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The Power of Casseroles

In the final chapter of her book, Better Than Normal: Virtues for an Off-Script Life, MaryAnn
McKibben Dana invites us to shift from competition to community, and once again, | begin to
squirm. As some might say, now she’s gone to meddlin’. Because, as | wrote earlier this week, | am
more than a bit competitive. If | am a fan of your team, | will scream my heart out (or my head off)
for you. And | get very invested in my team winning, whether it be Vanderbilt basketball which |
have followed since before my birth or the Spanish men’s soccer team who | decided to cheer for
after they beat France just a few days ago. So I’'m a fan of competition...to a point. Consistent with
the rest of the book, MaryAnn pushes me to re-examine what we have been taught is normal or
normative and whether those norms match the virtues God calls us to embody in Christ’s name.
And while | don’t think God begrudges me my love of a good Davidson basketball game, | do think
God would take issue with our larger culture’s insistence that the good life must always divvy us up
into winners and losers, teammates and opponents.

The book of Acts paints a vibrant picture of the early church beginning with Christ’s
ascension and the gift of the Holy Spirit. In the second chapter we are given a glimpse of what the
day-to-day church looked like, and Casey will have more to say about that passage in a few weeks.
The text | just read also speaks to the life of the early church. It is lovely and powerful, and at first
blush it tends to put me on the defensive. This business of no private property, everyone selling
everything and handing the proceeds over to the apostles runs largely counter to how we live. It

seems unreal and unrealistic. As one of you pointed out this week, texts like these have been used



and misused to trick vulnerable people into handing over their life savings to charlatans in the
name of religion. And while scholars tend to believe this depiction was a nostalgic and at least
somewhat romanticized vision even in its own day, this passage is here for a reason. As tempting
as it might be to write off this practice of selling everything and handing the proceeds over to the
apostles as a bunch of hooey, scripture has something to teach me, to tell us, even when it rankles
me (maybe especially when it rankles me). So what might the Spirit be saying to us here? | suspect
that it is in fact about money and resources and about something more as well.

The book of Acts recounts the rapidly growing early church, fueled by the preaching of the
apostles and the radical good news of God’s saving grace extended to all in the life, death, and
resurrection of Jesus Christ. With each story, the circle grows wider and the Body of Christ
incorporates more and more people into the fold. Scholar Mattew Skinner writes:

The Holy Spirit pulls people together as members of a community that manifests its

newfound salvation in Christ in a corporate existence through its worship, learning, sharing,

and service. Consistently in Acts, the story of salvation is a story of belonging.?
Salvation isn’t simply between me and Jesus. It’s an “us” thing, a community thing, a group
project. Skinner goes on to underscore the power of a community that emphasizes such generous,
selfless giving:

Something greater than charity and mission is surging through this passage; believers are

living out a commitment to belong to one another.?

" Matthew Skinner, https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/second-sunday-of-easter-
2/commentary-on-acts-432-35-5
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Yes, the Spirit persistently calls me to examine how much of my resources | share, how much |
offer, how much | give. The church has always required literal buy-in to do the work of sharing the
gospel, and | am increasingly convinced that prayerful, intentional giving to the church is one of
the most challenging and rewarding of spiritual disciplines. Jesus did say that our treasure will go
where our heart is, after all. This story from Acts also pushes us to look more deeply at what true
community looks like, how true belonging looks and feels.

Like many of us, MaryAnn grieves the loss of third spaces, gathering places that are
something other than work and home. Participation in civic organizations and volunteer groups
was much more prevalent in earlier generations. In those spaces, people from different political
perspectives, backgrounds, and age groups gather to socialize, to learn, and to serve. And in many
cases in our community, they still do. Churches have long played that role, too, and still do for
many of us, which is a great thing in my not-so-unbiased opinion. Church is one of the rare places
where people gather, serve, laugh, study, sing, and cry, together across every dividing line our
society draws. And we’re really good at it...or on our best days, we can be.

When she no longer felt at home in the church where she and her husband had worshipped
for years, the late Rachel Held Evans wondered aloud who would bring her casseroles when she
had a baby. It sounds so simple, and yet when the kind church friend or acquaintance shows up at
your front door when you have not slept or showered for days and hands you a tray overflowing
with chicken and rice casserole and other yummy treasures, you are on the receiving end of
something special. That casserole fills you up and tastes like love, and you feel like you belong in a

way that words cannot express. And that is a powerful gift.



Writing about the uptick in younger generations showing up for in-person gatherings such
as book clubs, concerts, and yes, even movies on the big screen, Darren Walker writes, “We
human beings remain stubbornly, beautifully starving for one another.”® We live in an age when
we are pitted against one another all the time everywhere. Those who compete for our time,
resources, energy, and attention want to convince us that we need to look out only for ourselves
and be suspicious if not downright fearful of everyone else. As Norm on “Cheers” once said, “It’s a
dog-eat-dog world and I’'m wearing Milk Bone [pants].”* Like Walker, | am convinced that humans
are hungry for a place where we can belong and that we crave a respite from the division and the
fighting and the meanness. And church from the beginning at its best has been incredibly good at
that kind of nourishment, embracing the left out, caring for the weary, and feeding one another in
body, mind, and spirit. We are really good at showing up with casseroles, real ones and
metaphorical ones, too.

The Acts text tells us that “those who believed were of one heart and soul,” which on the
surface sounds perhaps more outlandish than the claim that they sold everything and gave all
their money to the apostles. | have never experienced a church that was lockstep on everything.
That’s why we pray at the beginning of meetings asking for the Spirit to direct our decisions, guide
our words, open our hearts, and help us listen to those who see things differently than we do as
we seek to make faithful decisions together. But Skinner points out that to be of one heart and

III

soul is about more than just singing kumbaya; to be of one heart and soul “reflects an intensity of

mutual devotion and shared existence.”® In other words, the early church was committed to

3 https://www.nytimes.com/2026/07/17/opinion/gen-z-movie-theaters-hollywood.html
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sticking with each other not simply because they liked each other or lived in the same
neighborhood or cheered for the same team or shopped at the same grocery store. No, they
promised to stick with one another out of their shared identity in Jesus Christ. Being a child of God
is our truest identity, and it is not something we must compete for to attain. Our being called and
claimed as children of God is something we are freely given. It binds us to Christ and to his Body.
We recommit ourselves to that calling every time we baptize a baby or welcome new members. In
those moments we promise to pray for them and nurture them in the life of faith and they commit
to doing the same with and for us. All because of the saving grace of Jesus Christ. There is
something deeply holy about that kind of commitment and that kind of community. And
something deeply powerful, which is at least part of the point.

The larger world can teach us how to compete, how to choose up sides, grit our teeth, close
ranks, and protect our own. From what | read here and throughout scripture, that’s not the
church’s strength, nor is it our purpose. Yes, we find encouragement, support, friendship, and
meaning in this community, and those are sacred gifts. And yet, the gathered believers in this text
respond to a call that stretches them beyond themselves as they pray very specific prayer to God
in the early verses: “Grant to your servants to speak your word with all boldness.”® They knew
from the outset that church was not created to be a closed system simply tending to one another
for the sake of their own survival. The fellowship and belonging serve a larger purpose: to witness
faithfully and courageously to God’s saving work in Jesus Christ out in a battered, occasionally
menacing, often jaded world so that others can belong, too. Casseroles are not simply comfort

food, nor are the bread we break and the cup we drink at this table. They are nourishment for the

8 Acts 4: 29, NRSVue



creative and courageous work of being Christ’s body in and for the world he came to save and
redeem.

And when that world insists settling for the same tired script by seeking to split us up and
pitting us against neighbors and strangers alike, | hope we’ll keep praying for boldness and
showing up with casseroles. For it is my deepest prayer that we will not follow the script the larger
world keeps trying to hand us. | hope and pray that we will instead follow our risen Lord, the one
who calls us to be curious and courageous, present and authentic, the one who shapes us in
beauty and gives us genuine community in his name. This same Christ invites us into a life that is
richer than any we can imagine on our own, a life that is so much better than what passes for
normal.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.



