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Sermon Series: “A Beautiful Layer Cake of Community” 
Sermon Title: “Some best practices for relationships in community” 
Scripture Text: Titus 3 
September 2, 2018 
 
Scripture Reading: Titus 3 (NRSV) 

Remind them to be subject to rulers and authorities, to be obedient, to be ready for 
every good work, to speak evil of no one, to avoid quarreling, to be gentle, and to show 
every courtesy to everyone. For we ourselves were once foolish, disobedient, led 
astray, slaves to various passions and pleasures, passing our days in malice and envy, 
despicable, hating one another. But when the goodness and loving kindness of God 
our Savior appeared, God saved us, not because of any works of righteousness that 
we had done, but according to God’s mercy, through the water of rebirth and renewal 
by the Holy Spirit. This Spirit God poured out on us richly through Jesus Christ our 
Savior, so that, having been justified by God’s grace, we might become heirs 
according to the hope of eternal life. The saying is sure. 

I desire that you insist on these things, so that those who have come to believe in God 
may be careful to devote themselves to good works; these things are excellent and 
profitable to everyone. But avoid stupid controversies, genealogies, dissensions, and 
quarrels about the law, for they are unprofitable and worthless. After a first and second 
admonition, have nothing more to do with anyone who causes divisions, since you 
know that such a person is perverted and sinful, being self-condemned. 

When I send Artemas to you, or Tychicus, do your best to come to me at Nicopolis, for 
I have decided to spend the winter there. Make every effort to send Zenas the lawyer 
and Apollos on their way, and see that they lack nothing. And let people learn to 
devote themselves to good works in order to meet urgent needs, so that they may not 
be unproductive. 

All who are with me send greetings to you. Greet those who love us in the faith. 

Grace be with all of you. 

Sermon:  

What makes for good relationships, for a sense of welcoming and trusting community 
together?  Is it having a common experience with one another? Common values? A 
common agreement for how we treat one another, a social contract of sorts?  What is 
the “common” denominator that makes for inclusive, meaningful and sustainable 
relationships?   
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Our scripture for today seems to lean into at least some version of this question of how 
best to be in relationship together. If you weren’t here last week, Andrea Hollingsworth 
set up some of the context and occasion for this letter from someone writing in the 
lineage of the Apostle Paul, to the Christian community in Crete, whose lineage traced 
to Paul’s close associate and protege Titus. For ease, we’ll call them Paul and Titus, 
even though it is widely recognized that this letter was written well after Paul and Titus 
would have been alive.  Andrea also explained some of the authors concerns that are 
the occasion for the writing, those being the internal unity of what were likely a 
collection of house churches in the region in face of false teaching, which comprises 
much of the focus of Chapters 1 and 2, as well as the witness of the church in its 
broader community in Crete.  If you were not able to be here last week to hear Andrea, 
I encourage you to listen or read online at our website.   

In our text for today, Chapter 3, we see Paul shift his attention from the internal to the 
external, to the churches’ relation to their broader community. This is likely not only 
because of Paul’s concern for the witness of the church in the region, but also their 
safety, that they not draw negative attention lest they bring persecution upon 
themselves, or their message be compromised.  This is both a matter of mission, and 
of survival.   

Therefore, what we find in chapter 3 is rather pragmatic.  It reads a bit like a list of best 
practices for being in community, thus the title of today’s sermon.  Do this, don’t do 
that, avoid this, be sure to practice that. It’s all very practical. And it all makes quite a 
bit of sense given that it comes essentially as advice from one leader to another, 
whose leadership crucible is to shepherd a fringe religious community seeking to live 
out its faith in the context of a sometimes violent Roman occupation in a city that what 
was known to be rather steeped in greed and lacking in moral virtue.   

So you hear things like, be obedient, don’t upset the apple cart, keep a low profile, be 
ready for every good work, like, add value, make sure you contribute positively to the 
community, and speak evil of no one, like, keep your mouth shut, even if they are a 
jerk, it’s best to just bite your tongue and move on.  Again, given the context, this all 
makes sense.  In fact, it almost feels like the author is less interested here in virtue and 
more interested in strategy, in keeping the message alive, not to mention the 
messengers!  And yet, there is also a sense in which, he’s merely reminding them of 
what they already know, and how they already have formed community among 
themselves, as if to encourage them not to get tripped up or triggered back into their 
old ways of living. 

I have the privilege of seeing this kind of phenomenon play out every week in our 
Street Voices of Change group that gathers on Sunday afternoon here at First 
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Covenant!  We begin every meeting with one of our regulars reminding us of how we 
have agreed to hold safe space for each other as we share our experiences around 
homelessness. This group, that has endured much trauma, just by virtue of 
experiencing homelessness, not to mention the many personal or communal traumas 
they may have experienced in their lives, works extra hard to make sure that they don’t 
do harm to or retraumatize each other, but instead provide one another with a base of 
unconditional support and collective voice to engage in their own advocacy and 
healing.  It’s quite stunning to witness.   

So, one of the commitments that we are reminded of each week is confidentiality in 
regards to one another’s stories, and so I will not share anything of anyone’s personal 
experience, but I can share what I experience in the group.  And that is a profound 
compassion and respect for one another’s experience.  

For example, we’ve recently been engaged in an initiative with Upstream Health around 
tiny house communities as one solution to both housing affordability and the desire of 
many people with lived experiences of homelessness to live in a communal context. 
Don’t get me wrong, we have seen folks in our group have deep differences of opinion 
about the project, but when when a few of our members were asked to act as 
consultants to the project and to formally endorse it by putting our Street Voices name 
on it, those members selflessly came back to the group to ask for their permission!  I 
remember one gentleman sharing with group that he was honored to be asked to 
speak on their behalf, but that respected their voices and stories and would not take 
on that responsibility unless the group felt they could trust him to do so. He literally 
asked for their blessing.  It was one of the more stunning displays of community I have 
seen in a long time.   

Yesterday, I got to listen to an amazing author on the black contemplative experience, 
Dr. Barbara Holmes, speak about contemplative responses to communal suffering and 
what she called Crisis Contemplation.  One of the things that she said that resonated 
and I think makes sense of much of what I’ve learned and experienced with those in 
our Street Voices group is this. She said, “communal suffering cannot be absorbed by 
an individual, it must be absorbed by the community if it is to be transformed and 
healed.” (re-read it).  1

Have you ever noticed that some of the most stunning displays of community tend to 
be among those who have been the subject of deep oppression or in times of 
incredible tragedy?  I think of an On Being episode I rediscovered a few weeks back 

1 Dr. Barbara Holmes, quote from Conspire 2018 Conference hosted by the Center for Action and 
Contemplation. https://cac.org/conspire2018/  
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with gospel singer and humanitarian Joe Carter speaking about the the transcendent 
quality of the spirituals born out of the experience of African slaves. And though I can 
not possibly comprehend the sheer power of those songs as a straight, white, 
American male, I occasionally feel their connective and healing power when Robert is 
leading worship and gets to that point in a song where no words can be sung, and he 
leads us in a communal moan that speaks the heart’s language beyond that which any 
words could possibly convey. 

I see it in the images of civil rights marchers arm in arm on the Edmund Pettus bridge 
in Selma, Alabama on that infamous Bloody Sunday. Or I think of the collective grief 
and overwhelming love that I have witnessed pour out upon families who have lost 
loved ones to police violence right here in our own community, for Jamar Clark, and 
Philando Castile, for Justine Damond, and Thurman Blevins, just to name a few. Or I 
think of the community that I experienced gather around my friend Alex when Rachel, 
his wife of only 3 months, was killed in a car accident. It was participating in that 
communal suffering that forged relationships that Jenni and I would say comprise 
some of our deepest friendships to this day, over a decade later.   

Perhaps the reason that such stunning community is birthed in suffering and tragedy is 
that in suffering we are stripped of all that which we so often rely upon for our identity. 
Our greatest competencies, deeply held certainties, and illusions of control all seem to 
fall impotent when we are confronted with suffering.  And all that is left is to lean in, to 
look beyond ourselves and recognize both our need for and inherent connection to one 
another and ultimately, to all of creation. After all, remember Barbara Holmes words, 
“communal suffering cannot be absorbed by an individual, is must be absorbed by the 
community if it is to be transformed and healed.”  

Which brings me back to our scripture text. You see, this is a community struggling to 
remain unified in the face of oppression, struggling to absorb the difficulty of the time 
and space which they inhabit, and seeking to embody and bear witness to a 
transforming hope in the midst of oppressive influences both within and without.   

Sound familiar?   

Ever feel like it’s painful just to absorb the difficulty of our space and time, of the 
oppressive and fear-inducing structures that seek to rob human dignity and destroy 
any hope that love or peace or generosity might actually govern our shared human 
experience?  I sometimes wake up and go out to get the paper and before I even pick 
it up, much less see the headline, I feel this pit in my stomach, it’s like I have come to 
expect bad news.  How is one to live out the Good News of the Gospel in the midst of 
such division and fear and greed and violence?   
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But this is where I’m drawn into today’s text. You see, right in the middle of Paul’s 
rather practical list of communal best practices, there is a fascinating disruption.  Did 
you notice it?  The author is at one moment rattling off the do’s and don’ts of being in 
community, things that appear to be no-brainers, like Kindergarten lessons, fairly 
obvious, but really difficult to put into practice. But then, he suddenly turns his 
attention to the community’s own former hopelessness, and how they themselves were 
transformed.  He says; 

For we ourselves were once foolish, disobedient, led astray, slaves to various 
passions and pleasures, passing our days in malice and envy, despicable, 
hating one another. But when the goodness and loving kindness of God our 
Savior appeared, God saved us, not because of any works of righteousness that 
we had done, but according to God’s mercy, through the water of rebirth and 
renewal by the Holy Spirit. This Spirit God poured out on us richly through Jesus 
Christ our Savior, so that, having been justified by God’s grace, we might 
become heirs according to the hope of eternal life.    

What brought about their transformation? What disrupted the foolishness and envy, the 
violence and self-hatred and hatred toward neighbor?  Was it their sudden aptitude for 
moral uprightness? Was it their glorious competencies and heroic deeds? Was it their 
theological sophistication? Were they like, super woke?  NO!  

What’s it say? 

But when the goodness and loving kindness of God our Savior appeared, God 
saved us, not because of any works of righteousness that we had done, but 
according to God’s mercy, through the water of rebirth and renewal by the Holy 
Spirit. This Spirit God poured out on us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior, 
so that, having been justified by God’s grace, we might become heirs according 
to the hope of eternal life.   

I mean, this is like finding poetry in the middle of your grocery list!  Am I right?!  

Let me see, I need butter, milk, oops forgot to grab the tortillas, okay, one rotisserie 
chicken, ahhh fair chicken... 

The free bird leaps 
on the back of the wind 
and floats downstream 
till the current ends 
and dips his wings 
in the orange sun rays 
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and dares to claim the sky.    2

Okay, I’ll grab some onions and garlic, and maybe a few sweet potatoes. 

I’m like, what just happened?!!! Right in the middle of this pragmatic list comes the 
most beautiful, almost song-like proclamation of the Gospel of God’s goodness and 
loving kindness, or long-suffering patience which saves us and is continually saving us 
unto God’s self!  And it’s decidedly not because of anything we’ve done but by the 
love and mercy of this God who participates in our suffering and death, which, by the 
way, is the reason for that reference to the waters of rebirth, or baptism, where our 
participation with Christ in death and rebirth is animated and finds transformative 
expression.   

And all of this is to awaken us to the reality that has actually been true all along, 
namely, that we are first and foremost God’s beloved children or heirs of God, the 
infinite, the eternal, the very source of all that is.  In other words, ALL that IS, I AM that I 
AM, Love and Being itself, is all yours in God! Right here, right now, and forevermore. 
That, my friends, is an eternal hope!!!   

I mean, I hoped to go for a bike ride this weekend. I hope to finish our basement 
someday.  I hope that my friends who are riding the light rail every night because they 
don't have a place to call home will find sustainable housing. Those are all good hopes, 
right? But this, the Spirit of God poured out on us richly, so that, having been justified 
by God’s grace, we might become heirs according to the hope of eternal life!  Yeah, 
that wasn’t on my radar.   

Add yet, this is IT.  This is the whole deal, this is the common denominator, the Good 
News that makes grace-filled, loving community even possible. All the other stuff, the 
“do this” and “avoid that” stuff is all merely an overflow of this foundational truth of our 
deep and eternal belonging in God, which constitutes our deep belonging as God’s 
children to one another and to all of God’s creation. Once you have that (which, again, 
is already yours) you have everything!   

You don’t need to waste your energy in endless arguing, you have nothing to prove! 
you don’t need to live in envy because you already have all that you need! You will 
devote yourself to things that are excellent and profitable because the very source of 
life and love is overflowing in you!  When we awaken to the reality that we are fully 
accepted and loved by God, all of that stuff, the anger, the envy, the self-hatred cannot 
help but be transformed into grace and kindness and generosity.   

Now, you might be saying… yeah, that’s easy for you to say, but you don’t hear all of 

2 Excerpt from Maya Angelou’s Caged Bird. https://www.poemhunter.com/poem/caged-bird-21/  
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the voices in my head or in my world that scream scarcity, that convince me I’m 
unlovable, that I’m a failure, that my skills are no longer valuable, or that the rejection 
or violence I experienced was my fault. And you’re right, I don’t hear those voices. I 
hear my voices, and they tell me some very similar things. So I’m not going to pretend 
that this transformation comes quickly or easily, and it sure as hell doesn’t come from 
trying harder or shaming yourself. Neither am I saying that I’ve in any way arrived.   

Rather, I want to call out what I’ve seen and experienced as a slow transformation in 
my own life, and what I’ve seen in many of your lives.  In fact, if it weren’t for your 
bearing witness to the possibility of living in the abundance and the radical acceptance 
of God, I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t be in the same place in my own journey of 
awakening. I’m actually grateful to God that we’ve faced some suffering together, and 
that we have shared in joy together, because I believe both have served to deepen and 
awaken us to God’s disruptive love!   

Maybe you’ve been waiting for God’s goodness and loving kindness to break forth and 
disrupt your life. Maybe you’ve not seen God show up like that in a while. And I want to 
say that while God sometimes shows up in imminent and dramatic, life transforming 
ways, such as in loss and death, I think God more often comes in the small disruptions. 
Like poetry in the middle of our grocery list, an unexpected sunset, or a tender moment 
with a loved one. God is constantly breaking forth, disrupting our lives with goodness 
and loving kindness, with grace and mercy, because that is what God does. But 
sometimes we can’t see it or hear it, and it feels like radio silence. And in those times, 
especially in those time, I want to encourage you to lean into your longing and 
loneliness. St. John of the Cross says that, “The endurance of darkness is the 
preparation for great light!”    3

I want to leave you with a prayer by the late 19th and early 20th century philospoher 
and Jesuit Priest Teilhard de Chardin that speaks to this gradual and unfolding 
transformation that is at work within us, and I invite you to receive it as an invitation. 
May these words encourage you and attune your heart to the disruptive goodness and 
loving kindness of the One who calls you beloved.  

 

Prayer of Teilhard de Chardin:  

Above all, trust in the slow work of God. 
We are quite naturally impatient in everything 
to reach the end without delay. 

3 Quote found at http://olmlaycarmelites.org/quote/john-cross  
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We should like to skip the intermediate stages. 
We are impatient of being on the way to something 
unknown, something new. 
And yet it is the law of all progress 
that it is made by passing through 
some stages of instability— 
and that it may take a very long time... 
 
Only God could say what this new spirit 
gradually forming within you will be. 
Give Our Lord the benefit of believing 
that God’s hand is leading you, 
and accept the anxiety of feeling yourself 
in suspense and incomplete. 

 -Teilhard de Chardin  4

 
 
 

4 https://www.ignatianspirituality.com/8078/prayer-of-theilhard-de-chardin 
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