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“OF	OPIATES	AND	PROVOCATEURS”	
SCRIPTURE:	ACTS	2:42-47	

GRACE	COVENANT	PRESBYTERIAN	CHURCH,	ASHEVILLE,	NC	
Sunday,	May	3,	2020,	Live	Streamed	

The	Rev.	Dr.	Marcia	W.	Mount	Shoop,	Pastor	
	
Acts	2:42-47	
	
2:42	They	devoted	themselves	to	the	apostles'	teaching	and	fellowship,	to	the	
breaking	of	bread	and	the	prayers.	
	
2:43	Awe	came	upon	everyone,	because	many	wonders	and	signs	were	being	done	
by	the	apostles.	
	
2:44	All	who	believed	were	together	and	had	all	things	in	common;	
	
2:45	they	would	sell	their	possessions	and	goods	and	distribute	the	proceeds	to	all,	
as	any	had	need.	
	
2:46	Day	by	day,	as	they	spent	much	time	together	in	the	temple,	they	broke	bread	
at	home	and	ate	their	food	with	glad	and	generous	hearts,	
	
2:47	praising	God	and	having	the	goodwill	of	all	the	people.	And	day-by-day	the	
Lord	added	to	their	number	those	who	were	being	saved.	
	
The	Word	of	the	LORD.		
Thanks	be	to	God.		
	
	
Oh	hey	everyone!		Happy	Anniversary	GCPC!!		67	years—I	know	I’ve	only	been	here	
for	going	on	4	of	those	years,	but	we’ve	packed	a	lot	of	ministry	and	community	
building	into	our	time	together	so	far.			
	
It’s	seems	pretty	providential	that	the	scripture	lesson	for	today	is	this	Acts	passage	
that	Samantha	just	read.	It’s	all	about	community—Christ	centered	community.		It’s	
about	the	kind	of	transformation	that	happens	in	people’s	lives	when	Christ	is	at	the	
center	of	a	community	coming	into	it’s	own.		
	
And	I	know	that’s	what	this	church	has	always	prayed	for—it’s	what	this	church	has	
always	wanted	to	be—a	Christ	centered	community—a	community	that	makes	and	
keeps	life	together	without	counting	the	cost	by	putting	Christ’s	love	at	the	center	of	
who	we	are.				
	
I	love	this	passage	because	it’s	such	a	beautiful	picture	of	the	organic	practices	and	
dispositions	that	grow	out	of	Christ	centered	community—devotion,	learning,	
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connection,	gratitude,	prayer,	awe,	wonder,	generosity,	goodwill,	praise,	and	deep	
intuitions	of	the	common	good.		
	
	
You	know	for	the	last	several	months	the	Session	has	been	working	on	rewriting	
GCPC’s	Mission	Statement.		
	
We’ve	agreed	on	everything	but	the	last	sentence.	Here’s	what	we	have	so	far.				
	
At	GCPC	our	faith	calls	us	to	practice…	

	
Theological	CURIOSITY	
Moral	COURAGE	
Abundant	COMPASSION	
Beloved	COMMUNITY	

	
…	We	are	a	work	in	progress.	
	
A	More	Light	congregation	of	the	Presbyterian	Church	(U.S.A.)		
and	a	Supporting	Sanctuary	Church	in	Western	North	Carolina	
	
It’s	the	“We	are	a	work	in	progress”	part	that	we	are	still	working	on	together.	It’s	
really	just	a	sentence	fragment	but	it’s	so	important.			
	
The	Session	isn’t	struggling	with	the	concept	that	GCPC	is	actually	a	work	in	
progress—that	is	that	we	are	not	perfect,	that	we	are	and	always	will	be	in	the	
process	of	becoming	the	community	God	is	calling	us	to	be.			
	
The	struggle	is	more	about	grammar	and	fine	theological	points—you	know	the	
stuff	that	Presbyterians	really	get	excited	about!		
	
But	the	concept,	that	Grace	Covenant	is	in	a	process	of	transforming,	discovering,	
and	becoming,	that	we	humbly	acknowledge	the	fact	that	we	have	blind	spots,	
growth	edges,	and	even	destructive	habits—that	is	a	concept	the	Session	is	in	
agreement	that	we	must	have	in	our	Mission	Statement.	
	
And	this	Bible	passage	is	one	of	those	that	hold	up	both	a	mirror	and	a	model	to	
us—an	affirmation	and	an	aspiration.			
	
	
This	particular	passage	is	actually	one	that	has	a	complicated	history	in	the	church.	
On	the	one	hand	it’s	an	amazing	and	important	window	into	the	emerging	early	
church	and	the	counter-culture	that	Jesus-following	communities	created.		
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On	the	other,	it’s	a	passage	that	has	caused	great	consternation	and	argumentation	
amongst	Christians	of	many	different	stripes.	There	are	plenty	of	scholars	and	
Christians	who	say	this	passage	is	one	of	a	few	that	proves	that	early	Christian	
communities	were	actually	modeling	systems	we	can	label	as	communist	or	
socialist.		And	of	course,	there	are	plenty	of	scholars	and	Christians	who	say	that’s	
not	the	case.		
	
No	matter	how	you	cut	it	though,	this	passage	is	one	that	challenges	us	in	a	culture	
as	focused	on	consumption	and	wealth	accumulation	as	America	is.		
	
For	a	church	like	Grace	Covenant	who	has	always	had	a	prophetic	voice,	who	has	
always	had	a	heart	for	community,	and	who	has	always	wanted	to	understand	itself	
as	a	place	that	is	not	afraid	to	adapt	and	change	with	justice	at	the	fore,	it’s	
important	for	us	to	explore	the	sharp	edge	of	this	passage—especially	on	our	67th	
anniversary	which	happens	to	fall	during	a	global	pandemic,	and	(speaking	of	
Communism)	did	you	know	that	Tuesday	is	Karl	Marx’s	birthday.		
	
Marx	always	fascinated	me	back	when	I	was	studying	him	as	a	Government	major	in	
college.	He	was	a	deep	thinker	and	so	morally	courageous.	But,	some	of	his	thought	
got	taken	in	a	violent	direction.	And	that	always	felt	problematic	to	me.	Man,	I	wish	I	
were	as	sharp	on	him	as	I	use	to	be.		
	
If	only	I	had	a	history	teacher	around	here	who	could	come	and	give	us	a	quick	
primer	on	Marx.		
	
(John	comes	in)	
	
JPMS:		Did	someone	say	Karl	Marx?		It	just	so	happens	we	are	on	the	chapter	on	
Communism	in	my	world	history	class.	What	do	you	need	to	know?	
	
MWMS:		Listen	to	this	passage	in	Acts	about	the	early	church:		2:44	All	who	believed	
were	together	and	had	all	things	in	common;	2:45	they	would	sell	their	possessions	
and	goods	and	distribute	the	proceeds	to	all,	as	any	had	need.	Does	that	sound	
Marxian	to	you?		
	
JPMS:		Marx	was	about	workers	having	power	and	ownership.	He	was	more	about	
workers	having	a	stake	in	the	fruits	of	their	labor	than	he	was	about	the	government	
having	ownership	of	things.		The	spirit	of	Marxism	is	a	worker	led	economy.	
Bottom/up.	More	than	top/down	government	control.		
	
MWMS:	Wow!	Thank	you,	John!	It	comes	in	handy	to	have	a	history	teacher	around	
the	house.		
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So	there	really	was	something	counter	cultural	going	on	in	the	early	church.		But	
they	weren’t	living	that	way	because	of	a	political	philosophy	or	because	of	
governmental	power.		
	
In	fact,	even	after	the	institutional	church	emerged	and	got	cozy	with	the	Roman	
Empire	a	few	centuries	after	this	Acts	passage	was	written,	there	were	prominent	
church	thinkers—like	some	of	the	Cappadocian	Fathers	who	thought	property	
ownership	was	wrong.		And	interestingly	enough	they	were	allowed	to	write	and	
speak	about	those	things.		
	
That	probably	indicates	that	they	weren’t	having	much	traction	on	the	larger	culture	
so	the	powers	that	be	weren’t	too	concerned	about	them	being	voiced	by	
theologians.		
	
In	fact,	most	of	these	ideals	about	communal	living	manifested	along	the	margins	of	
society	in	places	like	monasteries	and	convents,	but	increasingly	ordinary	Christians	
were	shape	shifting	community-based	values	about	equity	and	justice	to	fit	the	
norms	of	the	dominant	culture.		
	
Kinda	like	we	do	today	as	Christians	in	a	capitalist	country.				
	
If	only	I	had	a	young	Christian,	maybe	a	15	year	old	whose	as	dedicated	Christian	
and	a	burgeoning	entrepreneur	who	I	could	test	this	idea	with,	someone	who	cares	
about	economic	justice	and	who	is	ambitious	about	generating	revenue—to	make	a	
big	purchase—like	maybe	a	car	on	her	16th	birthday.	If	only	there	were	someone	
like	that	around	her	for	me	to	talk	to!		
	
(Mary	Elizabeth	comes	in)	
	
MES:	Did	I	hear	someone	say	car	and	16th	birthday?			
	
MMS:	Well	hello	Mary	Elizabeth,	you’re	just	the	person	I	needed	to	talk	to!		
	
MES:		Are	we	on	camera?	You	know	I	have	a	speaker	fee!	If	this	is	live,	you’ll	get	a	
bill	from	me	on	Venmo!	
	
MMS:		Well	you’ve	sort	of	answered	my	question	already,	Mary	Elizabeth!	I	was	
going	to	ask	if	you	feel	you	could	easily	connect	your	identity	as	a	Christian	and	life	
in	a	capitalist	society.		
	
MES:	My	identity	as	a	Christian	means	I	don’t	just	think	of	myself,	I	think	of	others.	
Like	if	I	have	my	own	car,	that	will	save	you	and	dad	the	trouble	of	having	you	take	
me	all	over	the	place	and	I	can	give	people	rides	home	from	school	and	track	
practice.	So,	see	it’s	really	not	for	me;	it’s	for	the	community!		
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MMS:	Nice	move	you	made	there,	Mary	Elizabeth!		Thanks	for	giving	us	such	a	vivid	
illustration	of	just	how	adaptive	Christianity	can	be	to	different	economic	
aspirations!!		
	
MES:		Anytime!		And	also,	please	stop	ignoring	my	Venmo	requests	for	payment!		
	
	
So,	back	to	that	beautiful	acts	passage	about	wonder,	awe,	and	sharing	everything	in	
common	according	to	need	in	Acts.	It’s	easy	to	see	how	that	idea	of	generosity	and	
sharing	coupled	with	a	capitalist	economy	has	given	rise	to	things	like	philanthropy	
and	the	non-profit	industrial	complex.			
	
That	is,	generous	giving	from	the	resourced	becomes	a	carrier	for	Christian	values	in	
a	culture	that	values	production	and	consumption	and	wealth	accumulation.		
	
So,	generosity	becomes	not	so	much	about	sharing	everything	in	common,	but	about	
those	with	resources	giving	away	resources	to	cushion	the	blow	of	the	wealth	gaps	
inherent	to	market	economies.	Things	like	ownership	and	property	don’t	get	
questioned	in	that	paradigm	of	sharing.		
	
So,	it’s	hard	to	say	if	there	was	or	was	not	a	total	rejection	of	the	idea	of	property	
and	ownership	in	some	of	those	early	Christian	communities.	But	it’s	not	hard	to	say	
that	their	lives	together	generated	some	new	ways	of	being	together,	some	new	
ways	of	understanding	resources	and	community.		And	that	those	ways	were	
distinctive	from	the	larger	culture	they	lived	in.1	
	
This	description	in	Acts	is	not	about	a	top,	down	mandate	of	sharing,	but	an	organic,	
grass-roots	impulse	to	find	a	new	way	to	be	together	to	grew	out	of	awe,	wonder,	
praise,	mutual	regard,	and	love.		They	forged	their	own	path.	
	
If	only	I	had	someone	to	process	this	with	who	is	passionate	about	life	and	not	afraid	
to	follow	his	own	path—even	to	the	point	of	growing	a	mustache	that	his	mother	
wishes	he	would	shave.		
	
(Sidney	walks	in	listening	to	Les	Mis	“Do	you	hear	the	people	sing!”)	
	
SES:	Did	I	hear	somebody	say	mustache!			
	
MMS:	Oh,	hey	Sidney.	It’s	your	turn	to	add	to	this	sermon.	Help	me	bring	it	to	a	close.	
We’re	talking	about	how	Christian	communities	at	their	best	are	counter-cultural,	
they	don’t	just	adapt	to	the	economic	systems	of	the	larger	culture,	but	different	
ways	of	sharing	resources	rise	up	from	relationships	of	love	and	mutual	regard.		
	
SES:		That’s	one	of	the	things	that	being	a	Christian	has	taught	me.	God	is	calling	me	
into	the	world	to	not	be	afraid	to	call	things	out	that	need	changing—and	being	
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generous	is	a	part	of	that,	but	also	being	politically	engaged	and	calling	out	injustice	
is	a	part	of	that,	too!		
	
MMS:	Thanks	Sidney.	If	I	said	the	mustache	needs	changing,	would	that	help	at	all.		
	
SES:		No,	I’m	good	with	it	like	it	is!		
	
(Sidney	leaves)	
	
It	was	worth	a	try!			
	
So,	one	more	thing	about	Marx.			
	
Marx	saw	religion,	especially	the	Christianity	that	his	family	converted	to	early	in	his	
life,	pacifying	people	into	submission	to	ways	of	life	that	diminished	their	humanity.		
	
Marx	wrote:		
	

The	struggle	against	religion	is,	therefore,	indirectly	the	struggle	against	that	
world	whose	spiritual	aroma	is	religion.		
	
Religious	suffering	is,	at	one	and	the	same	time,	the	expression	of	real	
suffering	and	a	protest	against	real	suffering.	Religion	is	the	sigh	of	the	
oppressed	creature,	the	heart	of	a	heartless	world,	and	the	soul	of	soulless	
conditions.	It	is	the	opium	of	the	people.2	

	
Religion	was	a	problem	for	Marx	because	he	believed	it	could	teach	illusion	that	
created	more	suffering	by	creating	passivity.		
	
Marx	believed	that	workers	need	rest,	leisure	time,	and	that	they	should	feel	deep	
satisfaction	from	the	work	they	do.	He	believed	that	people	should	be	able	to	build	a	
way	of	life	together	in	which	people’s	actual	needs	are	met.			
	
He	just	got	more	and	more	convinced	that	the	societal	shift	could	not	happen	
without	a	revolution	of	the	working	class.	When	people’s	lives	have	to	bear	the	
weight	of	deeper	and	deeper	contradictions	and	disequilibrium	generated	by	the	
social	system	they	function	within,	the	only	next	step	is	for	a	new	social	system	to	
emerge.	That	sense	of	alienation	from	our	own	labor,	from	our	own	inherent	worth	
is	what	foments	revolution	for	Marx.		
	
Christianity	emerges	from	a	related,	but	distinctive	belief	about	change.		Change	
comes	from	the	ground	up,	yes.	But	for	Christians	the	conditions	of	possibility	for	
social	change	rise	from	human	relationships	knit	together	by	Christ’s	revolutionary	
love,	not	just	our	material	conditions.			
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Jesus,	too,	was	a	revolutionary.	Jesus,	too,	believed	in	material,	not	just	spiritual,	
change.	But	Jesus’	revolution	starts	with	the	power	that	infuses	each	of	us	with	the	
capacity	to	love	and	to	be	loved.			
	
That	love	revolution	was	changing	people	from	the	inside/out	in	the	wake	of	Jesus’	
death	and	resurrection.	That’s	not	about	religion,	that’s	about	transformation,	that’s	
about	faith.		
	
Faith	was	changing	the	way	they	lived	together.		The	conditions	of	their	lives	were	
beginning	to	reflect	the	nature	of	their	deep	connections	to	each	other—mutual	
regard,	trust,	wonder,	generosity,	but	most	of	all	equity—equity	is	different	than	
equality.	
	
These	early	Christian	communities	cultivated	equity—to	each	according	to	need.	
Not	one	size	fits	all	standard	issue	policies,	but	attentive,	relational,	caring	
responsiveness.			
	
Jesus’	revolution	is	the	one	we	aspire	to,	Grace	Covenant.	Because	we	know	that	he	
changes	everything	and	it	starts	with	the	ways	Christ	changes	us.	For	67	years	the	
fits	and	starts	of	aspiring	to	put	Christ	at	the	center	of	who	this	congregation	is	have	
generated	some	beautiful	movements,	moments,	and	memories—and	some	
struggles,	and	conflict,	and	real	change.			
	
And	these	days,	Christ	is	stirring	things	up	for	us	still.		You	can	feel	it	and	see	it	and	
experience	it	in	things	like	our	Serve	Council	and	Session	discerning	what	it	means	
for	Grace	Covenant	to	truly	shift	away	from	a	charity	based	mentality	with	giving	
our	resources	toward	a	way	of	deploying	resources	that	truly	cultivates	equity	and	
creates	social	change.		
	
The	work	is	hard	and	there	is	no	clear	path	for	how	to	do	it.	And	together	we	are	
having	the	hard	conversations,	doing	the	hard	work,	trying	things,	making	mistakes,	
and	sometimes	along	the	way	tasting	the	beginnings	of	real	life-giving	
transformation	that	God	is	at	work	accomplishing	among	us.		
	
Our	Long	Range	Visioning	Team	for	our	building	is	exploring	these	same	
possibilities	with	our	building.	What	might	it	look	like	if	our	building	really	becomes	
community	space—a	space	that	cultivates	equity,	healing,	and	repair	of	old	wounds?		
	
You	can	see	it	in	our	Garden	Steering	Team	learning	to	share	power	and	collaborate	
to	grow	not	just	crops,	but	to	cultivate	trust	and	community.		
	
The	revolution	happening	here	is	not	from	the	outside,	in.	It	is	gestating	in	the	
womb	of	Christ’s	promise	of	new	life	when	we	put	love	at	the	center	of	who	we	are	
and	how	we	live	together.		
	



	 8	

Grace	Covenant	is	indeed	a	work	in	progress,	but	more	than	just	a	work	in	progress,	
we	are	a	community	in	progress:	wondering,	learning,	connecting,	praying,	and	even	
provoking	the	social	change	that	God	is	calling	us	toward.		
	
Happy	Anniversary,	Grace	Covenant!		And	here’s	to	67	more	years	of	being	a	Christ–
centered	community	in	the	making.		
	
Thanks	be	to	God.		
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
																																																								
1	https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/04/opinion/sunday/christianity-communism.html	
2	https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1843/critique-hpr/intro.htm	


