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They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and 

the prayers.                                                                                                                Acts 2:42 

 

 God kept the disciples in a kind of isolation in Jerusalem by special instruction until the 

Day of Pentecost. On that day, the day we are marking today, the Spirit swept in upon the 

believers and empowered the church for its life and mission in the world. Beginning on that day, 

the Spirit of God moved the church from its place of confinement and into the streets of 

Jerusalem and, ultimately, into all Judea and Samaria and the ends of the earth. 

 

 The church God imbued with the Spirit that day was composed of a people who were 

devoted to the apostles’ teaching, the fellowship, the breaking of bread, and the prayers. They 

were a community of learners and lovers, open to mystery and engaged in prayer. 

 

 We are in a period of waiting now. Some day – we don’t know when – the word will be 

spoken, the Spirit will descend upon us anew, and we will be sent forth afresh from our isolation 

to be engaged more widely in the church’s life and mission. Until then, instead of wondering 

why the church cannot be more fully open now and instead of worrying about when the church 

will be able to re-open more fully, let’s focus on the kind of church we are needed to be now. 

And let us draw our insights from that first church God formed on the first Pentecost. 

 

A church of learners 

 God wishes us, I believe, to be a church of learners. The first mark of the church God 

first formed at Pentecost is that its members were learners. They were a people devoted to the 

apostles’ teaching. 

 

 The learning church takes as its watchword “God has still more light and truth to break 

forth from God’s holy word.” (John Robinson) Believing in that watchword, the church that 

learns, the church that can bless the world today, is attentive to scripture, the repository of the 

apostles’ teaching from of old. 

 

 The learning church is wise to be attentive to the teaching of scripture for it is only in 

attending to scripture that the church hears a word it can speak that is different from the word the 

world already knows and can say to itself. The church’s word is not another political 

commentary, piece of pop psychology, or echo of the latest fad racing through society’s 

chatterers. The word the church has to speak – its real contribution – is a word heard in scripture, 

a word that is a lamp to our times and a light for our day, a word from God, a word that teaches, 

cautions, sustains, guides, and saves. 

 

 The Lord wishes us to be a church of learners who are attentive to the apostles’ teaching. 



 

A church of lovers 

 God wishes us, I believe, to be a church of lovers. The second mark of the church God 

first formed at Pentecost is that its members loved one another. They were a people devoted to 

the fellowship. 

 

 The loving church takes as its watchword that commandment of Jesus: “love one another 

as I have loved you . . . By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love 

for one another” (Jn. 13:34, 35). Believing in that watchword, the church that loves, the church 

that can bless the world today, is attentive to the community. 

 

 The church that is loving is the only kind of church capable of advancing the cause of 

Christ in the world today. What the world doesn’t need is a church that doesn’t love. The world 

needs God above all else, but how can a church that does not love show the world a loving God? 

Our nation is so divided it is almost shattered, but how can a church that does not love help heal 

a bitterly divided nation? And how can we labor for the causes of justice if we, instead of loving 

our neighbors, are caught up in the world’s greed, selfishness, and narcissism? “It only takes a 

spark to get a fire going” but if the church’s heart is cold and unloving, what kind of fire can 

there be? 

 

 The Lord wishes us to be a church lovers who are devoted to the fellowship. 

 

A church open to mystery 

 God wishes us, I believe, to be a church open to mystery. The third mark of the church 

God first formed at Pentecost is that its members were sacramental. They were a people devoted 

to the breaking of bread. 

 

 Here I am reading that phrase – “the breaking of bread” – as a loaded term linked to the 

sacrament of the table. Ever since Maundy Thursday and the Upper Room and the Last Supper 

there, the phrase “breaking bread” has called Communion to mind. Ever since the evening of the 

first Easter Day and that meal in an Emmaus home, the act of breaking bread has been suggestive 

of revelation, for the Lord was seen in the breaking of bread (Lk. 24:13-35). When the Book of 

Acts says this earliest of churches was devoted to the breaking of bread, I take it to mean the 

people were devoted to the sacrament. That word sacrament is Latin for mystery. So I am 

suggesting that their devotion to the breaking of bread is a devotion to mystery, an openness to 

the holiness and possibility of any and every moment. 

 

 The watchword of a church open to mystery is that Emmaus moment of Christ being 

made known in the ordinary act of breaking bread. Believing in this watchword, the church that 

is open to mystery, the church that can bless the world today, is attentive to the holy in the 

mundane. It knows God is present unseen all the time and can flash forth with brilliance any 

time. 

 

 The church that is needed today does not close the door to mystery. Close the door to 

mystery and you close the door to the supernatural; close the door to the supernatural and you 

close the door to God. The church open to mystery believes God is an active agent in the world 



today. It doesn’t take a coordinate plane and try to map out the intersection of time and eternity 

on an x and y axis, but it approaches every day and every situation with hope. It believes every 

moment pulses with eagerness because any moment – any service, any prayer, any hymn, any 

class, any meeting, any gathering – can be decisive for some soul waiting and needing to meet 

God. 

 

 The Lord wishes us to be a church open to mystery as well as a church of lovers and a 

church of learners. 

 

A church of prayer 

 The Lord wishes us to be a church at prayer. The fourth mark of the church God first 

formed at Pentecost is that its members were prayerful. They were a people devoted to the 

prayers. 

 

 The watchword of a prayerful church is our Lord’s instruction that we should “pray and 

not lose heart” (Lk. 18:1), that we should ask and seek and knock, for those who ask receive, 

those who seek find, and to those who knock the door is opened (Mt. 7:7-8). 

 

 As for what prayer achieves, we know from experience prayer does not always obtain for 

us the thing we request, even if the request is very good. But though prayer does not always 

receive the answer we hope, it opens the door for the Answerer to enter, and the Answerer is 

always better than the answer we imagine. When we pray God is beside us with fullness of 

understanding, depth of love, and the wealth of power that brings the assurance that even though 

nothing may change, nothing can happen to separate us from the love of God (Rom 8:38-39). 

 

 Our Lord wishes us to be a church of prayer. 

 

 One of the books I read near the beginning of the pandemic was a set of lectures 

delivered by a Presbyterian minister near the end of World War I and around the time of the 

Spanish flu epidemic. The title of the book is In a Day of Social Rebuilding and its theme is one 

of working on the question of what kind of church to be in a shattered world. In essence, the 

answer that minister gave is that the best thing the church can do to help a shattered world is to 

do what the church has always done: preach, teach, worship, and extend the hand of friendship. 

He really called upon the church in the shattered world after that war and epidemic to be like the 

church that was formed on the Day of Pentecost.
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 We have to wait here in our Jerusalem until the word comes that we can do otherwise. 

While we wait we can still be the kind of church the world needs today: a learning church, a 

loving church, a church open to mystery, and a church at prayer; a church whose members are 

devoted to the apostles’ teaching, the fellowship, the breaking of bread, and the prayers. 
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