
January 25, 2004

“Building Community”
2 Corinthians 5:14-21 and Psalm 133

POP QUIZ ... Mission statement

Wednesday afternoon I was driving downtown and noticed parts of Broadway were 

closed.  I later heard police had seen a drug deal near downtown on 6th, chased the car up 
Gallatin Road where it had a minor collision at Eastland and Gallatin, and then back downtown 
where the driver finally flipped his car and killed himself.  An individual out of control, no regard 
for others.  

A few years ago Dawn read the book Cold Mountain.  She raved about it, gave it to my 
sister for Christmas, I think.  I was stuck in theology books and never read it.  But now that the 
movie came out, and we have an Eastwood connection, I’ve become more interested.  So the 
other day when I saw the book on Andy Hudson’s shelf, I asked to borrow it.  I’ve only read a 
few chapters, but already there’s a graphic description of battle, and a striking depiction of the 
individual and social devastation that took place in the Civil War -- the war where brother fought 
brother. 

Examples of broken community are all around us.  The Enron scandal ... corporate 
executives living a life of luxury by stealing the retirement savings of thousands of employees.  
Little League parents yelling at the umpire for calling strike three on their child.  Terrorists 
murdering people they’ve never even met.  I could go on and on.  Examples of broken 
community are all around us.  Individuals acting as if nobody else exists.  Or as if nobody else 
matters.  One of my college professors had a favorite phrase:  “The SELF-ishness of SHELL-
fishness.”  Being selfish, thinking about your own concerns with no regard for your neighbor, 
was like being a shellfish --- locked in the isolation of your own hard shell.  Thursday morning I 
gave a talk at Hattie Cotton Elementary, where several of our Cub Scouts go, and then went over 
to Skyline Hospital.  Bob Frech asked if I knew what was Hattie Cotton’s claim to fame ... that 
30 or 40 years ago someone bombed the school to protest intergration.  Examples of broken 
community are all around us.  

God, I believe, would have it another way.  “How very good and pleasant it is when 
kindred live together in unity!”  Psalm 133.  “How very good and pleasant it is when kindred live 
together in unity!”  God created us, I believe, to live in unity, to live as community.  Before God 
finished creating the world, God said:  “It is not good that man should live alone.”  God created 



us for relationship. If you went to Sunday School as a child, you probably learned about 
Abraham, and Moses, and King David.  You probably learned about Joseph and his coat of many 
colors.  Sunday school classes tend to focus on the great individuals of the Bible.  But if you go 
back and read the Hebrew Scriptures, and if you read the letters of Paul, you realize that the 
Bible is really about community.  The NATION of Israel.  The PEOPLE of God.  The 
DISCIPLES of Christ.  The CHURCH.  Community.  People living together.  Brothers and 
sisters in relationship.  And Psalm 133 expresses the basic biblical view:  “How very good and 
pleasant it is when kindred live together in unity!”  

Examples of broken community are all around us.  God created us to live in healthy 
community.  Two statements that call forth a third: “Our mission is to shine our light by building 
community.”  In a world overrun by individualism, our mission is to build relationships, to build 
bridges, to help ourselves and others discover the relational web of life.  We have called it 
building community, but it might be better to think of it as restoring community, reconciling, 
bringing back together what has been broken.  We celebrated the life and accomplishments of 
MLK this week.  Black and white students have been going to school together for 30 or 40 years 
now.  But walk into school cafeterias or social gatherings and you often see all the whites on one 
side and the blacks on another.  Reconciliation means coming face to face with others, 
interacting, engaging, having a relationship.  The symbol for the Disciples Reconciliation 
Ministries is two people standing face to face.  It means working extra hard to have a relationship 
with someone you don’t ordinarily relate to.  All God’s creation is linked in a relational web, and 
our mission is to help God restore those broken relationships.  Paul writes: “God ... reconciled us 
to himself through Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation.  That is in Christ ... 
God was entrusting the message of reconciliation to us.”   As Disciples of Christ,  “We believe 
God seeks the reconciliation of all divided peoples ... whether by race, gender, nationality, or any 
other human division.”  “Our mission is to shine our light by building community.”  Broken 
community is darkness.  Reconciliation is the light shining in the darkness.

There is much a church can do to build community.  Our new picture directory is a start, 
helping us connect names and faces and make it a little easier to approach each other.  Bringing 
people into relationship with each other is the work of the church.  But more on that in a few 
weeks – today the focus is on our mission, on being ambassadors of reconciliation in our world.  
How can Eastwood Christian Church serve as an ambassador of reconciliation?  Where is there 
division and broken community here in East Nashville?  

Before Dawn and I even moved here, we had some friends in the neighborhood who were 
real excited.  “I’m so glad you’re moving here,” they told us, “there are no other kids for my 
children to play with.”  I met someone else, and she said: “Oh good, now my son will have 



someone else his age.”  A few days later, I met a young couple.  “Wow!” they said to their 4 year 
old son.  “You’re finally going to have a playmate.”  After 6 or 8 parents said something like that, 
I finally realized ... we just have to get people to meet each other.  Two days after our new 
playground was completed we had 13 children playing on it.  Last Fall a parent’s playgroup met 
here twice a week – 8 or 9 parents making new friendships, sharing the struggles of parenting, 
watching their children interact.  Thursday evening we have a big meeting to discuss the 
possibility of starting a Parents Day Out program here, furthering Eastwood’s ability to build 
community among parents in the neighborhood.

Last summer, about 20 of our Cub Scouts attended Day Camp down at Shelby Park.  
After the first couple days, the Day Camp Director approached one of our Scout leaders:  “How 
do you do it?” they asked.  “Do what?” she answered.  “Do that.”  And the Director pointed over 
to the tables where the boys were eating lunch.  Two of the tables had all white boys.  Four of the 
tables had all black boys.  At the other two tables sat the boys of our pack, Pack 1548 – black and 

white, 1st grade through 5th grade, sitting together as a group.  Building community in a broken 
world.
 Shortly after I came to Eastwood, as we began to discuss what our vision for our ministry 
is, I heard Steve Dickerson talk about his vision of a church that was the center of community 
life, a church where members and neighbors and strangers interacted and grew together into a 
stronger community.  In addition to the playgroup and scouts, we have two neighborhood 
associations meeting here.  We hosted over 200 people last summer for the neighborhood Night 
Out Against Crime.  Last week, one of the people at the neighborhood association meeting was 
talking about how East Nashville really became a community after the tornado.  He turned to me 
and said: “You know, this church played a big part in that.  Lanny was a big help in bringing so 
many of us together.”  As we think about building a new fellowship hall, we will think seriously 
about how it can serve both the needs of the church and the needs of the community.  

Our mission to build community, of course, extends beyond our property, beyond our 
immediate neighborhood.  Thus we joined a organization called “Tying Nashville Together”  – 
the very name testifies to the mission of building relationships and bridges throughout the city.  If 
you go to a TNT meeting you will see people of all faiths, all races, all ages – talking face to 
face, discussing issues we face as a city, working together to fight the inequalities that perpetuate 
division.  Shortly after the terrorist attacks 2 ½ years ago, we sponsored an evening called the 
“Muslim/Christian dialogue,” a face-to-face chance to eat a meal and discuss faith and 
community with our Muslim brothers and sisters ... an important effort to reach out and build 
community when it was in danger of breaking down.  At the same time another church was 



advertising a sermon series called: “Islam is an evil religion.”  They aren’t just meaningless 
words, our mission statement.  “Our mission is to shine our light by building community.”  God 
has given us the ministry of reconciliation, writes Paul.  “We are ambassadors of Christ,” 
entrusted with the ministry of reconciliation.

I want to leave you with a little challenge.  The big challenge is to really go on the 
mission, to build community in all these ways, to be ambassadors for Christ, agents of 
reconciliation.  But the little challenge is to take the first step.  I would like for each one of us to 
leave here today and try to have at least ONE face-to-face, relational conversation this week that 
you wouldn’t have had without being sent on a mission.  Find someone who stretches you a little 
bit -- someone as different from you as you dare, someone you’ve seen but never really noticed, 
or wondered about but never got up the courage to talk to.  Could be the janitor in your office 
building, someone off the street, someone from a different world.  All the grandiose plans of 
building community will amount to nothing unless each one of us, on an individual level, find the 
courage to become agents of reconciliation.  Paul says we are ambassadors of reconciliation.  
Ambassadors take the first step. Ambassadors go to others to build relationships.  If our mission 
is to build community, then our mission is to take the first step, as ambassadors of God’s ministry 
of reconciliation, bringing healing to a broken community.        -- Amen


