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“Questions of Belonging: Who Are We?”
Ephesians 4:11-16 September 8, 2019

When the leaders of our church gathered last month 
to pray and dream and plan for the years ahead, the 
passage we just heard from the letter to the Ephesians 
framed our discernment and animated our conversations. 
Written to an early Christian community struggling with 
its identity in a diverse and complex culture, the letter 
shines a spotlight on those distinctive marks of what it 
means to be the church. And so, as we study this scripture, 
we will return to our most basic identity—our call to be 
the church.  It is a call that begins with belonging—the 
conviction that we belong to each other because we all 
belong to God. 

By now, you have certainly learned this much about 
me: I believe in the church. I believe in the potential 
and promise of our life together enough to devote 
my life to it. Despite the bad press and pessimistic 
prognostication, I believe that the church can be a place 
of genuine transformation. I believe this because it is my 
story. The church, through the power of Christ-centered 
community and genuine relationships, has shaped my 
faith and given my life meaning. Through the church, 
God is still working on me. Perhaps this is why the 
letters of the New Testament are so compelling to me. 
Written to real churches doing their best to be faithful in 
the real world, the letters offer encouragement, counsel, 
challenge, and instruction. 

The central metaphor for the church in this morning’s 
scripture is a common one—the Body of Christ., The 
image of the body makes two things absolutely clear: 
our interdependence and our essential unity. We are all 
indispensable to God’s work in the world. We need each 
other to be the community we are called to become. 
Active participation in the life of the community is not 
incidental to Christian faith; it is how we live the faith we 
profess. Our faith is embodied in the concrete practices 
of belonging that take place in the midst of vulnerable, 
broken, sacred communities. There is no more powerful 

witness to the gospel of Jesus Christ than a community of 
differently gifted disciples with unique stories who choose 
to live out their faith in partnership with one another. 

This is us---at our best. But, as we’ve already confessed 
this morning, we are not always at our best. Out of 
indifference or apathy, we often allow our faith to be 
defined by those who proclaim fear and judgment rather 
than hope and unity. We remain silent while the church 
slides into irrelevance and the culture falls ever deeper 
into the snares of selfishness and greed, isolation and 
division. Too often, we have forsaken our prophetic voice 
of God’s radical grace and the extraordinary message that 
we all belong to each other. Our self-centeredness has 
obscured the truth that none of us can be fully who we are 
unless all of us are welcome. But there is still good news 
to tell. The same Spirit who called the earliest Christians 
to unity and mission is calling us now. That same Spirit 
has given gifts beyond measure. I see them all over this 
sanctuary. Faithful, Spirit-led disciples who stand ready 
to offer what we have to serve the common good. A 
church alive with possibility and hope, of encounter 
with a living God and of transformation. A community 
committed to unity, where all have a part to play and a 
place to belong.

This is urgent work and it is hopeful work. A survey 
of religious affiliation among the millennial generation 
concludes that many are “seeking both a deep spiritual 
experience and a communal experience, each of which 
provides them with meaning….and is meaningless 
without the other…they are looking for spirituality and 
community in combination, and feel they can’t lead a 
meaningful life without it.” i

Spirituality and community in combination—this, 
I believe, is what our hearts long to experience and it is 
what the church exists to provide. All around us, we see 
examples of one without the other. Those who claim the 
title “Spiritual but not religious” often mean they want 
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their spirituality without the unnecessary burden of 
community. They remind me of a woman named Sheila, 
interviewed in Robert Bellah’s book Habits of the Heart. 
When asked about her religious faith she responds, “I 
believe in God, but I’m not a fanatic. I can’t remember 
the last time I went to church. My faith has carried me a 
long way. It’s Sheilaism. Just my own little voice.” Bellah 
describes such a statement of faith as “a perfectly natural 
expression of current American religious life.” Just my 
own little voice. Sheila’s words describe the isolation 
that our obsession with individualized spirituality can 
cause. We see it all around—the assumption that faith is 
a solo endeavor. Just my own little voice. You can sense 
the smallness in this perspective, the myopic and self-
focused tone. Spiritualty without community may create 
momentary transcendence, but such moments become 
movements only when sustained by the strength of 
community. I think most of us understand this through 
our own experience. Many of us know the ache of 
loneliness that spirituality alone cannot cure. If you have 
ever not belonged, you know firsthand how important 
belonging is.

On the other hand, we find many examples across the 
cultural landscape of community without spirituality. 
Many of them feed our human need to feel that we 
belong to something bigger than ourselves. Each year, 
when I return to Cameron Indoor Stadium, where my 
beloved Duke Blue Devils play basketball, I find the sense 
of community in that cramped gym. It’s extraordinary—
all of us pulling with all our might for the same result: 
chanting, singing, yelling at the refs together. For two 
hours, we are like a family. But, when the game is over, 
we all go our separate ways without hardly speaking a 
word. After all, it was just basketball, and the event that 
drew us together has ended. It wasn’t enough to sustain 
meaningful connections. What distinguishes religious 
community is that spiritual core, that sense that what we 
are about here matters not just for the moments we share 
a common space, but each day of our lives. 

In her book Lessons in Belonging from a Church-
Going Commitment Phobe, Erin Lane describes her 
spiritual journey and her search for a meaningful 
church community. I have learned a great deal from the 
book and even more from the conversations it sparked 

in the small group of young adults with whom I read 
it. Perhaps the most valuable insight is this one: out 
of embarrassment or fear of decline, many churches 
have attempted surface-level makeovers to appeal to 
newcomers. Churches become proficient at pretending, 
all the while struggling with their own sense of identity. 
Some water down important spiritual convictions or 
skim the surface of deep pools of meaning. Others preach 
a coercive gospel of fear and judgment with no mention 
of grace. In both cases, would-be disciples are left feeling 
spiritually malnourished. What’s missing is the core of 
what it means to be church. Who are we? Lane describes 
our core identity this way, “The church is anywhere we 
regularly gather to receive communion from God and 
practice communion with one another. It’s where we go 
to get our reality check about who we are and to whom 
we belong.” ii

Spirituality and community in combination...this is 
what’s different about how we gather in the church. We 
are a community rooted in God’s love. We share a vision 
of the world as God intended it. If you have ever been 
moved to tears in worship, you know the meaning of 
church. If you have ever had a meal lovingly prepared 
for you, you know. If someone has told you that they’re 
praying for you or visited you in the hospital, if you’ve 
wrapped yourself in a prayer shawl, or entrusted your 
child to the care of the church, or cried on someone else’s 
shoulder, then you know exactly what I am talking about. 

Here, together, we remember that we are created 
in God’s image and we celebrate God’s goodness 
and grace. Here, together we admit our frailty and 
brokenness, confident in God’s forgiveness and our call 
to be reconciled. Here, we welcome everyone whom God 
sends our way, convinced that we need each other if we 
are to be the Body of Christ. Here, we practice living in 
community and we receive the reminder of our deepest 
identity. And here, we are strengthened for the daily 
call to live differently. Remember how strange that early 
Christian community was to the surrounding world? 
They were difficult to categorize or stereotype because of 
how boundless their expressions of love and grace were. 

Our identity is rooted in the same story of belonging. 
Their witness must be our mission as well—and we 
have to do it together. I’ll speak for myself. I need you 
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if I am to have the courage to live my faith. I need the 
encouragement that comes only in community rooted in 
the Spirit. As we are confronted with crippling division, 
we discover the value of our unity in Christ. When 
gripped by paralyzing fear, we find that only together can 
we move forward in hope. When tempted to submit to 
temptations of hatred or exclusion, life in community 
calls us instead to love more deeply and to welcome more 
broadly. This is what it means to be the church together. 
It means becoming more than we are alone. It means 
stretching beyond our comfort zones. It means opening 
our hearts. It means acting on the conviction that all of 
humankind is made in God’s image, not just the ones 
whose image or accent or faith tradition matches ours. It 
means raising a voice for the voiceless. It means building a 
community where the love of Christ ends divisions; where 
all are truly welcome. This will not be easy. It was not easy 
for our ancestors in the faith either. They sacrificed much 
for the sake of the gospel. But they found their strength 
in the experience of God they found in community, and 
together they discovered abundant life. And so can we. 
Their faith reshaped the world. So can ours.

Glennon Melton writes about embodied community 
on her blog, Momastery (get it?). A couple of years ago, 
she published a post titled, “My Church.” She began by 
recounting a conversation with a friend who was leaving 
the church in frustration with all the anger and fear that 
has come to define Christianity. In response, Melton 
shares her own testimony, why she leaves her church 
feeling reborn and hopeful. She writes, “Church is what 
happens when folks meet face to face and sing together. 
Church happens when folks who think differently from 
each other have no computer to hide behind and are 
forced to shake hands.  Church happens when folks 
stand shoulder to shoulder and ask God for help. Church 
is people sweating and serving together. Church is 
community. Church is not hot-button issues and it’s not 
abstract beliefs and it’s nothing that needs to be defended 
– for God’s sake. Church is a group of folks working their 
stuff out together, gently. There is no shortcut to church. 
It’s slow, and it’s real life, and you have to show up for it.”

Sounds like a community of belonging to me. A 
friend used to say, “Going to church doesn’t make you 
a Christian any more than standing in a garage makes 

you a Chevrolet.” He was right. We can walk out those 
doors unchanged and unchallenged, feeling good about 
meeting our spiritual obligations. But there is another 
option. It begins with belonging. When we sense our call 
to be part of each other’s lives, when we become more 
and more like the one we worship, when we allow the 
community we form here to form us as well. When we 
trust these ancient words and believe what we say, the 
impact of this community can last far beyond these few 
moments together. It can be a pathway to the belonging.  
For the sake of the world, for the sake of God’s kingdom, 
may it be so in our church.
____________________________________________
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