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NCFA Family and Friends:  

 

There are times when it is important for us to stop and smell the roses. It seems 

like we're going from event to event or crisis to crisis. 

Over the last two weeks we had opportunities to serve families through Mobile 

Loaves & Fishes; host a community health fair; partner with another church in 

discussing faith and race; participate in the All-Church Retreat at MO-Ranch; 

and host the Reverend Dr. Thomas Daniel, who preached last week. 

We continue to give thanks for our military men, women, and families, both of 

the present and the past. We continue to pray for our world, especially Paris, 

Syria, and wherever the pursuit for peace, justice, security, liberty, and hope 

need abound. 

We celebrate Monday’s birth of Elliot Gayle Phillips, and we continue to pray 

for those on our Prayer and Praise list. 

On Sunday we will have our Thanksgiving Fellowship, a potluck lunch following 

worship. The church will provide the meat, and we invite you to bring your fa-

vorite side dish or dessert. Bring a friend to share in the fellowship. 

Special thanks to Congregational Life for providing leadership for our lunch-

eon. Special thanks for the members of Covenant Presbyterian Church who are 

partnering with us to provide gifts for families in need. Special thanks to the 

Deacons for taking care of the Thanksgiving baskets for several of our families. 

God is good. All the time. All the time God is good! Amen! 

During worship on the 29
th

 we will have the “Hanging of the Greens” ceremony 

as we usher in the Advent season. Following worship, the Session will meet to 

deliberate over matters of our church and families. 

On December 6
th

 we will have a special Christmas presentation, and on the 13
th

 

we will dedicate our Stewardship Cards. The cards not only reflect God’s provi-

sions for your family but also allow our Session to discern the best way to match 

the pledges with the 2016 budget. 

As is our custom, we will have a Christmas Eve Worship Service. 

On December 27
th

 we will have a Congregational Meeting in which the Session 

will present the approved 2016 budget and the congregation will vote to approve 

my terms of call so that I may continue to serve as your pastor. 

In the Reformed tradition we say that “The chief end of humanity is to glorify 

God and to enjoy God forever.” Take a moment this coming weekend to recog-

nize the beauty of God's creation. Find something to attribute to God and glory 

in it; then glorify God with your lives even in the midst of crises, caregiving, ca-

lamities, and celebration. 

 

God bless and keep you all.  

 

James  

Rev. James H. Lee, Pastor 
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2015 Matching Grant 

GOAL $30,000.00                Current Donor Gift $15,000.00 

GOAL $15,000.00                 NCFA Current  Gift $2,250.00 

       What are the ways I can give? 

 Mail a donation to the church office  

 Leave a donation during one of the services, or events 

 Online https://ncfaustin.cloverdonations.com/donation 

 
Faithfully, 
Pastor James Lee 

All Welcome 
 

  

 

 

 

 
THIS SUNDAY 

IN THE FELLOWSHIP HALL 

9:30AM 

 

Just one requirement:  

A LOVE OF GLORIFYING GOD  

THROUGH MUSIC! 

Bring your voice and hands to clap! 

NCF TO STAGE CHRISTMAS TABLEAU 

 If you would like to appear in the tableau of the manger 

scene that will be staged in our church on Sunday, Decem-

ber 6th, please contact Connie Jones at her e-mail address 

of connietheatre150@gmal.com or call her at 512-947-2869 or 

just tell her when you see her in church.  She needs to 

know by the end of November.  You can tell her what char-

acter you would like to portray in that still life picture and 

that role will be yours unless it has already been requested 

by someone else.  Costumes will be provided. 

 Background music for this tableau is going to be provid-

ed by Tiffany Daniels, Kathryn Aldas and Carol Sadding-

ton.   

Please know that anyone of any age is welcome to notify 

Connie that he or she would like to participate. 

mailto:connietheatre150@gmal.com
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Study of the Gospel According to Luke, January/February, 2016 

Led by Rev. Jeff Saddington, Chaplain, Hospice Austin, 512-426-8805 

 

Luke is the Gospel of focus during the new church year 
beginning at Advent 2015. Lectionary preachers have nearly 50 
opportunities to proclaim the Word using a Lukan text during 
this coming church year. 

 

Study Text:  Luke’s Gospel from Scratch: The New Testament or Beginners  
                       by Donald Griggs and Paul Walaskay 
                                 ISBN 978-0-664-23499-7 

 
When/Where: Thursdays, 7-8pm, January 7, 14, 21, 28; February 4, 11, 18,  
         2016.  Fellowship Hall 
 
Class Format: As with our study of Mark, we will need to pre-read Luke and be 
willing to engage in discussion, prayer, and even occasionally end in singing a 
relevant hymn. We will rely on the Holy Spirit to reveal to us what the Holy Spirit 
wishes us to see and hear in this great summary of the life and work of Jesus by 
doctor Luke, a very careful and detailed author. 

In anticipation of your interest, a dozen books have been purchased and are for 
sale for $13, first come, first served. Please contact Jeff Saddington for purchase 
and payment. 

The Gospel of Luke is a marvelously rich text, uniquely containing so 
many familiar teachings, such as the Good Samaritan, the Prodigal Son, Zac-
chaeus in a sycamore tree, and a young Jesus conversing with teachers in the 
temple. It also relates stories of Jesus that are found in other Gospels, such as 
the Feeding of the 5,000 and a different version of Matthew’s more familiar Beat-
itudes. It contains the most familiar of the Jesus birth narratives, with a manger, 
shepherds, angels, and no room at the inn. Food is also a theme, as Jesus in 
Luke is often going to a meal, at a meal, or leaving a meal, and each setting 
presents a wonderful teaching moment for us! 

In Luke men and women serve side by side, and Jesus is very clear about the 
need to care for the least, the last, and the lost, and anyone who is out on the 
margins of society. 

Come, be immersed in study!  It will be a wonderful time to be together in the 
Word because of what all of you seekers bring to it. ALL ARE WELCOME!! 

Until the whole world hears! 
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 Nekia is still awaiting deployment to Iraq.  Lift her and husband 
George up as they face their pending separation.   

 Lift up Ashley as she grieves the sudden death of a close friend Lou 
Ellen—a second mother—who died unexpectedly last Tuesday.  Lift 
up her daughter Casey who has been Ashley’s friend since 
childhood.  Lift up comfort for Ashley who cannot travel to the funeral 
due to her baby’s imminent birth.  Lift up a safe and soon delivery.   

 Praise for Hennie’s safe arrival in France and lift up continued good 
experiences as she spends time with extended family there.   

 Lift up the many people who do not know about the deep well of 
God’s love.   

 Lift up Cathy T as she has medical tests to plan for her ongoing 
treatment for a stroke.  Lift up all caregivers.   

 Lift up Laura for rest and restoration following her father’s death.   
 Praise for the privilege Jeff has as a Hospice Chaplain.  Praise for 

God’s relentless pursuit of His beloved children.   
 Praise for the discussions at CPC concerning race relations in 

Austin.  Lift up Peace for the world.   
 Lift up European, Near Eastern, and Muslim students at ACC who are 

feeling the repercussions of the latest terrorist bombings.   
 Lift up Cathy A as she oversees mediation between a professor and a 

student.   
 Praise for a longtime friendship between Trish and Ima Jean.   
 Lift up Bill and Nancy as they care for his ailing mother.  Praise for 

God’s blessing of using this time to heal an acrimonious 
relationship.  God is still in the miracle business. 

 Lift up the people and countries affected by the terrorist 
bombings.  Lift up solutions of care and love to alleviate causes of 
suffering that permit people to believe that violence is an answer.   

 Lift up a successful spinal injection for Elizabeth.   
 Three Cheers!  Hip-Hip-Hooray!  Christine passed the Ordination 

Exams!   
 Praise for the amazing technology found in hearing aids and the gift 

of hearing for Nancy.   
 Praise for the Mo Ranch Weekend Retreat.  Praise for the volunteer 

efforts that made it possible.   
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Session Members  

*Rev. James Lee 
Pastor/Moderator 
*Elder Kathy Smith 
Clerk of Session 
*Rev. Bill Harris  
Administration & Personnel 
*Elder Tim Lenz 
Buildings & Grounds 
*Elder Mary Jo Mojica 
Congregational Life 
*Elder Randy Mojica 
Children and Youth 
*Elder Cathy Angell  
Discipleship  & Women’s 
Ministry 
*Elder Caly Fernandez 
Evangelism 
*Elder Tracey Lenz 
Finance & Stewardship 
*Elder Robert Booth 
Lay Ministry  
*Elder Benton Hooks 
Men’s Ministry 
*Elder Vernon Bailey 
Missions 
*Elder Charles Robinson 
Worship & Membership 
 

Deacons  

Connie Jones, Chair  

Kathryn Aldas 

Ulysses Cox 

Naomi Jones 

Samuel Okyere Mireku 

Lucy Oglesby 

Ashley Phillips 

Carol Saddington 

Cathy Trifiro 

Roxann Vallejo 

 
 
 

   
 
                

24
th

  6:30pm Men’s Ministry    

   Dinner, Study at 7pm  
       
25

th
 
 
Evening Activities-Cancelled.  

 
26

th
 Happy Thanksgiving-Office will be 

   closed. 
 
29

th
    

     8:15am Waller Creek Chapel   
  Danita Nelson, preaching  
   9-10am  Adult Sunday School 
   9:15am  Deacons Meeting  
   9:30am  Psalm 150 Praise  
   Team Rehearsal  
       10:15am  Worship at 1507 Wilshire 
  Pastor James Lee, preaching  
     Sunday School during worship;  
    Ages 3-5-Rm 1, Grades 1-5 -Rm 7 

 

November 2015 

3
rd 

 Sam Okyere Mireku 
5

th
  Ellis Oglesby 

8
th

  Francisco Ramirez 
9

th
  Krystal Parsons 

15
th

  Patricia Nemir 
18

th
  Vi Lee 

 Koryn Irene Aldas 
19

th
  Charlie Phillips 

21
st 

 Comfort Agbahu 
 Dylan Shubitz 
24

th
  Vernon Bailey 

25
th

  Isabella Grace Sullivan 
25

th
  Carol Saddington 

28
th

  Matthew Cox 
 Tamara Smith 
30

th 
 Stephanie Lenz Sullivan 

   

NCFA CONNEXION!                  WWW.NCFAUSTIN.ORG 

3
rd

    Doug and Kathy Smith  
8

th 
   George and Grace Washington  

17
th

   John and Doreette Ayensu  
30

th
   Jeff and Carol Saddington  
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i n v i t es y o u  t o  j o i n  u s f o r  

w o r sh i p ser v i c e!
Ev er y  Su n d a y  8a m  - 9a m

N CFA Ch a pel  a t  t h e Wa l l er  Cr eek  Sc h o o l   

410 0  Red  Ri v er  St .

En t er  t h r o u g h  t h e 41st St r eet  Ga t e

NCFA 

Chapel Hancock Center

41st St 

R
e
d

 R
iv

e
r

The Rev. James H. Lee, Pastor, New Covenant Fellowship of Austin (PCUSA)

1507 Wilshire Blvd., Ste.6, Austin, TX 78722-1100, 512-334-3041, www.ncfaustin.org

invites you to join us for 
worship service!

Every Sunday 8am - 9am
NCFA Chapel at the Waller Creek School  

4100 Red River St.

Enter through the 41st Street Gate

NCFA 

Chapel Hancock Center

41st St 

R
e
d
 
R

iv
e
r

The Rev. James H. Lee, Pastor, New Covenant Fellowship of Austin (PCUSA)

1507 Wilshire Blvd., Ste.6, Austin, TX 78722-1100, 512-334-3041, www.ncfaustin.org

NCFA SUNDAY WORSHIP AT 8:15am -- 

Waller Chapel 
 

Come rise and shine with us  

at our 8:15am chapel service 

where we glorify God 

through the Word, Prayer, Hymns, 

and Communion. 
 

       41st and Red River, entrance gate on 41st. 
           

In the words of Phillips, Craig & Dean, 

“Come, just as you are, to worship.” 

All are welcome to this traditional,  

intimate style of worshiping our Lord. 

NCFA Waller Creek Chapel  — Upcoming Preachers 
 

 
November  — 29  Danita Nelson 

 

   Prayerfully seeking a musician called to join this worship service. 

NCFA SUNDAY WORSHIP AT 

10:15am  
 

We would love to have you and your family 

come share in the CELEBRATION OF  

THE GOOD NEWS!  
  

We are worshiping in the Fellowship Hall of  

Genesis Presbyterian Church on the  

Wilshire Campus starting at10:15 a.m.   
 

New Covenant Fellowship of Austin PC(U.S.A.)  is a  

racially diverse community informed by the Bible,  

empowered by the Holy Spirit, and motivated to share 

God’s love with all. In response to God’s love, we are 

called to equip disciples to faithfully serve, to encour-

age seekers to joyfully commit, and to implore all to  

worship our Lord, as we love our neighbors,  

grow in grace, and live by faith. 
Join us in the Celebration of the Good News 

 

NCFA Sunday Schedule 
 
 

8:15am - Worship Service 

Waller Creek Chapel   

41st St. and Red River  

 

 10:15am - Worship Service 

1507 Wilshire Blvd.  

9am Adult Sunday School  

10am Fellowship 

10:45am - Children’s Church 

NCFA CONNEXION!                  WWW.NCFAUSTIN.ORG 
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New Covenant Fellowship is a racially      

diverse community informed by the    

Bible and empowered by the Holy  

Spirit.  We are called to equip disciples to 

faithfully serve, to encourage seekers to joy-

fully commit, and to implore all to worship 

our Lord, as we love our neighbors,  

grow in grace and live by faith.  

 

 

NEW COVENANT FELLOWSHIP IMPLEMENTS OUR  

MISSION BY EQUIPPING INDIVIDUALS TO LIVE FOR 

CHRIST AND MINISTER THROUGHOUT THE WORLD. 

 

FOUR AREAS OF FOCUS FOR 2015  

1.  Retain and minister to visitors and members 

through personal contacts, strengthening fami-

lies, ministry-driven events, and identifying and 

utilizing the numerous gifts of our members. 

2.  Better utilize social media and other modes of 

communication to celebrate our ministry, share 

resources, and organize ourselves. 

3.  Enhance our Children and Youth ministries 

through mentoring, attending their extracurricu-

lar activities, utilizing their gifts in worship, and 

assisting in the Nursery and Church School. 

4.  Continue emphasizing Marketplace Ministry, cel-

ebrating the various ministries within our church 

and community, and reaching out into the com-

munity like the Community Garden and our 

Health Fair in November. 

 

The Six Great Ends of the Church 

The proclamation of the gospel for the  salvation of human-

kind; the shelter, nurture, and spiritual  fellowship of the  

children of God; the maintenance of divine worship; the 

preservation of the truth; the promotion of social righteous-

ness; and the exhibition of the Kingdom of Heaven to the 

world. (Book of Order G-1.0200) 

VISION STATEMENT 

MISSION STATEMENT 
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Stewardship Dedication 

December 13
th

, 2015 
 

 

 

We are using the acronym J O Y, which stands for “Jesus, 

Others, and You,” to help us focus on the scripture refer-

ence, “You shall love the Lord your God with 

all your heart, and with all your soul, and with 

all your strength, and with all your mind; 

and your neighbor as   yourself.” (Luke 10:27)   

 

The cards not only reflect God’s provisions for your family but also 

allow our Session to discern the best way to match the pledges with 

the 2016 budget. 

 

  

 

 

December 27
th

, 2015 
During this meeting the Session will present the ap-

proved 2016 budget and the congregation will vote to 

approve my terms of call so that I may continue to 

serve as your pastor. 
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       Free Thanksgiving Meals 2015   

 

 

Thursday November 19, 2015: 
Community Thanksgiving Dinner 

November 19 from 5-7 p.m.   |   Virginia L. Brown Recreation Center, 7500 Blessing Ave., Austin.  

Free and open to the public. 
 

Pickle Elementary School 

November 19 from 5-7 p.m.   | School Cafeteria, 1101 Wheatley, Austin 

The school provides an annual Thanksgiving meal for the community. Donations such as sides, drinks, and 

desserts are accepted but not required. 
 

Saturday November 21, 2015: 
The Helping Hands Center – Harvest of Hope Thanksgiving Meal and Winter Clothing Givea-

way 

November 21 from 10:30 a.m. – 1 p.m.   |   Olivet Baptist Church, 1179 San Bernard St, Austin 

Annual Harvest of Hope event offering a Thanksgiving meal to the community, plus adult winter clothing 

giveaway, including sweatshirts and wool caps at the event. 

AB Cantu Pan-American Recreation Center Thanksgiving Meal 

November 21 from 11 a.m. – 2 p.m. |   2100 E 3rd St, Austin 

Free Thanksgiving meal for the community. 

Rosewood Zaragosa Neighborhood Center 

November 21 from 11 a.m. – 1 p.m.   |   2800 Webberville Rd, Austin 

Free and open to the public. 

Dove Springs Recreation Center’s Community Dinner 

November 21 from 11 a.m. – 3 p.m.   |   5801 Ainez Dr., Austin 
Free and open to the public. 

St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church Thanksgiving Meal 

November 21 from 5:30-8:30 p.m.   |   14311 Wells Port Dr, Austin 
Free Thanksgiving meal to the community each year. Attendees are asked to call before the event to RSVP 

(512-251-0698). 
 

Sunday November 22, 2015: 
Interfaith Thanksgiving Service and Celebration 

November 22 at 3 p.m.   |   7501 Blessing Ave., Austin 

Free, family-friendly, all are welcome. Reception follows the prayer service and all are welcome to bring a 

dish to share. 
 

Tuesday November 24, 2015: 
H-E-B Feast of Sharing 

November 24 from 4-8 p.m.   |   Palmer Events Center, 900 Barton Springs Rd., Austin 
Join in the festivities and experience the joy with a holiday meal and good cheer at the annual H‑E‑B Feast 

of Sharing holiday dinner. The Feast of Sharing is the culmination of a year‑round commitment H‑E‑B 

makes to fighting hunger. In addition to a holiday meal, you can enjoy music, arts and crafts, kids activities, 

and even an appearance by Santa. 

Church Community Thanksgiving Meal (Blanco) 

November 24 at 6:30 p.m.   |   Trinity Lutheran Church, 703 Main St., Blanco 
Free and open to the public. 

Wednesday November 25, 2015: 

Baptist Community Center Thanksgiving Dinner  

November 25 from 11 a.m. – 6 p.m.   |   2000 E 2nd St, Austin 
Free Thanksgiving meal for the community. 

Salvation Army Thanksgiving Meal 

November 25 from 12-4 p.m.   |   Salvation Army’s main location, 501 E 8th St, Austin 
Free annual Thanksgiving meal for the community. 
 

Thursday November 26, 2015: 
North Austin Christian Church 

November 26 from 11 a.m. – 1 p.m.   |   1734 Rutland Dr, Austin 
Free Thanksgiving meal for the community. 

12th Annual Feast of Giving 

November 26 from 11 a.m. – 2 p.m.   |   St. Louis Catholic Church, Wozniak Hall, 7601 Burnet Rd., 

Austin 
Free and open to the public. Twelve years ago, Parish Social Ministries started the tradition of feeding needy 

brothers and sisters a great Thanksgiving meal on Thanksgiving Day. The last few years, over 800 individu-

als have been served annually with over 150 volunteers. The act of sharing not only allows volunteers to give 

of themselves to others, but brings the true meaning of this holiday to those who receive the meals. If you 

would like to volunteer for this ministry, the Social Ministry team could use at least two and a half hours of 

your time on Thanksgiving Day or the night before. For additional information on volunteering, please con-

tact Bea Dela Rosa at 512-454-0384 extension 265 or bea.delarosa@st-louis.org. 

http://www.austintexas.gov/event/community-thanksgiving-dinner-virignia-l-brown-recreation-center
http://www.211texas.org/results-page/?org=72605&agencynum=29125457
http://www.211texas.org/results-page/?org=72605&agencynum=29125192
http://www.211texas.org/results-page/?org=72605&agencynum=29125192
https://www.facebook.com/A.B.CantuPanAmericanCommunityAdvisoryBoard/photos/a.215584498480911.51160.215574821815212/950742474965106/?type=3&theater
http://www.austintexas.gov/department/rosewood-zaragosa-neighborhood-center
http://www.austintexas.gov/event/thanksgiving-community-dinner-dove-springs-recreation-center-0
http://www.211texas.org/results-page/?org=72605&agencynum=29124777
http://interfaithtexas.org/itsc/
https://www.heb.com/static-page/article-template/Feast-of-Sharing
http://trinityofblanco.com/CommunityThanksgiving.htm
http://www.211texas.org/results-page/?org=72605&agencynum=29125994
http://www.211texas.org/results-page/?org=72605&agencynum=29124067
http://www.211texas.org/results-page/?org=72605&agencynum=29126715
http://www.st-louis.org/parish-news/2015/10/26/12th-annual-feast-of-giving
mailto:bea.delarosa@st-louis.org
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“What It Means To Be the Church  

in These Times” 

Acts 2:42-47 
 

Rev. Dr. Thomas Daniel 
New Covenant Fellowship of Austin 

November 15, 2015 

Acts 2:42-47 
42 

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

bread and the prayers. 
43 

Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs 

were being done by the apostles. 
44 

All who believed were together and had all things in 

common; 
45 

they would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to 

all, as any had need. 
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, 
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. 
 

My name is Thomas Daniel, and I’m a pastor at Covenant Presbyterian Church. James Lee 

and I are doing what’s called a “pulpit exchange” today. James agreed to that, and then I 

made sure that he knew that we have four services each Sunday! Right now he is between 

services two and three, and he’ll probably never agree to do this again; so this might be the 

only time I am here!  

It is a joy to be here today. When I moved from Atlanta a year and a half ago, people told 

me I needed to get to know James Lee and what’s going on in New Covenant, and he was 

one of the first pastors I met. I know there are some retired pastors here, but pastors by 

definition make me nervous. I didn’t really grow up around this stuff a lot, and so they just 

do. Normally I don’t just call people to say “I want to get together”; but I did with James, 

and it’s been a blessing. The story of what you all are doing here and what God is doing in 

your midst is an inspiration. And so I’m glad to be here today. 

When I was growing up in Atlanta, my two younger brothers and I went to church, which 

is what one did in the Bible Belt. We didn’t have faith; we never talked about faith; we 

never talked about Jesus; and we never talked about spirituality. But church is just what 

you’re supposed to do, and so my parents joined a church that worked with their ideology 

and reinforced what they thought was right about the world and politics, and we grew up 

in it. We did not have a strong sense of why we were there—it’s just that we went to 

church because that’s what one did. 

 
 It was always a game for my brothers and me to try to talk our parents out of making us go to church 

in the morning. Every Sunday we would campaign in different ways, and as I was driving out here 

today, I remembered that the most successful Sundays were whenever there was a pulpit exchange. 

My dad kept peace in the marriage by supporting my mom in making us go to church, but if there 

was a pulpit exchange, he would say, “You know what, if their own church is excited to give them 

away for a week, then I probably don’t want to listen to what they have to say either.” Thirty years 

later, now I’m the one that’s in the pulpit exchange, and I’m hoping my church isn’t excited that I’m 

gone for a week….But I thank all of you who are here! 

This morning we are not going to use the Scriptures printed in your bulletin because, as has been 

alluded to already, we have had some pretty unbelievable events in our world over the last three or 

four days—difficult, heavy, and scary events. As sometimes happens with these bombings, they start 

causing conversations and reflections and questions for many people. I think that’s happening 

globally right now. 

 

What I want to do today is take us to a point of thinking about “What it means to be the 

church in these times.” Because one of the things that struck me when you see the bombings that 

took place in Kenya was there was this sense for many of the people there that faith was an element 

of their grief. We know that the church is alive and thriving today in places like Africa, in certain 

parts of Southeast Asia, and in South America. Those places are where the church is exploding and 

the Gospel is exploding; and it’s in the former Christendom, in Europe and here in the United States 

that we’re just seeing this decline in church attendance and in Christianity. A pastor in Austin told 

me a few weeks ago that now 86 percent of Austin is not actively involved in any kind of faith 

community. We’re the minority. We’re the minority on a Sunday morning that are in any way 

considering what God’s call might be in our lives. 
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“What It Means To Be the Church  

in These Times” 

Acts 2:42-47 
 

Rev. Dr. Thomas Daniel 
New Covenant Fellowship of Austin 

November 15, 2015 

And I contrast what you were seeing in Kenya with what you saw taking place in Paris, where, of 

course, the churches as in many places in Europe have just been in steep decline. And just the 

absence of any kind of presence or language about what the Gospel is calling us to. What is the 

Gospel calling us to in these times of great tragedy? What is the Gospel calling us to do as people 

who’ve experienced great pain and great hardship? How do we as people of faith respond in any 

way? And I think, as we see here in Austin and as we see here in the United States, that France is 

ahead of us in this. The culture around it has basically just hit the mute button on Christianity. They 

are just not listening anymore. 

What I want to think about today is to get back and to think a little bit about who we are. What are 

we about? What’s our mission? And how do we, in this world that we’re in today, serve as faithful 

and effective witnesses of the Gospel? 

I want to start by praying: Jesus, we ask you to be with us today and ask that your Holy Spirit would 

open our minds and our hearts to what it is that you want to say to us today about what it means to 

be the church in this day, in this time, so that we might be faithful in our call to witness to you. And 

we pray for this in Jesus’ name. Amen. 

So, the story I want to start out with is a story about some ranchers in the United States. This was a 

group of ranchers who had an association of some of the largest, most prosperous cattle ranches in 

our country. This association would get together and talk about ranching practices and how well 

things were going and how they could do their job better. They tended to pat themselves on the back 

for how well they were doing it until one of them said, “You know, globally our biggest threat 

doesn’t come from other ranchers in the United States. There’s one group of ranchers, globally, who 

are making a much higher profit on large ranches than we are in the United States.” The other 

ranchers wondered who their competition could be in large-scale ranching, and it turned out to be 

large ranches in Australia who were making profits that far exceeded large ranchers in the United 

States. 
 

And so there probably was a Presbyterian or two in the group, and so they formed a committee! And 

their committee was to go and study what these large ranches were doing to learn what could help 

them do a better job of ranching in the United States. They actually took a trip, as a committee, to 

Australia for like three weeks—I’m sure they were working the entire time—and they had a retired 

Australian cattle rancher who drove them around to all these different ranches so that they could 

observe the practices that these Australian ranchers are doing differently than what we’re doing in 

the United States. 

 

So they saw all these ranches, met all these ranchers, had all these conversations about what was 

going on, and finally on the last day of their trip, they gathered together to have a conversation about 

what they had seen, what could they take back to the U.S.—what have they learned about better 

ranching practices to help our bottom line. As this retired Australian rancher who had been their host 

for their three weeks was getting ready to leave, one American rancher raised his hand and said, 

“Listen, I want to ask you what is probably a really silly question. A really, really silly 

question….But in all the ranches we saw, we never saw any fences dividing your property one from 

the other?!” The Australian rancher said, “No, no we didn’t.” And the American said, “Was that 

because the land is so big that we just didn’t see the boundary lines?” The Australian said, “No, we 

don’t build fences on our ranches.” The Americans are sitting there going, “Don’t build fences?! 

You’ve got to have a fence. You have a fence to mark your property line. And most importantly, 

you’ve got to have fences to keep out any animals that might want to come and bother the cattle. 

How do you keep your cattle from wandering away?!” 

 
 

And this rancher looked back at the American and said, “We don’t build fences. We dig wells.”  

He says in the Australian Outback, if you have clean, cool, consistent water flowing from a well, 

you don’t need to have fences to keep the cattle from wandering away because they don’t want to go 

anywhere. 

 

“We don’t build fences. We dig wells.” As we live here in Austin, TX today, I wonder what it would 

mean to be a church that is focused on well-digging versus fence-building? 
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You and I are known by the 86% of people in the city who are not actively involved in any kind of 

Christian community. Studies show it’s because they know us because of our fences. David 

Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons did a great study recently (unChristian: What a New Generation Really 

Thinks about Christianity...and Why It Matters), and they asked people, “Why in record numbers 

are people not going to church—especially younger adults today?” The feedback they got was that 

we as the church are known for who and what we’re perceived as standing against rather than what 

we’re standing for. Kinnaman and Lyons, who are pretty evangelical in their background, actually 

say anytime an organization becomes known for its fences versus its wells, you’ve got a problem. 

Anytime you’re known for what you’re perceived as being against rather than what you’re being for, 

you’ve got a major problem on your hands. 

They went on to ask, “Well, what are we known for; and how are people who aren’t coming to 

church going to know us?” They said, “Well, what we’re known as is being anti-the Democratic 

Party, anti-science, anti-evolution, anti-abortion, anti-gay, anti-dancing, anti-drinking. Anti-fun of 

any kind. Anti-other faiths. Anti-intellect. Anti-Darwin. We are known for who and what we stand 

against.” 

Now, what Kinnaman and Lyons were saying is not that we’re supposed to just be in favor of 

everything. No community can just say, “Well, we’re just for everything.” Because at that point, 

you don’t have a community. But they said that we are known for our fences rather than our wells. 

What would it mean to be a well-digging church where the water of life is flowing freely rather than 

being so focused on our fences? Our fences are here, or are they there? Who’s in, who’s out? How 

do you vote? How do you think about these things? What’s your denomination? Is your faith there, 

or is it here? To do communion every week? How do you do it? All these different things that we—

the shrinking community in the church—find all kinds of identity in. 

 

And the world around us is looking and saying, “We no longer care. And, we have hit the mute 

button on everything you’re about.” 

 

But we stay in our fight. Getting all into it, surfing from here to here, “How do you vote on that 

thing? Where’s your church?” What does it mean to be a well-digging community versus a fence-

building community? 

 

Well, fortunately we’re not the first people in the Scriptures to ask that question. And one of the 

places I love to go is to the story of the first church. I told some of you that before coming to 

Covenant I was a church planter in Atlanta. And this was a Scripture passage that meant a lot to us 

as we started a church with six people in our home and did that for eight years: Acts 2:42-47 

 

This is the story of the first church in history, the story of the first church that ever gathered right 

after the Day of Pentecost.  

 
42 

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

the prayers.
 43 

Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs were being done by the 

apostles. 
44 

All who believed were together and had all things in common; 
45 

they would sell their 

possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need. 
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, 
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. 

 

So what you have here are some examples of this kind of growing, thriving first community. And 

they, when you read it, didn’t focus on a lot of the things that the church focuses on today. Right? 

For example, one of the things that a lot of people are interested in is growth. And day by day the 

Lord added to their number those who were being saved. One of the things that I find liberating 

in this is that it’s pretty clear they didn’t try to grow. That wasn’t something they focused on. It 

wasn’t like, “Okay, what are our steps of evangelism and seeking and witnessing?” They were just 

doing this life together that was so different, and so life-giving, and so countercultural that other 

people around them were just saying, “What’s going on there? How do we participate in that?” 

 

Our church in Atlanta grew—eight years later we were having 300 or 400 people coming on a 

Sunday—and people would ask us, “Well, how are you growing?” Covenant, where I am now, 

we’re in a season of pretty amazing growth right now, and it’s fun. How is Covenant growing? 

We’re not trying to. I can’t answer you. We don’t have any plan for evangelism. We have no plan 

for church growth. And we never will, as long as I’m here. There will be no plan for how we grow, 

because the church doesn’t exist to grow! The church doesn’t exist to be a growing institution.  
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The church exists to be loving, and blessing, and living with the city outside of its walls.  

 

And if we are doing something where there is the Holy Spirit flowing through our lives, and 

people’s lives, and their marriages, and their families, and their friendships, and their understanding 

of life is changing, and being transformed….If hope is alive and people who live in it, then we don’t 

have to sit there going, “Hey, invite a friend to come.” Because people are going to want to invite 

someone. They’re going to sit there, and listen, and tell others, “My life is different because I’m a 

part of this community, because God is touching my life. And I want you to come be a part of it 

too.” If we’re having to ask people to do that, then we need to start looking in the mirror and ask, 

“Why are we having to try to convince people?” To do this right, we should be growing as a church, 

but not because we have a plan. But because there was this intense emphasis on very basic patterns 

of what it means to be a follower of Jesus. 

 

Then what it says is that they did it again, and again, and again, and again, AND AGAIN. They 

didn’t sit there and go, “Okay, we’ve got that covered, now we move on to the next thing.” We do it 

again. And we do it again. 

 

When you look in this passage there are four things that the first church did that gave them a sense 

of their life together, that gave them a sense of unity and purpose: 

 

#1. They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teachings. 

 

#2. They devoted themselves to fellowship, intimate fellowship. And this one gets the most 

description in these five verses; they were part of each other’s lives. They were in each other’s 

homes, they broke bread together, they had meals together. Daily they gathered together.  

 

#3. They were devoted to prayer. 

 

#4. They were devoted to what I would call extravagant generosity. This generosity where they are 

just giving; they’re seeing what needs exist in the world. 

 

There was no conversation, I would imagine, in this first church about, “Does tithing mean before or 

after taxes?” Right? That’s a conversation I refuse to be a part of ever because the whole notion of 

that is like, “Where’s the bar, and what do I legally have to do to clear it?” Right? What’s the 

minimum requirement here of what you have to do? There’s this giving where they just said, “Man, 

there’s these needs out there! There’s need in this city, there’s need in our community!” They just 

said they gave what they had, they gave as much as they could to wherever they saw need.  

 

It was these four practices, these four things forming something that is alive to me:  

Devotion to Scripture  

Devotion to intimate fellowship  

Devotion to prayer  

Devotion to extravagant generosity 

 

I think one of the problems in the church today is that we’ve become so complex that we’ve actually 

forgotten what lies at our core. We’ve started majoring in the minors a lot of the time. We started 

paying a lot of attention to things and giving tons of time and energy to things so that you’re going, 

“Is it really that big of a deal?” In terms of the big scheme of what the Holy Spirit is doing in our 

lives, are we focused on the right things? Are we giving as much attention as we can to the main 

things? 

 

So I want to talk about each of these four very quickly and what they look like and what they mean: 

 

#1. Devotion to Scripture  

“They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching.” These are the stories of Jesus. I love in our 

tradition, the Presbyterian Church, that we say that we don’t get into words like “infallible” and all 

these other things. If you ask 10 people what is an infallible understanding the Scriptures, you’re 

going to get 10 different definitions! In our tradition we say that we believe the Scriptures are the 

unique and authoritative Word of God.  
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One of the things that we see as we read this passage and all the passages of Scripture—you were 

devoted to knowing the Bible—the thing that ought to strike you more than anything else is this God 

who loves us, passionately and relentlessly, that is pursuing creation over time and space…that is 

pursuing every single one of you! That no matter how far we run from God, no matter how much we 

keep hidden in our heart, no matter how much that we live a public persona and have our own 

private struggles and insecurities and addictions, no matter how incapable we feel of getting life 

right, no matter how much we mess up and have sinned, that we have a God who is constantly 

saying, “You are my beloved.” And is constantly pursuing us, and is constantly for coming after us, 

and grace of abounds for us all. It’s a song we’re going to sing at the end of this, “Amazing Grace.” 

 

That’s the heart of what we’re about! That’s the heart of what the Scriptures are talking about in the 

Old Testament and the New Testament. No matter how far the people run. No matter how 

disobedient they become, God is just saying, “I’m coming because I love you. I’m coming because I 

love you. I’m coming because I’m love you.” And we have developed a culture today where, when 

we in the church have conversation about what is Biblical authority, we are more able to have 

conversations with people about denominational politics and what it all means than we are to be able 

to look at the 86% of people who are not here and say, “Let me tell you why following Jesus is 

significant and the core of my life. Let me tell you about this God who is relentlessly coming after us, 

all the time, in love! And let me tell you about how far I’ve run from God; and how God has 

overwhelmed me with his love and grace, and brought me back and reconciled me to him. Let me 

tell you this story about Jesus!”  

 

And, friends, I’ve come to this point, and I believe it with all of my heart, as long as it’s true that we 

are more able to talk about the church institution, and the politics, and the voting that takes place 

than we are about talking about Jesus, we are lost. No matter how the votes go. We are lost. No 

matter how the votes go. Because we have forgotten why we exist in the first place, which is to 

witness to this God who is always, always, always coming after us. 

 

Now that doesn’t mean that the votes are don’t matter. They do matter, they do have significance, 

but they’ve become primary and our essential identity. They’ve become primary for a lot of us and 

what we can talk about and what we can witness to and how we’re known by people. And that is 

backwards! It’s backwards when we’re more comfortable talking about the church than we are about 

Jesus.  

 

The Scriptures don’t point to the church being this great thing. We talked about this at Covenant a 

couple weeks ago—in this time where we’re growing! Everyone’s always saying, “Oh, it’s great, 

we’re growing!” Do you think God is impressed? NO! No, God didn’t create the church to be a 

successful institution. God created the church to be something that is witnessing constantly to 

something that is always larger than itself. And yet we’re more comfortable with institutional talk 

than we are talking to people about Jesus. We need to fall back in love with the Scriptures so that we 

can understand and celebrate this God who is constantly coming after us. Who is coming after every 

single one of us today. Today! First, they were devoted the apostles teaching to the Scriptures.  

 

#2. Devotion to intimate fellowship  

Secondly, they’re devoted to intimate fellowship and they gathered in each other’s homes; they were 

part of one another’s lives. 

 

Who knows you? Who really knows what’s going on in your life? Who really knows what your 

hopes are? Who really knows what your dreams are, what you’re struggling with, what your 

disappointments are? Who really knows where your broken places are? 

 

Church is a place where we’ve come to believe that it’s mimicking community, in our culture. And 

that’s not true. We live in a world where we think we have 430 friends on Facebook and that means 

we have relationships. That’s nothing. We have developed a system in our country where we have a 

thousand relationships….They go a thousand miles wide and a quarter inch deep. 

 

Sociologists tell us that there are two things that are happening in our culture right now, across race, 

across gender, across socioeconomic classes. Two trends that are happening in our country and in 

our world right now:  
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The first is that we are more urbanized than ever before. People are moving more and more and 

flocking to cities, more than ever before. We in Austin are in a time we’re seeing this. I mean I tried 

to buy a house (here) a year and a half ago. I pray I never go through that experience again of having 

to try to buy a house in Austin because it’s just really hard. Right? There are a lot of people that are 

moving here. All these people are saying, “All the lakes are going down; all these people are moving 

here!” You know I just came here a year ago, so I’m sorry about that. But we’re more urbanized than 

ever before. We’re living around more people. That’s what being urbanized means. We’re seeing 

more faces on a daily basis than ever before in human history. 

But secondly, we’re lonelier than ever before. We’re living in this strange world where we’re 

surrounded by more and more faces than at any point in history, and yet we are not known by 

anybody. That is not how God created us to live. That is not how God created us to find meaning. 

God created us to be known.  

We in the church have separated discipleship from fellowship. We’ve created discipleship that is 

what you learn between your ears; and Presbyterians are really good at that! That’s one part of 

discipleship. But Jesus didn’t create disciples by preaching a sermon with the reaction points and 

saying “Come back next week and I’ll give you another lecture and some other things that you 

should go do.” He said, “Come walk with me and I’ll make you fishers of people.” It’s in our life 

together that we are known.  

One of the things that ought to be true of the leadership of the church is that it’s not just people who 

have all the answers, but it’s people who can be leaders in sharing what they don’t know and sharing 

and being vulnerable, and sharing and asking people how to pray for them. Who knows how to pray 

for you? Who really knows how to pray for you?! If you don’t have that, if you don’t have people 

that you can go to in your marriage and say this, you’re missing something that God wants you have.  

 The first church said this is a pillar; we’re in each other’s homes, we know each other. I used to have 

a person who meant a lot me and who passed away recently. When we moved out here to Austin, 

that was his big thing. He was like, “Who knows you? You’ve got to find people that know you, 

beyond the pastor....” He always used to ask me this question: “Who are you stepping off the 

pedestal with? Who knows that you and Beth don’t have the perfect marriage? Who knows that your 

ego can sometimes get in the way of you serving your wife? Who knows that you can be impatient 

with your kids, when you feel like they’re getting in the way of what you need to do? Who knows that 

you don’t have a problem driving your schedule into the ground, because you’re just so busy and 

doing all these different things, and you’re not taking care of the relationships that are closest to 

you? Somebody,” he said, “needs to know that about you, Thomas Daniel!” Who are you stepping 

off the pedestal with? Not so that people can beat you up, but who knows how to walk with you and 

what’s really going on in your life, and in your prayer life, and in your marriage, and in your sin, and 

in your temptations—who has that for you? 

 New Covenant needs to be a place—and I know for many of you it is already—where people are 

really on the journey together. It will be the most effective witnessing tool in this urbanized, lonely 

world in which we live. People should be able to look and say, “Those people are known by each 

other. They are loved and supported by each other.” If you have that, you will shine like stars in the 

midst of this neighborhood and the neighborhoods around you! Because most everyone doesn’t. 

They’re known by their appearances, and their masks, and their Facebook posts, where they take 50 

pictures of a vacation where in 49 of them kids are throwing sand at each other, and kicking each 

other, and wandering off….There’s one great picture we all get, and that’s the one we put on 

Facebook! “Best Vacation Ever”—to make the rest of the world feel insecure. That is not real life. 

And that is also not community. That’s not friendship. That is surface. We must be a place where we 

focus on the depth of walking with a few.  

#3. Devotion to prayer  

Thirdly, they’re devoted to prayer.  

We worship a God who changes and transforms life. We worship a God who heals. We worship a 

God who reigns. We worship a God who’s in power. And most of the time our prayer lives don’t 

focus on just how much time can we spend with the Creator of the universe. How much time can we 

spend listening? How much time can we spend speaking? How much time can we spend pouring our 

hearts out to God? 
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If you’re like me, the quickest thing to go when your life becomes busy is your prayer life. If you’re 

like me, when things get busy—which is pretty much every day now—the quickest and easiest thing 

to let go of is waking up and spending a half hour in prayer.  

It’s one of the reasons we need community. We need community because sometimes the easiest way 

to pray, and the way we’re meant to pray, is not just as individuals going, “This is   what I want, this 

is what I need, this is what my friends need….” But it says, “We pray for each other, and know each 

other’s needs.” The second and third rhythms of Acts 2 are connected. Being in a community that 

really knows each other, I can really pray for people that I know what’s really going on in their life. 

That can be one of the great catalysts in my prayer life, knowing how I can pray for other people. 

Knowing how you can pray for me. Right? How are we turning ourselves over to experiencing God? 

And by the way, I hope that you will take some time to understand—and I’m sure that James helps 

lead in some of this—that prayer doesn’t need to look like unless you can pray for an hour in silence 

in a room by yourself, you’re not a truly spiritual person—no. Right? I have guilt trips myself and 

have beaten myself up a lot about what prayer is supposed to look like. What you realize is, prayer is 

about you and your relationship with God. Meaning, your prayer life—just like every relationship is 

unique—your prayer life is going to look unique from everyone else’s at some level. There are things 

you can learn and incorporate, but it’s your relationship with God. How are you doing that?  

#4. Devotion to extravagant generosity  

And lastly, fourthly, they exist for extravagant generosity. 

As Darrell Guder at Princeton Seminary says, “The church exists to be a love letter from God to the 

city around it.” New Covenant Fellowship exists to be a love letter from God to the city of Austin. 

What does God want to say to the city of Austin through you? What does God want to say? How do 

we form the kind of place that is seeking to give? We’re trying to find out how to do this at 

Covenant….How to give more away beyond our walls. How to give more away of our time, how to 

give more away of our finances. How do we give more away, beyond our walls? 

So, and this is true for most churches, if they cease to exist tomorrow, the city of Austin wouldn’t 

even notice….except that there might be more property and you’d have another condo on it, right? 

What would it take to be the kind of place that if New Covenant or if Covenant Presbyterian were to 

shut down, nonbelievers would be standing and going, “Whoa, whoa, whoa!! We’ve got to do 

something about this, because our city is not going to be the same if those folks aren’t here.” ? That’s 

what we need to talk about.  

At Covenant we had Mayor Steve Adler come out a few months ago to meet with him, to ask him 

about what does the city need. What does the city of Austin need? It was incredible because he kept 

going, “Why are you inviting me out?” “We just want to talk about the city of Austin.” He was 

hesitant, saying, “I don’t want to have any debates on anything….” “No, we’re not trying to debate.” 

He said, “Listen I know I have voted on this....” We told him we’re not here to talk about any of that. 

“We’re here to talk to you about what’s going on in the city of Austin. You’re the top elected official 

in this city, and the traditional way that the church operates is we get a committee behind a closed 

door going, “These are the three programs that we think we’re going to do.” What if we ask, “What 

does the city of Austin need?” What if we looked at the mayor and said, “We want you to know that 

we are for this city. That we want to be for the welfare of this city. So tell us how could we serve to 

really make a difference?” And you know what he said? He said, “Where can you really make a 

difference? Austin, Texas was just named in a national study ‘The most economically segregated city 

in the United States of America.’” The most the most economically segregated metropolitan area in 

the entire country. And as you well know, this is why we had James, and what we talked about this 

past Wednesday night at Covenant at our Wednesday Night Forum, and this is partly why we wanted 

to do this pulpit exchange. 

That economic segregation, and the difference between the haves and the have nots—you can look at 

it and see it on a map. It is the difference between West Austin and East Austin; and it is a map that is 

built on racism. And that is a history and a story that our city must come to grips with and repent of. It 

is a story that is real.  

Mayor Adler said, “If you want to make a difference, this is the thing in this city that keeps me awake 

at night. The growing gap between the haves and the have nots. And we will not survive long, if 

somebody doesn’t figure out an answer to this.”  
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I’m not claiming that Covenant Presbyterian Church has the answer to this, but that’s why we’re 

doing this pulpit exchange today. That’s why we’re having these conversations. It came out of a 

conversation of how do we love the city better. We don’t exist to form a growing church. The church 

exists for God’s impact on the city of Austin. We are the airport, not the destination. We are not the 

big idea. The big idea is the Kingdom of God, which we are called to witness to, rather than feel 

good about how our life is going as an institution today.  

It’s a different way of thinking. But it’s what we must get around.  

I’m going to close with this. This idea of being a well-digging church is something I think a lot 

about. And it’s not just outsiders, it’s not just the 86% of Austin that’s not involved in Christian 

communities, not just those who are walking by this place today and not coming here. It’s not just 

those people who know us by our fences, rather than our wells. 

We self-identify by this. The problem doesn’t start as Jesus says by pointing out the speck in your 

neighbor’s eye, you need to start by pointing out the log in your own. You need to start with the 

position of confession. And the confessional part for the church must incorporate the fact that we are 

obsessed by our fences and where they are, and what they’re about. We spend a ton of time and 

energy asking where they are.  

I want to tell you a story about when we moved here from Atlanta to take this call in Austin, and we 

were looking for a home. We just wanted to be somewhere around the church, and we have two little 

girls who are in elementary school. I wanted them to go where there is an okay school in the area. 

And so we’re looking at this area, and we couldn’t buy a house. Do you know that most houses in 

Austin now sell without ever being listed? Which is really hard when you’re moving from a 

thousand miles away, right?  

So, all of a sudden our real estate agent called us one night. He said, “Thomas, there’s a house that I 

think kind of sort of fits your needs. It’s the closest thing we’ve found, but it’s not going to be listed. 

But my friend is the listing agent for it, and the couple plans to make a decision tonight about the 

house and who they’re going to sell it to. I want you to put in a bid. Here’s ten pictures online that 

you can go look at and call me in five minutes, and tell me if you want to buy the house.” That is a 

nerve-racking experience! In our desperation we said “Fine,” and then Joe said “I want to include a 

letter from you because there’s like seven different offers. Tell this Seller why they might want to 

think about you guys.” So, we put in an offer, wrote this letter saying I’m moving to Covenant and 

going to be at this church, and we have two kids and they’re precious, and they’re wonderful. We 

didn’t include the 49 pictures where they were hitting each other, just the one where they look 

perfect, angelic, and we’re the happy, wonderful family! Austin needs people like us—right?! Look 

how wonderful we are in these pictures! 

The next day he called us and he said, “Congratulations, you’ve got the house! They went for you 

guys.” And we’re like, “Really?” And he said, “They wanted you to know that it wasn’t the highest 

offer, but they were impacted by the letter.” I asked, “Was it the Christmas card picture?” 

He said, “No, it wasn’t the picture. It was the story that you’re a pastor coming to Covenant. 

Because the person selling the house is an Elder at another Presbyterian church. They’re going with 

you because of that.” 

That was great and we celebrated for five minutes...and we realized, “Oh my gosh, we’ve just 

bought a house that we’ve never seen and we don’t know anything about.” I came for the inspection, 

and we had one last day to decide to get out of the house with what they call a small penalty—for 

$500 you can get out of the contract. We were both supposed to come, but it was in the middle of 

South by Southwest and we couldn’t get tickets out...So I had to come see this house without my 

wife. And then make the decision about it. Which you should never do, ever! 

So, I’m walking through this house with my iPad taking about two hours of videos and emailing the 

video back to Beth. Then Beth calling me, “Go back in that room. Is that a water stain on the top? It 

was nuts! And the thing that made it even crazier was the seller who kept walking around with me!! 

You know, normally when you’re selling a house and the inspection happens, the seller leaves. You 

don’t want to be there when the prospective buyers make comments on your home….But this lady 

was following me around everywhere, and she began asking things like, “So what was it about 

Covenant that attracted you?” [I’m thinking], “Listen, I’m really not trying to have this church 

conversation right now. I’m trying to figure out whether we’re moving here, or we’re getting out of 

this, and is my wife going to leave me if I make the wrong decision?!”   
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Then she finally looked at me and said, “Listen, I go to a Presbyterian church. What kind of 

church is Covenant?” I say, “What? I don’t know what you mean by that.” She asked, “Is it 

evangelical or is it liberal? Which one is it?” I said, “I don’t know...” I’m just trying to stay out of 

it, saying, “Well it’s...you know there’s diversity, and it’s a good thing, and blah blah blah” – but 

she goes, “No, that’s not what I’m asking!” And she was insistent. “I want to know what kind of 

church Covenant is. You’re going to be the Senior Pastor of this large church in the city of 

Austin. What’s the one word you want to associate with it? Is it liberal, or is it Evangelical?” And 

I looked at her and said, “This may sound completely naive. But I do not want the one word 

associated with my church to be liberal. And I do not want the one word associated with my 

church to be evangelical. I want the word associated with my church to be ‘Jesus.’” 

I am sick and tired, and I might be the only one. “Is it here or is it here, is that evangelical or is 

that liberal? Who’s in, and who’s out?” We self-define by our fences, rather than our wells. And I 

would love for Covenant to be the kind of place that people look at and go, “I don’t know how 

they vote necessarily on these issues, but what I can tell you is that if you go there, God’s going 

to get ahold of your life, that God’s going to get ahold of your marriage. I can tell you that if you 

go there, you are going to see the Holy Spirit working, an intimate community being developed 

in this understanding of God’s love and passion for us. I don’t know what their fences are, but 

there is a water of life that is flowing through there. And people are different as a result! Our city 

is different because those folks are there, doing whatever they’re doing.” We are not a fence-

building movement. We must be about digging wells.  

What are we for? What are we about? What is timeless? And how do we do it again, and again, 

and again? 

 

Let us pray: 

Lord, we ask that you would be with us, we ask that you would be in places in Paris and in 

Beirut, and in Kenya, places where there is violence, and extremism, and bombings, and 

shootings. We ask that you would be in these places. And, we ask, Lord, that in this time You 

would awaken the church in these places to how we can witness to news this world needs to hear 

about—peace and reconciliation, justice and love, and grace and forgiveness. We pray that you 

would awaken us, here in Austin, Texas, to the timelessness of our call and to how we can be 

about you and your movement in this world. Empower us through your Spirit to be a community 

of well diggers versus fence builders. And we ask that lives would be transformed here at New 

Covenant and in the city of Austin because this congregation is here, both today and this week 

and going forward. And we pray for your Spirit to do this great work. We pray for it in Jesus’ 

name. Amen. 

 


