Pre:

In our trek through the book of Acts we are seeing a definite trend developing. The church is getting bigger. It is also becoming broader. Because of persecution, the disciples have moved out beyond Jerusalem into Judea and Samaria. Next stop: the ends of the earth! 

Today this flourishing group of people finally gets a name.

Christian

Acts 11:19-30
When the 1960s ended, San Francisco's Haight-Ashbury district reverted to a high rent district, and many hippies moved down the coast to Santa Cruz and started their families. But they didn't name their children Melissa or Brett or Bob. People in the mountains around Santa Cruz grew accustomed to their children playing Frisbee with little Time Warp or Spring Fever. And eventually Moonbeam, Earth, Love and Precious Promise all ended up in public school. 

That's when the kindergarten teachers first met Fruit Stand. Every fall, according to tradition, parents bravely apply name tags to their children, kiss them good-bye and send them off to school on the bus. So it was for Fruit Stand. The teachers thought the boy's name was odd, but they tried to make the best of it.

"Would you like to play with the blocks, Fruit Stand?" they offered. And later, "Fruit Stand, how about a snack?" He accepted hesitantly. By the end of the day, his name didn't seem much odder than Heather's or Sun Ray's.  

At dismissal time, the teachers led the children out to the buses. "Fruit Stand, do you know which one is your bus?" 

He didn't answer. That wasn't strange. He hadn't answered them all day. Lots of children are shy on the first day of school. It didn't matter: The teachers had instructed the parents to write the names of their children's bus stops on the reverse side of their name tags.  So the teacher simply turned over the tag to find the name of Fruit Stand’s bus stop. There, neatly printed, was the name "Anthony." 

Luanne Oleas in Salinas, Calif., Reader's Digest. (edited)


Names are very interesting, aren’t they? And they do matter. 

I remember very well how we went about naming Morning Star when we started worshiping together 17 years ago.  We wanted a name that was biblical (“Morning Star” is a title given to Jesus in Revelation); we wanted a name that was creative (that meant “First Presbyterian Church of Bayville” was out of the running). And we wanted the name to have local color. Morning Star easily passed the first two tests. The third was sealed when a certain sailor made this comment: “You know, the Morning Star is an important navigational tool for sailors.” So, Morning Star it was, and in our first slogan we stated that we were “charting a course for new life in Jesus Christ.” 


Names matter. In our passage for today there are two key names that I want to focus on as I talk about what happened in Antioch: the name Barnabas and the name Christian.  


There are lots of people in this story and lots going on. All the scattered disciples, preaching the word of God. Most of them preaching only to Jews. But some people from Cyprus and Cyrene are preaching to the Greeks—Gentiles.  The Apostles send Barnabas to check it out. Barnabas is a nickname. It means “son of encouragement” and he has earned that name. It’s very telling right from the get-go that the Apostles send the “son of encouragement” to Antioch and not someone named “bucket of cold water”!  And the son of encouragement goes to Tarsus to fetch Saul and brings him back to teach the Gentiles how to follow Jesus. This is a picture of how the church works, at its best. Not just one person doing a work of ministry or mission, but a network of people all with the same goal and purpose, working together in the Spirit of God. Did you notice what Luke said about Barnabas when he went to Antioch to check out this new phenomenon. “When he came and saw the grace of God, he rejoiced.” God was at work: in the missionaries who preached the word, in the people of Antioch who believed, and in the future work of Saul who was to come and work among them. Sometimes we talk today about being the right person at the right time and in the right place. But the “magic” of the church happens when we see our own role as also being a part of that bigger puzzle.  I had a startling experience of that on Wednesday night in Hightstown when two presbyteries met together to call our new Regional Presbyter. I had made a big investment in that night, because I had chaired the search committee. So had all the committee members. So had our candidate, Wendy Bailey. And many others: the two moderators who worked together to moderate a very unusual meeting. The preacher of the day who presented a truly inspiring message. I can honestly say that I have never enjoyed a presbytery meeting more than I did that night, and it’s because not just one person was the right person at the right time. We all were. And we saw the grace of God. In a presbytery meeting, no less! Amazing. 

This is what is happening in Antioch. A whole constellation of people are living out their commitment to Jesus, and together they are becoming a force to be reckoned with. And in Antioch they are first called “Christians.” 


It’s entirely appropriate that the name Christian began to be used at this particular time and place. People today use the name “Christ” as if it were Jesus’ last name. Jesus Christ. But the Greek word Christ has the same meaning as the Hebrew word Messiah (God’s anointed, God’s chosen king).   The first followers of Jesus were those who emerged from the Jewish faith and culture and who believed that Jesus was Israel’s Messiah, God’s king. They were the people attached to and following this person, and this way of life. So there is this clear connection with the Jewish faith, and history and hope. But there is also a clear departure that is taking place. This new group is taking on a life of its own, by the power of the Holy Spirit and by the commitment and faith of these new Christians—who are now not only Jewish but also Gentile. So the Greek name Xristianous begins to reflect this movement outward and away from being an exclusive Jewish sect. 

So in Antioch, where the son of encouragement and others see the Grace of God at work among the Gentiles, this mixed group of Jews and Gentiles are given the name Christian. Christ-followers, Christ’s people. 


And the name Christian has stuck with us throughout the centuries. But the application of that name has shifted somewhat. In the first century, in Antioch, the name Christian applied to a group that was still in formation, still finding its identity in many ways, and it was used in a derisive way. Kind of like you might say redneck or hippie or tree-hugger. Though the church was growing, Christians in that place and time were a despised minority and were under severe persecution. That minority status and the persecution continued until the time of Constantine, who was Roman Emperor in the fourth century. His sudden and dramatic conversion to Christianity in a very real sense changed the course of the world. Suddenly (and by royal decree) Christians were no longer oppressed and in time Christianity became the overwhelming majority religion in the empire. Constantine’s influence over the empire created a situation that became known as Christendom, which is a not the same thing as Christianity. Christendom is a word that reflects the marriage (or at least cohabitation) of western culture and the Christian church. During the centuries of Christendom, Christian symbols and principles were embedded in literature and art and politics. People in this culture grew up knowing the basic stories and facts of Christianity, and that meant that evangelism was quite simple to do. You could almost say that evangelism was done by the culture itself.  

So, as the centuries went by, and there were established the United States of America, this nation was often referred to as a “Christian Nation.” Yet it also became a melting pot of diverse peoples from many places and many perspectives and many religions.  As the years have gone by, this marriage of convenience between faith and culture fell onto bad times, and eventually sometime in the latter part of the 20th century the two pretty much parted ways. 


You and I live in a time that many people call “post-Christian” and that is because Christendom is dead. No longer is our culture married to the Christian faith. Those days are gone.  Now, if you read today’s headlines, you might think some remnants remain: “Norway Charges Christian Extremist.” A man identified as a Christian fundamentalist attempted to promote h is political agenda with violence. But what we need to understand in our time is this: the Christian faith cannot truly be married to any culture or ideology or political agenda. The Gospel challenges and transforms every perspective and every person. 

Many times people are shocked to hear me say I’m not sorry about the death of Christendom. But listen to this: the death of Christendom clarifies the role of the church. It’s not the role of our culture to teach the faith. That is the job of the church. I believe that what has happened in the death of Christendom is that we have we have come full circle back to the situation of the first century in Antioch. And we are learning what it means to be Christians all over again. 

As it was back in Antioch, we have a couple of groups of people: some have a long heritage of faith and who can point back to their childhood, when they learned about God sitting on their mama’s knee. Or in little chairs in a dark church basement when they were earning their perfect attendance pins. They know that this heritage of faith goes all the way back to the call of Abraham and the stories in the Old Testament and the New Testament. At the same time there are those among us who come from a different place—from ignorance or agnosticism or addiction or abuse—and have found a new kind of life that they did not know could possibly exist. Like those first century disciples we recognize the grace of God at work among us, and we understand ourselves as the right people at the right time to grasp onto this grace of God and move forward into new and uncharted territory. We are the sons and daughters of encouragement for today, we are the people called Christian. 


May you live out the truth of those names, following Jesus the Christ.  Encouraging your brothers and sisters in the faith, trusting the work of God’s Holy Spirit to lead us forward.   
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