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Acting Out 
Preached by Rev. Dr. Linda Even 

United Church of Fayetteville 
April 8, 2018 

 
For Reflection:  "What creates the demand of the gospel, however, is not the shame of being caught, but 
the power of being caught up in the vision of new possibilities for life created by the reign of God."   
Thomas Long  
 
Hebrew Scripture:  Psalm 133  
How very good and pleasant it is when kindred live together in unity! It is like the precious oil on the 
head, running down upon the beard, on the beard of Aaron, running down over the collar of his robes.  
It is like the dew of Hermon, which falls on the mountains of Zion. For there the Lord ordained his 
blessing, life forevermore.   
 
A Reading from the Book of Acts:  Acts 4:32-35                               
Today is the second Sunday of Easter.  During this period between Easter and Pentecost, known as 
Eastertide, the lectionary organizers propose for our consideration a psalm, a gospel reading, and a 
letter as they do every Sunday.  However, they depart from the practice of offering another Old 
Testament reading, but rather replace it each week with a passage from the Book of Acts.  Written by 
the same author as the gospel of Luke, this book relates the story of the development of the early 
church.   Today’s passage is a portion of the story of that faith community.  Let’s listen together.   
 
ACTS 4: 32 - 35 
Now the whole group of those who believed were of one heart and soul, and no one claimed private 
ownership of any possessions, but everything they owned was held in common.  With great power the 
apostles gave their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great grace was upon them all.  
There was not a needy person among them for as many as owned lands or houses sold them and 
brought the proceeds of what was sold.  They laid it at the apostles’ feet and it was distributed to each 
as any had need.   
 
Sermon: ACTING OUT  

Easter is over.  The crowds are gone.  We had a large congregation last Sunday – in fact, we ran 
out of bulletins – a good problem to have.  The only criticism I heard of the service was that I didn't 
remind people that we would be here this Sunday.  (I suspect they knew that anyway. :-) 

We have the obligatory holy humor of the weeks; magazines have printed seasonally 
appropriate articles and the Post-Standard has made its contributions – reports of fish frys and Easter 
egg hunts and other in-depth reflections.   Even at the peak of the Easter season, attention to the 
holiday is fading from view—I did not notice the typical spate of  classic religious movies on TV.  I 
imagine history will repeat itself and we will move once again from being media darlings to feel-good 
filler, at least until Christmas.         

This pattern of attention to Christian experience, even by Christians, has a longer history than 
most of us might imagine.  Luke started it.  He begins his history of the church in Acts when the drama of 
Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem, his arrest, trial, resurrection are already in the past.  Yet according to him, 
Christ’s followers are still front page news in the Jerusalem Enquirer.   

Headline: Pentecostal revival in downtown Jerusalem draws a diverse crowd. 
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Headline: John and Peter, followers of the crucified Jesus, heal a man lame from birth.   The 
article reveals that they are arrested for leading a public assembly without a permit. 

The next day, a front page article below the fold: The investigation expands to include John and 
Peter’s license to practice medicine. 

The next day we’ve slipped to the Metro section: John and Peter testify.  After meeting in closed 
session, the prosecutors, while still convinced of the disciples’ guilt, in response to public opinion, 
release them with just a warning.  The reporter notes the apostles seem unfazed by their arrest and 
continue their work.  Public interest moves to new things. 

The rhythm is established.  There will be decreasing mention of Jesus’ followers, sparked by 
occasional human interest reports of miracles or the observation of festive celebrations.  It’s 
understandable, of course.  As author William Meuhl says, “Nothing in the life of faith can ever come up 
to its beginning.  Once you have risen from the dead, what can you do for an encore?” ... What can we 
do for an encore to Easter? 

Luke has a suggestion: A few months later, tucked in the “Jerusalem Good News about Our 
Neighbors" column, we read.   “Now the whole group of those who believed were of one heart and 
soul, and no one claimed private ownership of any possessions, but everything they owned was held 
in common.  With great power the apostles gave their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, 
and great grace was upon them all.  There was not a needy person among them ...” 

Is that what Christians do for an encore?  Join a commune and give away everything we own?  
Maybe.  But listen again to the core of the text:  “With great power the apostles gave their testimony 
to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great grace was upon them all.”  Everything else grew out of 
that reality.  That’s Luke’s answer.  The church preaches Easter and we know ourselves to be gifted by 
God.  Then we allow our behavior to be influenced by what we know and what we experience.  In other 
words, we act out. 

The term “acting out” tends to have negative connotations today because of how we usually 
apply it—to unpleasant behaviors.  Typically, those behaviors are an unconscious response to painful 
experience—frustration, loss, grief, disappointment, anger or abuse.  The behaviors are consistent with 
the nature of the events that engender them.  If “acting out” is simply acting in light of what’s happened 
to us, it is neither intrinsically bad nor intrinsically good.   

Luke’s tale suggests, however, that consciously shaping our behavior according to the gracious 
gifts we have received can be very good indeed.    We let the new life of the resurrection show in our 
living.   We experience the power of the risen Christ in our lives and feel Christ’s claim upon the choices 
we make and the things we do.  Acting out. 

The early Christians gave away everything they owned, and no one among them went without 
food or shelter if there was some to be shared.  We may be quick to wonder if that was an idealized 
picture, or even quicker to point out that the very next story in Acts is about people cheating the 
system.  But what we can’t shake off is that, even if it was for just a moment in time, those Christians 
lost their balance.  Giddy with the possibilities of new life, they shared with one another in open-handed 
extravagance.  Exceeding the limits of reason, and possibly even necessity, they gave it all away.  Acting 
out.  When was the last time we let ourselves forget about “moderation in all things,” and gave a lavish 
gift, not out of obligation, not with a desire to impress, but for the sheer joy of giving it?  

Last fall – before the snows—I watched my neighbor playing hide-and-seek with her three-year-
old daughter.  When it was her turn to hide, the little girl could barely contain herself long enough to be 
found.  In fact, she never did.  Each time, as soon as her mother counted to five, she threw herself into 
her mother’s arms, literally “giving herself away,” – understanding that she herself was the prize.  Acting 
out. 

The husband of a friend of mine told me of his wife and her siblings’ response to an inheritance 
from their parents.  One used his share to buy things on his family’s wish list....  Another who lived 
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sparingly because of a beloved, but not enriching occupation, saved hers for retirement....  His wife, my 
friend, gave hers away.  Acting out.   

We support an effective hunger ministry in a number of forms—we did a good job of filling the 
food pantry barrel each Sunday in Lent; at the end of April we are headed to Isaiah's Table and Brown 
Memorial and Interfaithworks Senior companion program for meal sharing; and our youth raised $400 
to support a potato crop at Matthew 25.  Acting out.  

Our church in the world Sundays have connected us with neighbors in new ways and the 
congregation has responded by asking for more opportunities for this kind of intergenerational mission 
work.  (Outreach is planning a post-church set of projects for Fellowship Hall on May 20 – stay tuned.) 

Acting out.  
In 2017, considering special offerings, mission giving, and coffeehouse distributions and the 

great commission money from the presbytery, UCF gave nearly $30,000 ~ to 15% of our operating 
budget to local, national and international mission causes.   We could put the money to good use right 
here—just ask John Hess or anyone else on the Board.  But the Board decided that the best use of the 
money was that it be “distributed to each as any had need.”  Acting out.  

Poet Wallace Stevens wrote:   
“After the final no there comes a yes 
And on that yes the future world depends. 
No was the night.  Yes is this present sun.” 
Eastertide’s invitation to us is to say yes to acting out our new life in Christ—to open our hands 

and our hearts.  It dares us to allow the extraordinary power of the resurrection to be unleashed 
through us, believing that it makes a difference.  It invites us to risk losing our balance in the rushing 
winds of hope and thanksgiving—giving lavishly ... extravagantly ... gladly ... far beyond the boundaries 
of some imagined minimum daily requirement ... for the outlandish, tipsy exhilaration of it. 

We are created in God’s own image and God has named us good.  What if in God’s name, we 
affirmed that goodness in others, saying “thank you” or “good job’ or “I am glad you are here,” being as 
generous with all God’s children as we are with ones in our own house? 

God so loved the world that Jesus died for us and even then God would not allow that to be the 
last word.  What if we lost ourselves joyously in the light of that good news, becoming prisms of a 
thousand rays of hope spinning into the world? 

What if?  Oh, some people might point their fingers and say: “Don’t you think that’s a little over 
the top?” “Is all that necessary?”  “Did they have to go that far to get the job done?”  Maybe.  Maybe 
not. 

 More often, and more importantly, others will point and say, “Them. I don’t know what I would 
have done if they hadn’t been there.”  “Them.  I wish I could be like them, caught up in something bigger 
than I am that makes them so glad.”  Them.  They are the ones who loved me.” 

Preacher and author William Willimon wrote, “The ultimate proof of the resurrection is not an 
empty tomb or the shroud of Turin.  The ultimate evidence for the resurrection is the existence of 
something so unlikely and inexplicable as the church.  One cannot explain the birth or the impact of the 
church in any other way except as the resurrected Body of Christ.” 

When an aching lonely teenager needs to know he is loved; when a woman needs a place safe 
from violence; when a young girl needs a reason to go on living; when a man needs to know there is 
more joy in God’s will for him than his current circumstance; when nations need to know peace is God’s 
purpose; when the world needs to know God is among us; they point to the people who, glad and lavish 
beyond reason, are acting out the resurrection, every day   

May the grace of God be upon us all.  And may the world point to us as proof that Christ is alive!  
Amen. 
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Prayers for Others and Ourselves                     
Compassionate God:  We draw near to you in prayer and aware of all that we have, all that we need.  
We pray with attention to your work for healing and wholeness and to the brokenness in us and in your 
creation. 

We are thankful for the gift of faith, which deepens our joy in the blessings of life and sustains our trust 
in times of challenge.    

In silence we lift the blessings and challenges of our week to you… 

We are thankful for the communities of faith in the world, for the nurture of mutual regard and respect.  
We are aware of the challenges facing all people of faith, seeking the handholds of tradition while being 
able to reach toward a new and hopeful future in a changing world 

In silence we give thanks for all those who do your healing reconciling work in the world and pray for our 
ability to respond to the needs of all who turn toward you 

This week, remembering an assassination 50 years ago, we are especially grateful for the transforming 
work of Martin Luther King Jr. and all who engage in the work of justice, non-violence and equality.  We 
pray that the dreams we dream and work toward might indeed be your dream for people in every place 
ad all your creation.  

In silence we raise the fulfillment of your purposes for all of creation 

We pray with these words and in the service of your son, his hands and feet now in the world, we join 
our voices in the prayer he taught us                   

The Lord’s Prayer 
 

                    
 

 


