God.".

The first priority of the caring community is love.  When writing to the Corinthians, who were a proud and contentious church, the Apostle Paul writes "If I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but do not have love, I have become a noisy gong...it profits me nothing"(ICor 13:1-3)

Where love is, an environment of trust and security becomes available to heal the hurting.  Children coming from a home where mom and dad are spontaneous in showing love and consistent in being loving parents can be easily distinguished from those who do not.

So the first priority of the caring community is to be a loving community.  True love eliminates gossip, backbiting, dissention and slander.  True love encourages, builds up, strengthens and renews.  This is the evidence the world needs to see that we are His disciples indeed!

ANOTHER PRIORITY
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something about it.  Just as James says that faith without works is dead (James 2:26), so love without works is not truly love.

We need to be relationship builders.  Cathy (my wife) and I had a reputation at our last church.  A next door neighbour of ours once commented that he and his wife (also Christians) were 'inspired' by the hospitality we showed to so many people.  We told him that we just could never seem to get enough new friends.  We loved to share our lives with people.

Christians need to build relationships with other people; both Christian and non-Christian alike.  When Paul was writing to Timothy about the requirements for eldership, he included in that list that they must be 'hospitable'(ITim 3:2).  Hospitality builds opportunity for relationship.  The fact is, as the old adage goes, no one will care how much you know until they know how much you care.  Relationship builders will always find opportunity to meet peoples emotional needs.  As soon as the relationship begins to gain strength, people will open up and share their lives with you.

So the church must emphasise relationship building to be effective as a caring community.  At a seminar for 'Son-Life' ministry, a youth ministry, the speaker said to us that only after he had built relationship with the youth for over two years did they really begin to share about things.  Before that, they were testing him.  After that, he began to hear about the little thirteen year old who had the abortion, about the abused young man and the needs they had and so on.

CONCLUSION
In a day when there are so many options open to the hurting, when welfare and social programs seems to have replaced the church as the sources of help, the question is asked "what can the church offer?".  I believe that the church can give something no other group or organization can offer.  We have the Good News.  No amount of counseling that ignores the spiritual needs will ever see someone completely healed.  No help that fails to include Jesus Christ in the equation will ever be adequate.

The church as a caring community can reach out with more than just prayer and care.  We can offer a hurting world the Great Physician Himself.  

This is the ultimate in love.  This is the greatest of relationships.  This is where the church, as a caring community, can make the difference today.

