The Church as a Community of Inclusive Love and Grace — Chapter 6 — Rev. Cynthia Williams

Paul Chilcote writes, "Renewal in the Wesleyan Way revolves around the church as a community of love
and grace." He notes that this renewal of inclusive love will reflect four dimensions of love.

This first dimension is the message of God's great love of salvation and grace through the death and
resurrection of Jesus Christ. John 3:16 in The Message paraphrase states,
"This is how much God loved the world. He gave his son, his one and only son, and this is why:
so that no one need be destroyed. By believing in him, anyone can have a whole and lasting life.
God didn't go to this trouble of sending his son merely to point an accusing finger telling the world
how bad it was. He came to help to put the world right again."

As redeemed people, the letter to the church at Ephesus is a timeless word of encouragement for
generation upon generation of people. To better understand this life we've been given in Christ, we are
God's masterpieces, intricately designed with love, intention, and purpose. Each of us, we are jars of clay,
and some days we may behave or feel like crackpots, but we are God's beautiful, cracked pots, filled with
treasure and light that shines through. We have been created to be the celebration of God in the many
places where we've been planted.

In Ephesians, the apostle Paul uses language and writes in a spirit of appreciation for the best of who the
church is when she is in Christ. He lifts up unity and love and all that brings life, health, vitality, and
excellence to the body. Paul names the ideals of what it means to be the church. And this is not to say
that the church at Ephesus or any church is perfect, but Ephesians paints a picture of all that we strive for
as we live together as human beings, seeking to live by the Spirit.

In the words of Eugene Peterson,
"l ask God to strengthen you by His Spirit— not a brute strength, but a glorious inner strength —
that Christ will live in you as you open the door and invite him in. | ask God that with both feet
firmly planted on love, you will be able to take in with all the followers of Jesus, the extravagant
dimensions of Christ's love. Reach out and experience the breadth! Test its length! Plumb the
depths! Rise to the heights! Live full lives, full in the fullness of God."

Our lived experience of love and grace in Jesus Christ draws us into the second dimension of a renewed
Wesleyan movement of inclusive love. We are drawn into community where we learn how to love and we
come to know the depth of caring relationships.

It has been my faith community who saw me, loved me, called me forward, and sang my song. As God's
prevenient grace caught my attention in new ways, this is what | know to be true. Our renewal is tied up in
intentionally leaning into doing life together, growing in faith and trust that God's love and God's table is
large enough and there is a place for everyone. It is in community where the seeds of faith are watered,
roots grow deeper, and fruit is born where we have something to give beyond ourselves. Beyond
ourselves— because community bound by four walls is a system that eventually closes in on itself. The
community that Christ reveals goes beyond inclusion to radical belonging.
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There's this South African word, Ubuntu, that means “I am, because you are.” Archbishop Desmond Tutu
defines Ubuntu a, “My humanity is caught up, is inextricably bound up, in what is yours.” We cannot be all
of who God has created and called us to be apart from the community that surrounds us.

Our experience of the gospel lived in community provides the foundational framework for a renewed
Wesleyan movement. The third dimension flows from accepting God's love and grace and learning to love
in community. It is in community where we receive the discipline and engage in the practices that nourish
and help us grow in faith. We have been created and purposed to be places of redemption through our
commitment to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world. Transformation is a
process. In our communities there are people within and beyond the church who are on the road to
recover themselves and to gain courage, to pick up their mats and walk.

It is in our community— it is in community, that people come seeking strength for the long journey of
becoming their wonderful and marvelously made selves. It is in community— in small groups and class
meetings, covenant groups and Bible study, where we, together, live into who we “be”, so that we can
then know what we are called to do in the world.

The fourth dimension of a renewed movement is servanthood. Chilcote notes that we find our ultimate
purpose in servanthood, in service as advocates for immigrants, feeding hungry children, helping families
move forward. We are hope in this world when we stand up for and with those ostracized, traumatized,
and marginalized by the -isms of this world. We bear witness to the inclusive love of God in the places
we're planted, serving the sick and dying, daring to spend our greatest energy on the world's greatest
needs, loving and teaching children in these and many other places. We are renewing love in the world!

We are the church; we are a filling station! Sunday after Sunday in worship, we soothe with melodies from
heaven. We give and receive bread for the journey. We share sanctuary with all who enter into— and not
only just for that, but we do that, that they might experience the heart of God, that they may find
refreshment for dry, parched souls. And our fervency in prayer, our intercessions, our burden-bearing for
the church and for many— it makes a difference in this world.

Chilcote writes that we as a community of love and grace, a gather to learn how to learn and love (as
disciples) and then sent out into the world as apostles to share that love with others. Whenever we love
beyond ourselves, rise to the challenges, and bear witness that together we can do all things through
Jesus Christ who gives us strength, renewal happens in and beyond us.

And so, let us rejoice in confidence that God who began this good work is faithful to bring it to completion.
When we consider God's faithfulness, we are amazed by the truth of scripture that God, time and time
again, does more than we could ever ask or imagine.

When we consider from where we've come, we could never have dreamed of the places God has led us.
From Tennessee, Winona, Africa, New York, South America, South Minneapolis, Grand Rapids, St. Paul,
down the street, across the street, around the corner, from addiction to recovery, from fractured
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relationships to reconciliation, from sadness to joy, from darkness to the marvelous light, the Holy Spirit
has met us in pigsties, been with us as we turned toward home, saw us from a distance, swooped in,
arms flung open, and welcomed us back home.

And so, Church, God is with us. God is for us. And so we have this God who both loves and keeps us.
We have a God who calls us up and onward to live into the full measure of who we are in Christ. No
matter where we go, in all seasons, wherever we are planted, we are The United Methodist Church. We
are held together in Christ. The love of Jesus loves and holds us, binds us. We are love that we will be
love in the world.

Amen.



