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Ephesians 4:1-16
11 therefore, the prisoner in the Lord, beg you to lead a life worthy of the calling to which you have been called, *with all
humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love, *making every effort to maintain the unity of the
Spirit in the bond of peace. “There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope of your calling, >one
Lord, one faith, one baptism, “one God and Father of all, who is above all and through all and in all. "But each of us was
given grace according to the measure of Christ’s gift. “Therefore it is said, “When he ascended on high he made captivity
itself a captive; he gave gifts to his people.” °(When it says, “He ascended,” what does it mean but that he had also
descended into the lower parts of the earth? "He who descended is the same one who ascended far above all the heavens,
so that he might fill all things.) "The gifts he gave were that some would be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists,
some pastors and teachers, “to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, “until all of
us come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to maturity, to the measure of the full stature of
Christ. ""We must no longer be children, tossed to and fro and blown about by every wind of doctrine, by people’s
trickery, by their craftiness in deceitful scheming. "But speaking the truth in love, we must grow up in every way into
him who is the head, into Christ, '“from whom the whole body, joined and knit together by every ligament with which it
is equipped, as each part is working properly, promotes the body’s growth in building itself up in love.

In 2023, the United States Surgeon General’s Office published a report, ‘Our Epidemic of Loneliness and
Isolation,” which shared that 50% of adults in America feel lonely. Jonathan Haidt shares in his book Anxious Generation

that the ‘percentage of 12 graders who said that they got together with their friends ‘almost every day’ dropped sharply
after 2009.” In his book Land of Strangers, Robert Hall shares the account from Longmont, Colorado, police chief Butler:
‘For 80 percent of he calls we receive, people do not need a uniformed officer, they need a neighbor.

Author and podcaster Scott Galloway, who also teaches at NYU Business School, has spent a lot of time
particularly studying young men and the loneliness and disconnection among that population. According to Galloway,
‘men are three times more likely to overdose, four times more likely to commit suicide, and twelve times more likely to be
incarcerated.”® While being at home ourselves or having our children at home may seem safer, Jonathan Haidt argues the
opposite. ‘Sitting alone in your bedroom consuming a bottomless feed of other people’s content, or playing endless hours
of video games with a shifting cast of friends and strangers, or posting your own content and waiting for others to like or
comment should not be considered healthy forms of adolescent interaction’ (or otherwise); they are alternatives that
consume how much time we spent across from each other, in conversation, or even having an argument. How much easier
is it to own each other in an internet debate than to try and engage each other across the table or over a cup of coffee or in

a small group?
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Cameron Crowe was 15 years old when, as an aspiring rock n roll journalist, he talked his mother and talked the
powers that be at Rolling Stone magazine into letting him travel with the Allman Brothers Band in 1973 and interview
Greg Allman (who didn’t do interviews) and offer an account from this emerging new band from Macon, Georgia. Crowe
recounts some of the experiences from this unlikely assignment in his recent memoir entitled Uncool. Perhaps an even
better account though of his experience traveling with the Allman brothers and living on the road from concert to concert
is documented in the 1999 film ‘Almost Famous, directed by Crowe. The movie is basically the cinematic account of this
groundbreaking teenage experience that catapulted Crowe as a writer, journalist, and film maker. The film is about the
wild and wooly circus around an emerging fictional rock band ‘Stillwater,” and Crowe’s coming of age experience as he
travels with them documenting the experience for Rolling Stone magazine.

At one particular moment in the film after many days and nights on the road from concert to concert from wild
party to wild party, the band is traveling once more on the bus along with their roadies to the next gig. Tired, irritable,
burned out, the sparks start flying and they are at each other’s throats, losing their tempers, saying things they will regret,
stewing in their silence. In this moment of anger with each other, their tiredness, and their weariness with the life they
have chosen, as the bus rolls along the highway toward their next assignment, Elton John’s ‘Tiny Dancer’ comes on the
radio. For nearly the first part of the song, they continue to stew in their anger and resentment and their discord with
each other. As the song rolls on though, about halfway through, the drummer in the back begins to play along on the seat
in front of him, and then in the second verse, one of the band members joins in the song singing out loud the verse Jesus
freaks out in the street, handing tickets out for God, and then by the end of the second verse of the song, everyone at odds
with each other, every one not speaking to each other, everyone who had real beefs with each other, as the bus still rolls
along every one breaks into the song singing together, ‘Hold me close now Tiny Dancer, count the headlights on the
highway...” The teenage character based on Cameron Crowe tells one of the roaddies Penny Lane that he needs to go
home, and she responds, as everyone on the bus is now singing ‘Tiny Dancer, in fever pitch, ‘you are home.’

[ have always thought that there is something about that scene in Almost Famous that reminds me of what it means
to live in Christian community together, and that scene has always resonated so strongly with me to the degree that every
time ‘Tiny Dancer’ comes on I think of that bus rolling down the highway full of disparate people at odds with each other,
not speaking, conflicts not resolved, ready to go home, and by the end of the song, by the time Elton John is through with
them, they are all singing together, at least somewhat reconciled and hanging on to each other for dear life as they make

their way further down the road. A vision of Christian community perhaps.



This summer on a hot day in the Cotswold town of Stow-on-the-Wold in the rolling fields and green pastures
west of London, after making a brief visit to the 300 year old plus Tolkien doors at the local church, where two trees have
grown into the facade of the church entrance, like something out of Lord of the Rings, a guy I had never seen in my life
came up to me hurriedly and wanted to talk and commiserate. [ was wearing a Grateful Dead t-shirt, and he was a fan
too. Visiting this Cotswold town with his family from Staten Island, for that moment, wanting to bond with me over the
Grateful Dead and the loss of band member Bob Weir. In a New York Times article after Weir’s death, Bob Wier was
quoted as saying T'm hoping that people of varying persuasions will find something they can agree on in the music that
I've offered, and find each other through it.” And here on a hot May day in Stow-on-the-Wold with a friend from Staten
Island, I felt like we were manifesting Bob Weir’s hopes.

The Grateful Dead played together, if you count its last iteration, Dead & Company, from 1965 in some form or
fashion until last year in 2025. A span of sixty years. In all those years of playing, they scored exactly one chart topping
hit, “Touch of Grey, which went to #9 on the Billboard’s top 100 in 1987. In an industry that pushed artists into the studio
where they could make records and sell albums, the Grateful Dead never really excelled in the studio. Instead, they
excelled on the road in the live performance where they never played the same show twice. Instead of separating the
artist from the audience, broke down the wall between the two, and in the words of a recent article about the Grateful
Dead fanbase on National Public Radio, created an atmosphere where ‘everybody in the room was in the band.*

A New York Times pierce earlier this year points out that ‘the group had long since established its own self-
sufficient economy outside the mainstream music industry, with extensive tours and a connected fan base that purchased
many tickets and other items directly from the band.”> Rather than working with being owned by an industry selling
tickets or pushing them to make recordings in the studio and sell records, participants in their concerts could plug into
the sound stage and make recordings for free, leading to a strange word of mouth bootleg recording from specific concerts
that has now been catalogued online. As a result, you can pick between 50 different recordings of Sugar Magnolia or
Terrapin Station or listen for free to the legendary concert at Cornell University in 1977 that is purported to be the
greatest Grateful Dead concert ever.

In 2023, a scholarly study published by none other than Duke University Press studied this ‘ideology of liveness,
where it is not only about the music, but also the gathered-ness, the people that are gathered around, the collective

experience, and the fellow travelers with whom we continue to listen and follow the music on down the road, even as far
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as the English Cotswolds in the summer of 2026. In the words long ago uttered by former Beatle George Harrison, ‘All
things must pass.” And they do—except for Deadheadism.’® The Grateful Dead created a community beyond the music.

A favorite theological quotation from the 20t century theologian and missiologist Lesslie Newbigin is this one:
Jesus did not come to write a book...he came to form a community.” A community that sought to transcend the ethnic and
cultural divisions and religious prejudices of the existing culture, a community that like Dolly Parton, that did not take
itself too seriously, that sought love as a strength not a weakness, and a community that lived, however broken and
flawed life it might be at times, a community that sought to live with integrity.”

Not long ago I was a sucker for the Walgreens magazine rack Special Commemorative Grateful Dead Issue, and
in one of the articles there is a picture of about ten Deadheads fast asleep in different corners of a very crowded and
tattered hotel room. The caption reads: ‘a Deadhead rarity...springing for a hotel room.” There is something about the
journey of Christian discipleship that tracks with this willingness to give ourselves to something beyond our comforts
and successes (and our failures), to journey with people, many of whom are with us our whole life long and others who
appear at just the right moment or who we need in a season of struggle. To sacrifice, to drive with youth hundreds to
Montreat or travel to borderlands to cross boundaries and build community or to give someone our time who struggles
with the challenges of memory, knowing they will forget it about all over again tomorrow.

The person who was excited to send me the link to the Grateful Dead digital collection, an endless archive of all
their live performances, wasn't a refugee from the counterculture of the 1960s or a recovering hippy still drifting from one
Dead show to the next in his VW van. He was an active elder in his small town Presbyterian church, a lover of books and
collector of antiquarian books, someone who was first to bring a home-cooked meal to a community member in a time of
loss or illness, he was a political conservative who had deep disagreements under the very same roof with his more
liberally-incline spouse. In many ways, he would never in a million years be who you would pick out of a line-up as a
devoted follower of the Grateful Dead. And beyond that, he also just happens to be a devoted follower of Jesus Christ.

Ephesians tells us though that our life together in Christ creates those kind of bonds that will matter more than
all our other allegiances and commitments, putting people in our lives that we would never expect to be so reliant on;
people so fundamentally different from us yet who we cannot imagine our live without. That for some reason in the
beauty of Christ’s life scattered over us in community, we are able to bear with each other in love, to see his face in the

face of our enemies, and to pursue his justice and common good without assuming the worst in those who disagree and
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those who see things differently. In the words of Dickie Betts from the Allman Brothers, ‘we just keeping playing our
music and doing the best that we can’ in our pilgrimage together, in the words of Willie Nelson, living the life we love
‘making music with our friends; trusting that further on down the road, with pilgrims before and after us, we will see

each other and all things, more fully. Amen.



