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Introduction 

1. We live in a time of great divisions between people and systems. The United States public policy 
horizon includes “Muslim Bans” and “Border Walls” and our local and community social and 
economic realities demand grass roots movements chanting “Black Lives Matter” and slogans 
such as “Don’t let fear justify the denial of humanity.” There is little question that such slogans 
exist today because people are not seeing one another. And, we all have much to learn about 
what Mexican American writer Luis Alberto Urrea rightly said: “There is no them. There is only 
us.”1 
 

2. I work bi-vocationally as a pastor for First Covenant and a civic leader for the downtown 
Minneapolis business community. In the daily dance and dialectic between these two worlds I find 
hauntingly familiar challenges and I am always drawn to people and institutions who have the 
courage to recognize that we are not seeing one another. And, I continually learn from thoughtful 
people across creeds and marketplace sectors who have committed to working on the idea that 
“there is no them…there is only us.” And, that when “there is only us” the whole of society 
advances together with greater momentum.  
 
It is interesting to note that at the very highest level, the primary role of religion and spirituality is to 
reconnect— the very meaning of the Latin word religio.2 And, the Greek word polis—which led to 
the word politics—simply means city or public forum, where people come together. Considering 
how often both religion and public forum abandon the very purposes of their existence in 
exchange for power grabs and divisive sectarian ideologies, it is incumbent upon everyone living 
today, and for our purposes here—Christ followers, to learn how to lead clear minded and resilient 
lives in our divided time. 

 
3. We are in a multi-stage teaching series called “The shorter Letters of the New Testament.” The 

occasional letters of the New Testament offer modern Christ followers a unique look into the 
relationships and quandaries of various Early Christian communities. When studying these letters, 
we are pressed to understand why and how people were connected to their communities and 
contexts, resist assumptions based upon our modern world view while maintaining curiosity about 
why topics and themes were chosen, and wrestle alongside the authors of the letters as they 
reason, encourage, rebuke, and teach.  
 

                                                
1 https://onbeing.org/programs/luis-alberto-urrea-what-borders-are-really-about-and-what-we-do-with-them-jul2018/ 
(accessed 7-14-18) 
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Religio (accessed 7-14-18) 
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Reading these letters can be precarious, but it is rewarding work when we are patient enough to 
unearth timeless truths and wisdom cured in the fires of personal, theological, communal, and 
cultural conflicts. We have already studied Galatians and its themes of freedom, Ephesians 
regarding grace, and Philippians and 1st and 2nd Thessalonians as well. Today we turn to 1st and 
2nd Timothy with an eye to learning life-changing lessons.  

 
4. 1st and 2nd Timothy are considered part of the New Testament “Pastoral letters” because they 

were letters written from one pastor to another pastor giving advice and teaching to a specific 
congregation in the Roman city of Ephesus. It is important for us to know that Biblical scholarship 
over the last two centuries has come to significant consensus that while the style of these two 
letter are written as if addressed directly from Paul to Timothy, these letters were likely not written 
by Paul, but rather written by someone in Paul’s following in the late first century to mid 2nd 
century period of time. 
 
The primary drivers for this conclusion include use of more than 300 words that Paul never used 
in his unquestioned letters and the doubling down on social traditions impacting women most 
acutely. It is very difficult to square these pastoral letters with the Apostle Paul’s late theology in 
letters like Galatians where Paul taught that everyone, women-men-slave-free-Jewish-gentile-
circumcised-uncircumcised, are “one” in Christ.3 And, even more, the ease with which Paul spoke 
of women leaders in the early church and what we are going to look at next week in chapter two 
where the writer says “A women should learn in quietness and full submission. I do not permit a 
woman to teach or to assume authority over a man; she must be quiet.”4  
 
To be clear—I don’t say these things to lessen the importance of Scripture in any way. I share 
these perspectives because authorship in the Bible is not always a straight forward matter, and 
that’s ok. There are many books that have no designated author, and there are books that came 
from schools of thought following a particular thinker.5 The fact that they are in what we call the 
“canon” of Scripture is historically important. And, most importantly, over and above the authors, 
we must grapple with all of the ideas present in our holy texts whether good or bad, helpful or 
tragic.  

 
5. When I first studied preaching in Seminary I was taught to use both positive and negative 

illustrations to get at the larger lessons to be learned. Well, here we go, because 1st and 2nd 
Timothy have many life changing lessons from the positive for us and even more lessons coming 
from the negative. And, by “negative” I don’t mean to say that our teaching team is going to speak 
negatively and use negative illustrations for the next six weeks. No, the negative that I speak of, 
and that needs to be addressed directly, is the way Christians and Christian religious traditions 
throughout our 2,000-year history have not handled the sacred text of these two letters well or 
generously. Sadly, these two letters have been frequently quoted to reinforce slavery and violence 
against black and brown bodies, exclusion and violence against the LGBTQ community, and 
oppression and violence against women.  
 
This makes you want to clear your Sunday calendar for the next month and a half right now, huh?! 
I do invite you to engage because so few churches do this. Most pastors are loathe to do an in 

                                                
3 Galatians 3:28. 
4 1 Timothy 2:11-12. 
5 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Authorship_of_the_Bible (accessed 7-15-18) 
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depth study of these texts because they are a minefield in our current society. And, please 
remember that our teaching team always strives to be both incisive and generous with the 
overarching purpose of building bridges across our many societal and religious differences. We 
will seek to make this six-week series an equipping of sorts, about how to handle some of the 
more difficult passages of Scripture in the New Testament.  

 
6. One more matter before we dive into today’s text—whether you are here today for the first time, or 

here today for the 1,000th time—it is important to be aware of our community’s approach to 
Scripture and its meaning for our lives. The Covenant tradition treats Scripture as central for life 
and practice with an emphasis on its truths helping us create a way of life more than a system of 
beliefs and doctrines. And, our particular Christian tradition is framed less about what we think 
about God and more how we relate to God and what we do in God’s name.6   
 
The delicate balance of holding Scripture as central and “connectionality” as a life ethic urges us 
to interpret the Bible’s content with humility and as the inspired and authoritative Word of God that 
points toward Judeo-Christian wisdom and ultimately to Jesus Christ, the center point of our 
faith—rather than treating the Bible like a technical blueprint designed to systematically provide 
answers for every question and dilemma that we face. So, as we pick up the Bible and read 
Scriptures like today’s text we must always: 
 

• Refer back to Jesus as the top of the hierarchy of truth… 
• Remember that the sweep of Scripture is as much a multi-faceted mirror to the problems of 

the human experience as it is a holy text speaking to the Creator of all things stepping into 
time as we know it to incarnate the Christ-path… 

• That all of the truths of Scripture should lead us away from cycles of violence and 
scapegoating and toward God’s grace-filled-peace-infused reality that shows all things to 
be both paradoxical and complementary.  

 
7. That was almost a sermon in itself. It is necessary, though, as we approach today’s text. 1 

Timothy, Chapter one: 
 

1 Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the command of God our Savior and of Christ Jesus our 
hope, 
2 To Timothy my true son in the faith: 

Grace, mercy and peace from God the Father and Christ Jesus our Lord. 
3 As I urged you when I went into Macedonia, stay there in Ephesus so that you may command 
certain people not to teach false doctrines any longer 4 or to devote themselves to myths and 
endless genealogies. Such things promote controversial speculations rather than advancing 
God’s work—which is by faith. 5 The goal of this command is love, which comes from a pure 
heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith. 6 Some have departed from these and have 
turned to meaningless talk. 7 They want to be teachers of the law, but they do not know what 
they are talking about or what they so confidently affirm. 

                                                
6 There are several references to this sentiment in the book The Pietist Option: Hope for the Renewal of Christianity by 
Christopher Gerz and Mark Pattie. Intervarsity Press. 
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8 We know that the law is good if one uses it properly. 9 We also know that the law is made not 
for the righteous but for lawbreakers and rebels, the ungodly and sinful, the unholy and 
irreligious, for those who kill their fathers or mothers, for murderers, 10 for the sexually immoral, 
for those practicing homosexuality, for slave traders and liars and perjurers—and for whatever 
else is contrary to the sound doctrine 11 that conforms to the gospel concerning the glory of the 
blessed God, which he entrusted to me. 
12 I thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who has given me strength, that he considered me 
trustworthy, appointing me to his service. 13 Even though I was once a blasphemer and a 
persecutor and a violent man, I was shown mercy because I acted in ignorance and 
unbelief.14 The grace of our Lord was poured out on me abundantly, along with the faith and 
love that are in Christ Jesus. 
15 Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world 
to save sinners—of whom I am the worst. 16 But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that 
in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his immense patience as an example 
for those who would believe in him and receive eternal life. 17 Now to the King eternal, 
immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory for ever and ever. Amen. 
18 Timothy, my son, I am giving you this command in keeping with the prophecies once made 
about you, so that by recalling them you may fight the battle well, 19 holding on to faith and a 
good conscience, which some have rejected and so have suffered shipwreck with regard to the 
faith. 20 Among them are Hymenaeus and Alexander, whom I have handed over to Satan to be 
taught not to blaspheme. 

1 Timothy 1 New International Version (NIV) 
 
There is great good and truth here…and there are some very problematic ideologies as well. Let’s 
briefly unpack this text by first looking at how the author described his personal sense of self.  
 
A. Know Yourself 
 
1. The Apostle Paul had a famous personal story of transformation. His early life was spent as a 

religious zealot persecuting, and in some cases overseeing the murderous death of some of the 
first Christians. As recorded in the New Testament book of Acts, Paul tells of a dramatic and 
mystical encounter with Jesus as the post resurrected Christ in which he awakened to a whole 
new way of living free from religious zealotry and full of grace through faith.7  
 
Paul was instructed in the Greco-Roman world of philosophy as well as Jewish religious traditions, 
and personally engaged the famous Socratic phrases “Know thyself” and “The unexamined life is 
not worth living.”8 So, throughout the book of Acts and in many other places, Paul re-tells his story 
in an attempt to both spread the generous message of Christ to all people, and to do the inner 
work to “know” himself in relationship to Christ and all things.  
 
We see it most focused here in verses 13-14: 
 

 
                                                
7 Acts 9. 
8 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Know_thyself (accessed 7-14-18) 
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13 Even though I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man, I was shown 
mercy because I acted in ignorance and unbelief.14 The grace of our Lord was poured out on 
me abundantly, along with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. 

1 Timothy 1:13-14. NIV 
 
2. This was Paul’s story and the unique way that he awakened to Christ and moved along the life 

long process of transformation to Christ-like-ness, a key goal of the Christian life. It’s important to 
recognize, though, that while Christ-like-ness is the goal, Paul had a unique personality that was 
his container and loved by God being regardless of his ups and down and showings of his best 
self or false self. The same is true for us—our unique personalities and sacred identities are the 
container for God’s presence and Christ’s goodness while we reach for Christ-like-ness.  
 
I talk about this in the “Discovering First Covenant” class when giving an overview of how we 
describe spiritual growth: 

 

 
 

We begin with the question “Who has God made me to be? Then, “What is going to change?” to 
“When will this happen?” to “Where will I be spiritually formed?” and always return to the first 
question “Who had God made me to be?” with a more informed answer to that question. And the 
process of greater self-awareness and transformation to Christ-likeness moves through another 
cycle in our journey with God. Each time our roots going deeper…and our sense of self and our 
faith becoming more mature. 
 

3. This is important because of the problematic ideologies that will confront us in our day to day lives. 
And, depending upon our identity (gender, age, religion, gradation of skin color, ability-disability, 
sexual orientation and so on) and where we are at in the world and at what moment in time along 
the arc of human consciousness, we may find ourselves being “othered” by people in power over 
us, or just people in general. And, when I say “othered” I mean when one group reinforces 
positions of superiority and domination over another group simply for the fact they are different. 
You know it if you have been “othered.” And, “knowing yourself”—what you believe about yourself, 
how you understand God and your religion, and how you see all of reality is essential for 
navigating threats against you and becoming like Jesus who resists “othering” others.  
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B. Resist “Othering” Anyone 
 
1. Todays’ text has some “othering” in it. At a minimum, it is accelerant for Christians to fuel 

“othering.” Scholars recognize that there are problematic ethics present here. Most notably: 
 

• A mentioning of there being false doctrines and myths without providing more specifics, 
thus leaving it up for grabs as to what may or may not be harmful in Christian communities. 

• A reference to the use of religious law coupled to a “vice list” that creates a seemingly 
unbridgeable chasm between law breakers and rebels and the author and all Christians by 
proxy. 

• The presence of the English phrase “those who practice homosexuality” alongside such 
phrases as “those who kill their fathers or mothers.”  

• The very strange and un-Christ-like practice of handing people over to Satan to be taught 
not to blaspheme.  

 
I have read commentaries that propose softer edges to everything that I just said, and at the same 
time these are hugely problematic when held up next to Jesus and Jesus’ teachings such as the 
sermon on the mount where we are taught to love even our enemies. And, it needs to be pointed 
out that the only “vice list” that Jesus gave was while defending freedom to break religious rules 
about eating of food. And, the vice list Jesus used described evils that are possible from anyone’s 
hearts.9 Jesus just didn’t label people like we see in today’s text and some other places in the 
New Testament.10   
 

2. One specific and highly charged “othering” in today’s text is the use of the phrase “those practicing 
homosexuality.” New Testament scholars are quick to point out that there were two kinds of same 
sex situations that the Early Christian church was consistently angled against: prostitution and 
pederasty, the sexual use of younger boys by older men.11 Prohibitions against such things has no 
parallel to our conversations today about sexual orientation and the sacred identity of LGBTQ 
people. And, unfortunately, the gender identity awakening that is underway in human 
consciousness lands in the similar conflicted space as dozens of other topics where science and 
anthropology re-inform issues that were not apparent to the original writers of Scripture.  
 

3. To be clear, while Jesus never spoke to same sex attraction and the historic Christian creeds 
never mention sexuality as a primary concern, there is no question that the religious traditions 
throughout biblical history would have also taken a prohibitive stance against same sex 
relationships as most religions and societies have for centuries until the last century where 
science, psychiatry, social sciences have brought into our knowledge better ways to think about 
many realities such as race, class, gender, sexual identity, and even the whole of how the entire 
universe works. The good news is that, as humans and as Christ followers, we seem to eventually 
get there. But, not without a lot of “othering” going on along the way. 

 

                                                
9 Matthew 15. 
10 http://www.cranfordville.com/NTViceLists.html (Accessed 7-14-18) 
11 Brownson, James V.. Bible, Gender, Sexuality: Reframing the Church's Debate on Same-Sex Relationships (pp. 42-
43). Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.. Kindle Edition. 
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4. Like just this last week when former American President Jimmy Carter, a Protestant Christian with 
ties to Evangelicalism and a long history with Southern Baptist Convention said in an interview 
referring to Gay Marriage, “I think that Jesus would encourage any love affair if it was honest and 
sincere and was not damaging to anyone else.”12  Only a few days later Evangelical leader 
Franklin Graham lashed out at Jimmy Carter saying, “He is absolutely wrong when he said Jesus 
would approve of gay marriage. Jesus didn’t come to promote sin. He came to save us from sin. 
The Bible is very clear. God destroyed the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah because of 
homosexuality.”13  
  
I will not speak much about Franklin Graham’s comments except to refer you to a two-part sermon 
I preached in 2016 on the Sodom and Gomorrah narrative. This ancient Hebrew text is a known 
“clobber” text used by the Evangelical Community against the LGBTQ community. And, it is a 
common and blatant misuse of an ancient Israelite story against a specific group of people with 
the effect of plugging Christian religion’s ears to an important and unfolding modern human 
understanding of identity.14  
 

5. If you were here in May and June of this year you are aware of a similar struggle going on in the 
Covenant denomination, the larger group that our church is affiliated with. There has been a 
leadership backlash against inclusion in our denomination that has been painful to watch and 
difficult to stand against. Yet, we are not alone, and many of us showed up at the Annual Meeting 
in downtown Minneapolis doing exactly that, including Dr. G. Timothy Johnson… 
 

 
 
…who is a famous Senior Medical Contributor for ABC News and one of the nation’s leading 
medical communicators of healthcare information.15 He stepped up to the microphone twice at the 
June Annual Meeting and said the following that I have permission to share: 
 

As an ordained Covenant minister, I have been a long time student of the Bible. As a 
physician, I have been a long time student of medical science. I have come to believe that 
when we try to use the Bible as a modern textbook of science or sociology we get into trouble. 
In the past, some parts of the church have misused the Bible to oppose modern cosmology, to 
support slavery and to fight allowing women to be ministers. I am afraid we are making the 

                                                
12 http://thehill.com/homenews/news/396058-jimmy-carter-i-believe-that-jesus-would-approve-of-gay-marriage (accessed 
7-14-18) 
13 http://www.patheos.com/blogs/friendlyatheist/2018/07/12/franklin-graham-to-jimmy-carter-god-murders-gay-people-in-
the-bible-out-of-love/ (accessed 7-14-18) 
14 Awakening to the Restorative Nature of God Part 1 and 2, Part of “Difficult Lives, Beautiful Lives” Teaching Series, 
2016. 
15 https://abcnews.go.com/News/dr-timothy-johnson/story?id=127025 (accessed 7-14-18) 
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same kind of mistake in trying to use the Bible to oppose variations in human sexuality. I fully 
expect that in the next ten years, medical science will describe biological causes of variations 
in human sexuality and then parts of the church will again be on the wrong side of an important 
issue. 

 
Friends—for as much clarity that this and several other Covenant congregations have on this 
matter, there is much work to be done for the wider Covenant family of churches to be open to this 
important perspective.  

 
6. So, what can Christ followers who stand against the headwinds of religious strife and “othering” do 

to remain healthy and, like the struggle of reading today’s text, actually seek to be strengthened 
through the difficult conversations? As a white, protestant, straight, cis-gendered male striving to 
be an ally to women, persons of color and the LGBTQ community, I am learning more from 
mentors about this space and some best practices with the leading practice being “self-care.” 
 

C. Practice Self Care 
 
1. The final charge at the end of today’s text says: 
 

“…fight the battle well, holding on to faith and a good conscience, which some have rejected 
and so have suffered shipwreck with regard to their faith.” 

1 Timothy 1:18-19a. NIV  
 

You may have heard the famous phrase that says “be kind, for everyone you meet is fighting a 
battle.”16 The work of compassion, mercy, justice, equality and inclusion feels like a battle on 
many days, especially for those on the oppressed side of the power equations. To “fight the battle 
well with faith and good conscience” means many things, but it clearly demands that we learn to 
find the time and space to heal, restore, and reset so that we are able to transform everything that 
is thrown at us such that we never become embittered or hardened in our hearts to those who 
oppose us. This is truly difficult work because when any person, organization, or institution 
threatens to divide or “other” us, it is easy to give in to the toxicity and shaming that is present.  
 

2. Self-care is an antidote to toxicity and shame. And, the process of self-care is different for each 
one of us and in relationship to the degree of our struggle. Practically speaking, how do we do 
this? First, as already said—we do well always re-ground ourselves in who we know we are and 
who God is. The Apostle Paul wrote in his second letter to the Church in the city of Corinth that 
our lives are like “treasures in jars of clay” and because the Creator of all things is for all that is 
created, our sacredness may be pressed on every side, but we will not be crushed. We may be 
perplexed, but not in despair, persecuted but not abandoned, struck down, but not destroyed.17  

 
3. I attended a really special night at Plymouth Christian Church called “Faith and Pride” night. It was 

organized by several people including Jean Carlos, who is a newer member of our community and 
gay Christian who has a compelling story to tell. This special worship service included a simple 
liturgy that was truly healing and self-care for me and others. After listening to multiple stories from 
LGBTQ Christians each of them said:  

                                                
16 https://biznology.com/2017/05/kind-everyone-meet-fighting-hard-battle/ (accessed 7-15-18) 
17 2 Corinthians 4:7-11. 
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My name is… 
I am… 
I have Pride. I’ve kept faith. 
And, I belong. 
 
Then, the whole gathering responded by saying “And, you have always belonged.” 
 
Then another person would do the same… 
 
My name is… 
I am… 
I have Pride. I’ve kept faith. 
And, I am loved. 
 
Followed by the gathering responding “And you have always been loved” 
 
Then the person would say “I am accepted” followed by everyone affirming “And, you have 
always been accepted.” 

 
Talk about “religio”! 

 
4. That was a moment of self-care for those who spoke, for everyone in the room, for me as a 

pastor, and healing for the Christian church writ large! I have other practices as well like listening. 
Listening to the stories of all peoples who have been oppressed for any number of reasons. 
Growing in empathy and realizing that my trials in the work of inclusion are very minimal in 
comparison to so many dear and holy people. And, in light of the Covenant leadership’s decision 
to suspend my ministry license over the single topic of human sexuality and this church’s decision 
to immediately re-license me and keep moving forward--I need to say it again---thank you to all of 
you who sent me thoughtful, caring and healing emails, cards, letters, and phone calls. You 
brought me care, and I re-read these messages of love and solidarity.  
 
Your regular practice of self-care will be different one from another. Some will need increased 
solitude. Others, more time with those who offer direct care. Some need to log out of social media 
for a time, others need to pick up and read something in particular.  

 
Conclusion 
 
1. To bring things to a conclusion today—when we as individuals are faced with being “othered” as is 

found in today’s scripture, it is essential to continually affirm that Jesus never “othered” or labeled 
people in ways that oppressed them. And, we need to remember that Jesus was persecuted for 
this generosity and he took time to step away for self-care through prayer, rest, and time with safe 
community. In the end, his compassion, mercy and justice cost him what seemed like everything. 
But, it wasn’t the end of his story. And, for all those who have found themselves “othered,” its not 
the end of yours either…. 
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2. I invite the musicians forward. We are going to end our time with some quiet music and a poem by 
Mary Oliver titled “Heavy”. In the space where there is only music I invite us to reflect on what part 
of our lives need to be grounded in a more life giving sense of self. And, to reflect on what part of 
our lives are feeling “othered” by people and institutions…or, perhaps “othering” that we are doing 
to others and need to recognize it for what it is, and seek forgiveness and a different way of going 
about things. And, finally, let’s use this time to think about what we need to do with self-care to be 
able to lead more resilient lives in the struggle. 

  
MUSIC 
 
DRAMATIC POETRY READING 
 

Heavy / Mary Oliver 
 
That time 
I thought I could not 
go any closer to grief 
without dying 
 
I went closer, 
and I did not die. 
Surely God 
had His hands in this, 
 
as well as friends. 
Still, I was bent 
and my laughter, 
as the poet said,  
 
was nowhere to be found. 
Then said my friend Daniel 
(brave even among lions), 
“It’s not the weight you carry 
 
but how you carry it - 
books, bricks, grief - 
it’s all in the way 
you embrace it, balance it, carry it 
 
when you cannot and would not, 
put it down.” 
So I went practicing. 
Have you noticed? 
 
Have you heard 
the laughter 
that comes, now and again, 
out of my startled mouth? 
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How I linger 
to admire, admire, admire 
the things of this world 
that are kind, and maybe 
 
also troubled - 
roses in the wind, 
the sea geese on the steep waves, 
a love 
to which there is no reply?  

 
Prayer 
 
God of all, in all, and for all—we recognize the complexities of our Christian religion and ask for 
humility to see our own hypocrisies even as we call it out in the larger movement of Christ followers. 
Holy Spirit, convict us where we are either complicit or aggressors with power structures that do not 
reflect Jesus Christ, the center of our faith. Jesus, our Savior and wounded healer—help us to 
acknowledge your love and servanthood of all. And, instruct us in the ways of moderation, 
authenticity, trust, faithfulness, steadfastness, patience, discipline, humility, modesty, and 
contentment. Creator, Spirit, and Son, Three in One, may we live all of our lives like Jesus, in whose 
name we pray. Amen.  
 
Benediction 
 
As our week begins, may we approach problematic ideologies and the violence humans do to one 
another grounded in a life giving understanding of “self,” a non-dual view of the “other,” and with a 
regular practice of self-care that helps us lead more resilient lives.  
 
Go in Peace. Amen.  
 
 


