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SCRIPTURE 
 
25 On one occasion an expert in the law stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he asked, “what 
must I do to inherit eternal life?” 
26 “What is written in the Law?” he replied. “How do you read it?” 
27 He answered, “‘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, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’” 
28 “You have answered correctly,” Jesus replied. “Do this and you will live.” 
29 But he wanted to justify himself, so he asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?” 
30 In reply Jesus said: “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when he was 
attacked by robbers. They stripped him of his clothes, beat him and went away, leaving him 
half dead. 31 A priest happened to be going down the same road, and when he saw the man, he 
passed by on the other side. 32 So too, a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, 
passed by on the other side.33 But a Samaritan, as he traveled, came where the man was; and 
when he saw him, he took pity on him. 34 He went to him and bandaged his wounds, pouring on 
oil and wine. Then he put the man on his own donkey, brought him to an inn and took care of 
him. 35 The next day he took out two denarii and gave them to the innkeeper. ‘Look after him,’ 
he said, ‘and when I return, I will reimburse you for any extra expense you may have.’ 
36 “Which of these three do you think was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of 
robbers?” 
37 The expert in the law replied, “The one who had mercy on him.” 

Jesus told him, “Go and do likewise.” 

 

Luke 10:25- New International Version (NIV) 
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Introduction 
 
1. Rebel Without a Cause…  
 

 

 
 
…is a 1955 American drama film about emotionally confused suburban, middle-class 
teenagers. At the time it was released it was a groundbreaking film because of its real to 
life portrayal of conflict between generations, dysfunctional parenting styles, and most 
interesting to that period in American history—a new contrasting construct to the 
stereotypical images of delinquent young people in urban slum environments.1 
 
Because the film was so popular and culturally, historically and aesthetically significant the 
film’s title has evolved into a societal catch phrase that goes well beyond the meaning of 
the movie. And, since the 1950’s a slew people seeking to be the antithesis of emotionally 
confused suburban, middle-class teenagers have created a slew of movies, podcasts and 
book titles seeking to be rebels with causes. One thought leader defines a rebel with a 
cause like this: 
 

“Rebels [with a cause] are people who break rules that should be broken. They break 
rules that hold them and others back, and their way of rule breaking is constructive 
rather than destructive. It creates positive change.”2 

 
2. I begin my sermon with this illustration because the Parable of the Good Samaritan 

positions Jesus as one of our planet’s prominent rebels with a cause and because Jesus’ 
wildly popular parable also has intrigue surrounding its title. The phrase “Good Samaritan” 
is so famous that many in our society use it to describe any charitable person and any 
number of charitable organizations including hospitals. And, yet…Jesus never referred to 
the Samaritan of his parable as…“Good.”  
 

 
1 Photo and content from: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rebel_Without_a_Cause (accessed 8-24-19) 
2 https://www.npr.org/2019/08/19/752394477/you-2-0-rebel-with-a-cause (accessed 8-25-19) 
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You may find it interesting to note that chapter and verse delineations in the Bible were not 
added to Bibles by biblical scholars until the 1550’s.3 And, section header phrases such as 
“The Good Samaritan” were not in the original texts, but were added by Bible publishers at 
some point in the last 300-400 years: 
 

 
 
Out of curiosity, I scanned all of the New International Version inserted headers in the four 
gospel biographies of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, and found most of them to speak 
very generally and not in reference to any specific culturally defined people group, such as 
“The Wise and Foolish Builders”, ”Unrepentant Cities,” and the “Rich Fool.” In no other 
circumstance is there a positive or negative adjective attached to a cultural group such as 
the Samaritans. So, how can one not wonder if these unknown publishers unwittingly and 
ironically added “Good” to Samaritan because they assumed, as incorrectly as Jesus’ 
original audience, that Samaritans were stereotypically “bad.”  
 

3. To be fair to the publishers and Jesus’ original audience—the relationship between Jesus’ 
primarily Jewish audience and the Samaritans of first century Palestine was as conflicted 
as the Jewish-Palestinian conflict that exists today in modern Israel and Palestine. Bringing 
it closer to home we only need to look as far as the recent identity politics swirling around 
Minnesota’s 5th Congressional District Representative Ilhan (ee-lan) Omar and Michigan’s 
13th District Representative Rashida Tlaib (ta-leeb) to understand the dynamics of Jesus’ 
day.  
 
And, just as President Trump demonizes our representatives for their cultural and religious 
identities—and went so far as pressuring the Israeli Government to block our 
Representatives from a recent state visit4—so were most of the political and religious 
leaders of Jesus’ day promoting the idea that all Samaritans were bad and mortal enemies 
to be blocked. It is exhausting to sit in the reality that some parts of the human experience 
have seemingly not evolved in over 2,000 years.  
 

4. Jesus, a rebel with a cause, and the cause having many aspects including peace-making 
across difference, consistently worked to deconstruct the harmful cemented social 
constructs of his day, particularly with the Samaritan community. He did so by having 
conversations with Samaritans, with women, with women Samaritans, choosing to travel 

 
3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chapters_and_verses_of_the_Bible (accessed 8-23-19) 
4 https://www.wsj.com/articles/israel-weighs-blocking-omar-tlaib-from-west-bank-visit-11565859308 
(accessed 8-24-19) 
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through Samaritan territories—all as a means to bridge understanding, and in today’s 
parable, deconstructing the notion that Samaritans were “bad” simultaneous to instructing 
an expert in religious law about the reach of God’s mercy in our world.  
 
In the spirit of Jesus’ bridge building across difference I recommend that we refer to today’s 
parable now and every time we think of it, as “The Parable of the Samaritan.” And that we 
understand the idea of God’s mercy as an explicit invitation to protect one another across 
our differences while ultimately seeing God’s grace and love as transcending social, ethnic, 
racial, nationalist, economic or religious identities. 
 
How do we do this for real, though? First, it is helpful to have a theological and 
philosophical model to help us imagine the work. The Apostle Paul was another first 
century rebel with a cause. And he can help us here.  

 
A. Learning from the Apostle Paul 
 
1. Chapter Twelve of the New Testament Letter of Romans is an important passage of 

Scripture written by the Apostle Paul to the First Century Early Church in Rome where 
there had been a huge demographic shift challenging the young church’s social equilibrium. 
Structurally, Romans Chapters 1-11 emphasize significant theological issues and Chapter 
12 constitutes a major shift in emphasis in Paul’s letter to Christian conduct. Chapter 12 will 
be on the screens for you to scan while I continue: 

 
[ONSCREEN BUT NOT READ] 

 
12 Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your 
bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper 
worship. 2 Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the 
renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his 
good, pleasing and perfect will. 
3 For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more 
highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance 
with the faith God has distributed to each of you. 4 For just as each of us has one body 
with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, 5 so in 
Christ we, though many, form one body, and each member belongs to all the 
others. 6 We have different gifts, according to the grace given to each of us. If your gift is 
prophesying, then prophesy in accordance with your faith; 7 if it is serving, then serve; if 
it is teaching, then teach; 8 if it is to encourage, then give encouragement; if it is giving, 
then give generously; if it is to lead, do it diligently; if it is to show mercy, do it cheerfully. 
9 Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. 10 Be devoted to one 
another in love. Honor one another above yourselves. 11 Never be lacking in zeal, but 
keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord. 12 Be joyful in hope, patient in 
affliction, faithful in prayer.13 Share with the Lord’s people who are in need. Practice 
hospitality. 
14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse. 15 Rejoice with those who 
rejoice; mourn with those who mourn. 16 Live in harmony with one another. Do not be 
proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position. Do not be conceited. 
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17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of 
everyone. 18 If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with 
everyone. 19 Do not take revenge, my dear friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it 
is written: “It is mine to avenge; I will repay,” says the Lord. 20 On the contrary: 

“If your enemy is hungry, feed him; 
    if he is thirsty, give him something to drink. 
In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.” 
21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

Romans 12, New International Version (NIV) 
 

Church historians believe that the first Christian church in Rome was initially comprised of 
people of Jewish cultural background. Almost exclusively so, with more Gentile or non-
Jewish people joining over time. Then, as one scholar notes: “The Jewish character of 
Christianity in Rome suddenly and drastically changed.”5  
 
In the year 49 Emperor Claudius, out of exasperation with squabbles among people of 
Jewish descent over the Christ figure, issued an edict that required all people of Jewish 
origin to leave Rome. Jewish-Christians like Priscilla and Aquila of Acts 18 would have 
been included. And, overnight the church in Rome became virtually 100 percent culturally 
Gentile.  
 
By the time Paul wrote his long letter to the Romans, Jews were allowed back into Rome, 
and the Christians of Jewish descent came back to a church that had become dominated 
by Gentiles. It doesn’t take a lot of imagination to wonder how tense things must have been 
in terms of leadership and the shifts of minority and majority culture. Several key points of 
emphasis in the letter of Romans make sense against this background: The preoccupation 
with the Jewish law and its place in the life of Christians.6 Also, Paul’s scolding of the 
Gentile Christians for their arrogance7 and, most of all, his admonitions to “the strong and 
the weak.”8 

 
2. This pivotally important teaching of Paul on Christian social conduct had special importance 

to the complex diversity perspectives of the Early Church in Rome, and has special 
importance for the 21st Century Church today. For Christ followers, amidst our socially 
fraught context and increasingly connected global reality, we are given explicitly practical 
teaching about how to navigate some of the most complex ideas that humans can consider 
to live a more enriched life, and holistic Christian faith.  
I will go so far as to say that what Paul has gifted us with in Romans chapter twelve is an 
invitation to a whole life ethic that resonates with the Creator’s paradoxical framework of 
the entire cosmos: diversity and unity, individuality and mutuality. This framework offers key 
points of wisdom for many of today’s seemingly intractable conflicts.  
 
In today’s sermon I am summarizing in brief what is contained in a longer two-part teaching 
that I crafted for the “Why We Gather” teaching series in 2017. I recommend them to you 
for your study and will place both sermons in an appendix and web-links in my sermon 

 
5 Douglas J. Moo. The NIV Application Commentary: Romans. Page 18.  
6 Romans 7.  
7 Romans 11:18-23, 25, 13-14. 
8 Romans 14:1-15:13. 
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manuscript that can be downloaded online as well.9 For now, take a look at the big picture 
of these ideas in relationship to one another as I briefly discuss the

 
Diversity and Unity; Individuality and Mutuality. This chart constitutes two paradoxes held in 
tension, and four concepts meaningfully connected. As a reminder, the teachings of Jesus 
are central to Christian faith and tradition and Jesus’ favorite method of teaching was 
through his 25 parables and occasionally paradoxical statements (and this is the definition 
of a paradox) which seem contradictory but when held in tension express a truth. Those 
who are willing to wrestle with the tensions of Jesus’ paradoxes will find new ways to look 
at the world, and live with greater wisdom in day to day life. 

 
3. “Diversity” requires a commitment to esteeming difference. “Unity,” its paradox partner, can 

only be created and maintained if there is a commitment is to guard freedom in Christ. 
“Individuality” is most authentic when we bring our whole selves to all of the spaces of our 
lives, including Christian community. And, finally, “Mutuality,” the paradox partner to 
individuality, makes the brave commitment to be an ally to one another across our different 
identities and to all realities of the cosmos. To hold one another graciously accountable to 
these important and life-giving paradoxes is to hold one another in the created order of 
things as designed by God. 

 
4. This is all very difficult work, though. And, why many Christians would rather stick to 

theology in the abstract and simply gather and form community with people who are just 
like themselves. For the first eighteen years of my twenty-eight-year vocational ministry 
career I was mentored as a professional pastor in what is called “the homogeneous unit 
principle.” The goal was to create community that catered to people in terms exclusive to 
their cultural and socio-economic points of similarity. The idea was, “the better and more 

 
9 You can download these two sermons at these links:  
http://www.1stcov.org/events-blog/2017/8/22/showing-up-to-serve-wprbc-ph86k-9yyb5 
http://www.1stcov.org/events-blog/category/Dan+Collison 
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professional you were to hit one target socio-economic market, the larger your church 
would become.” And, they were right!  
 
They are still right! I spent many years and had numeric success in the mega church 
movement, as I learned how to attract large crowds of a similar demographic. It was a 
command performance to stick to the script, though. And, the result was to my dismay, 
always a homogenous bubble.  

  
5. On one level, the homogenous unit principle is simply a mirror of what most people do day 

to day. We are drawn to the familiar. On another level, a very dangerous problem will 
emerge: supremacy of one group over another. This is what Paul and the church in Rome 
dealt with in the make-up of the Jewish and Gentile mix, and the drastic power shifts that 
led to hurt between the groups and apparently even a desire for revenge between 
Christians in Rome.  
 
The mutuality paradox partner to individuality is closely attached to the Parable of the 
Samaritan. And, mutuality provides us with the invitation to make a brave commitment to be 
an ally to one another across our different identities and to all difference realities of the 
cosmos that exists in a delicate balance of differentiation and communion. Everywhere and 
in everything differentiation and communion.  
 

6. In Romans 12, after Paul described the diversity of Christian community he instructed all 
who follow Christ in the art of mutuality: 

 
9 Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. 10 Be devoted to one 
another in love. Honor one another above yourselves. 11 Never be lacking in zeal, but 
keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord. 12 Be joyful in hope, patient in 
affliction, faithful in prayer.13 Share with the Lord’s people who are in need. Practice 
hospitality. 
14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse. 15 Rejoice with those who 
rejoice; mourn with those who mourn. 16 Live in harmony with one another. Do not be 
proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position. Do not be conceited. 

Romans 12:9-16. NIV. 

7. The backdrop of Paul’s letter to the early church in Rome was the social complexities of 
being a diverse urban congregation amidst power struggles and socio-economic turmoil 
within and outside the church. And, this was Paul’s language for instructing everyone to 
learn to live in solidarity with one another across their different identities.  

Today we use a more modern term like “ally”. Ally is a term often used by people of color to 
describe white people who seek to live in solidarity with the struggles of people of color in a 
white majority society. It is also used by LGBTQ individuals speaking to straight people who 
are engaged and alongside them in their struggle to be embraced and protected as a 
people in a heteronormative society. And, I could go on to describe the term “ally” in 
relationship to the disability community with an able biased society, women in a male 
dominated society, and extend the term to all authentically realized groups who face 
structural oppression in our society, and sadly within and because of some Christian 
denominations and churches as well.  
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This is a theological and philosophical starter kit from Paul to help us live out the Parable of the 
Samaritan in our time. We need to go further, though, than just mental constructs. The deeper 
work of today’s parable is to move the work of mercy from abstract to reality in our day to day 
lives.  
 
B. Moving Mercy from Abstract to Reality 
 
1. What do I mean? Well, this may come as a surprise to some, but keeping Jesus’ teachings 

in the abstract is one of our favorite ways to avoid the incredible difficulty of actually living 
out what Jesus taught. Like the original expert of the law seeking to trap Jesus in 
theological quagmires because of Jesus’ outrageous generosity, we can be experts at 
obfuscating the obvious. Our religious tradition has been stealthy at this from the very 
beginning with famous and historic church leaders like Origin in the second century and 
Chrysostom, Ambrose and Augustine in the 4th and 5th century’s all interpreting the Parable 
of the Samaritan to be nothing more than pure allegory and little to do with how we are to 
live our day to day lives.  
 
Listen to what Origin of Alexandria of the second century wrote that was largely held to be 
the authoritative interpretation of today’s parable into the 4th and 5th century scholars: 

 
The man who was going down is Adam. Jerusalem is paradise, and Jericho is the 
world. The robbers are hostile powers. The priest is the Law, the Levite is the prophets, 
and the Samaritan is Christ. The wounds are disobedience, the beast is the Lord's body, 
the [inn], which accepts all who wish to enter, is the Church. ... The manager of the [inn] 
is the head of the Church, to whom its care has been entrusted. And the fact that the 
Samaritan promises he will return represents the Savior's second coming.10  

 
It is just so much more comfortable to safely contain Jesus’ teaching and parable in 
theological abstractions and prognostications…than it is to take Jesus at his word when he 
says everyone is our neighbor, and we are to love and protect our neighbor as a sacred 
entrustment no matter their social, ethnic, racial, nationalist, economic or religious 
identities.  
 
Why don’t more of us just take Jesus at his word and do that? Because, doing so is 
uncomfortable, doesn’t fit much of our current religious thought and practice, and is just 
downright messy. And as we can attest to at First Covenant Minneapolis, it is not a very 
good model to increase church attendance as well. In fact, I will go so far as to say it is a 
terrible model for increasing church attendance.   
 

2. For those who are new to First Covenant you should know that in 2009, after five decades 
of decline and facing total collapse, we had to ask some big and difficult questions and face 
what I would call “Samaritan” quandaries. One of the most difficult  being an honoring the 
congregation’s past but agreeing that we needed to have the impulse and approach of a 
new church start. Our first and primary question was, “if we were to start a Christian faith 
community right here, right now, what would it look like?”  
 

 
10 Origen, Homily 34.3, Joseph T. Lienhard, trans., Origen: Homilies on Mark, Fragments on Mark (1996), 138. 
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That large of question required inquiry and the first six months felt like a string of “getting to 
know each other” conversations: “Minneapolis, here is First Covenant; First Covenant, here 
is Minneapolis.” It was overwhelming and at first very discouraging. I took meetings with the 
City Mayor and Chief of Police. Both had not even heard of this church and we are only 
seven blocks away from their offices. That goes to show you, though, in a large downtown 
setting, people and organizations can easily stay apart from one another, even if you are 
next-door neighbors.  

 
3. In conversations with other civic leaders, business people, and neighbors, the moment I 

mentioned I was a pastor of a church, they looked at me with incredulous expressions 
ranging from cynicism to outright mistrust. Not willing to give up easily, I made a personal 
commitment to be a positive civic leader on behalf of the city alongside my role as pastor. I 
joined the volunteer board of the East Town Business Partnership, which is neighborhood 
business association committed to the economic development of the two neighborhoods in 
our part of downtown. 
 
When I attended my first meeting, a neighborhood organizer presented a four-color 
brochure of our part of town in a future state of total redevelopment with 21st century 
guiding principles. It caused my heart to race with enthusiasm. I thought, “Yes! This is what 
First Covenant Church wants to be a part of!” I quickly turned the booklet’s pages to see 
how First Covenant’s building fit into their visualization of a new 21st century urban dream.  

 
My excitement must have given me blurred vision because at first glance I couldn’t see our 
building. I turned the map sideways, and then the other way. Then, as if I were reading a 
large map, I oriented myself to Chicago Avenue and traced it back past the Hennepin 
Healthcare Hospital and then toward the new football stadium that replaced the aging 
Metrodome…and, (long pause) it wasn’t there. Our building was gone! 

 
4. Feeling a little frustrated and hurt I settled down and then quietly asked myself, “Well…why 

should it be there? What Samaritan kind of good do we have to offer the East side of 
downtown Minneapolis?” And, I remembered something someone said about Christian faith 
in service to the community: “If your church were to leave your community tomorrow, would 
anyone notice? Would anyone care?” So, in a sense, we needed to be like the Samaritan in 
Jesus’ parable bringing important good to our neighbors more than seeking that which was 
good only for us.   
 
According to one source there are 241 Christian churches within five miles of this 
building.11 As a community we had to look at one another (and ten years later we still do 
this) and ask, “What will be our unique contribution and expression of Christian community 
and mission in this time and place?” In the end we have chosen to build bridges to our 
community by thinking externally and maintaining core disciplines to be an inclusive, multi-
generational, and urban Christian community in the way we organize and do life together. 
We are committed to being good Christians committed to compassion, mercy, justice and 
human flourishing for everyone in our broader community regardless of culture or creed.  

 

 
11http://www.usachurch.com/minnesota/minneapolis/churchSearch.do;jsessionid=8A6156C89BD9DA148439F6B0
DDEF821D (accessed 11-22-13) 
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5. I want to share about one moment that was telling of our struggle to live as a Christian 
community like Jesus, and just how difficult living out the Parable of the Samaritan can be 
for individuals and churches. And, believe me, there are many, many of these stories. But, 
of all of them, this one carries great import for me.  
 
In the midst of many of our inquires to community needs and aspirations there was a 
repeated request to start a new public school. “We want a school for our diverse families” 
was repeated over and over again in neighborhood meetings. So, when a public charter 
school approached us at the end of 2014 seeking to open a new downtown school in 2015 
we courageously jumped in.  
 

 

 
 

 
The partnership made sense for many reasons including our need to re-purpose parts of 
the education building which were sitting empty on most days. However, in order to get the 
school to opening day we had to face borrowing up to $163,000 and move the church staff 
to the third floor to make room for the school rooms in a newly renovated part of the 
education building. We did it and the school opened on time in the fall of 2015. Two weeks 
later it closed because of low enrollment.  
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I will never forget the phone call from the school director. I pulled my bicycle over at the 
Lakewood Cemetery in South Minneapolis to learn that only half of the high schoolers who 
had registered showed up on opening day and there was no way for the school to operate. 
The cemetery was an appropriate place to take the phone call! And, it gave me a big dose 
of dread in my stomach because of all of the risk that was being taken at the same time as 
the failure of the school.  

 
6. In 2015 the church was running out of resources and nearing the limit of our half million-

dollar operational loan. Additionally, and in light of the fact that our struggle with the 
leadership of the Evangelical Covenant Denomination over inclusion was in its early 
phases and our congregation was in the midst of being sifted about whether or not it was 
going to be fully inclusive of our LGBTQ members—I now recognize the moment of the 
school closing as close to a Parable of the Samaritan moment as a church can ever get. It 
was a high-risk moment in the midst of multiple high-risk moments.  
 
We did it as Jesus taught, though. We crossed social, cultural, economic and religious 
boundaries to help our community. You should know that we didn’t do any of this 
recklessly. We were as intentional as how Jesus described the Samaritan attending to the 
roadside victim. We very careful, prayerful while being fully aware of many risks. And, 
planned for as many risks as possible. But, in the end the project failed at a time when the 
church really needed a win.  
 

7. I will never forget arriving home after the phone call with the school director and having a 
conversation with my spouse Holly. I collapsed into a patio chair and said “Well, if there 
was ever a time where a church could turn on its pastor and collapse, this is it.” There were 
a few people from the congregation who turned on me and the Leadership Team. And, a 
few others who tried to disrupt and disparage our congregation at that time as well. It was 
painful to get a letter from one couple who said they were leaving the church and felt that 
inviting the public school into our building and having the staff move to the third floor was to 
them like abandoning God and true Christian mission. These experiences still sting.  
 
Those are the lowlights of that moment. The highlights are that the majority of the 
congregation leaned in, held courage, saw the risk as a necessary part of making part of 
our building usable to the community. And, there was a meaningful amount of respect given 
to church leadership for being very careful to have plan B in place when the school failed.  
 

8. We then redoubled our efforts to find meaningful community partners around our block 
motif of “The Healing Block.” And, within six months Upstream Health Innovations moved 
into the renovated space to lead their community work that centers on systems change 
within the health care industry around the social determinants of health and human 
centered design. And, two years after that, this community’s sustained efforts to share all 
aspects of our building with our community, including the new affordable housing project, 
enabled us to reach a sustainable annual budget and pay off all of our debt.   

 
Conclusion  
 
1. Not all stories like ours turn out as well. And, all Samaritan work in the way Jesus framed it, 

is truly difficult. It is difficult to understand. Difficult to sustain. And difficult to invite others 
into. And, yet it is at the heart of our Creator’s design for the human experience and comes 
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from the soul of Jesus’ most challenging and life-changing, and society changing teachings! 
I can promise you that for those willing to do this seemingly illogical work, love that passes 
all understanding awaits you.  
 

2. If you are looking for people to mentor you in this work—welcome to an entire community of 
rebels with causes. I am continually inspired by so many of you in the way you are allies to 
one another across your differences, and to those facing oppression outside of this 
community. For those who are visiting or new to our community we have… 
 

• School teachers who choose to work in alternative school environments with kids 
who are very high risk because of family or social traumas.  

 
• Straight African Americans in solidarity with LGBTQ, and LGBTQ with people of 

color and resettled communities.  
 

• We have workforce mentors for job seekers across all socio-cultural lines. 
 

• Current and former cross-cultural Christian mission workers who provide medical, 
psychological and physical resources to other groups in need, sometimes as great 
personal risk. 

 
• Dozens of white people being mentored in a racial solidarity cohort that mentors us 

in how to be more self-aware and constantly learning new ways to own our racial 
histories.  

 
• Legal and lawyer professionals seeking to reform our systems to be more just for 

more people. 
 

• Medical professionals who work exhausting schedules to be available to one more 
family or work on one more cure.  

 
• Artists who juggle multiple jobs and low pay to bring truth, beauty and justice to bear 

in our world through untold varieties of expressions. 
 

• Countless of you who volunteer in areas that are not your expertise and yet you 
throw yourself into the work because you are awakened to God’s love for all living 
things.  

 
God bless you, you Christian rebels who do goods!  
 
Prayer  
 
God of all creation, Christ our all in all, Spirit who imbues us with power—help us to learn what 
sacredness across our differences means and be ready for the moment of action when we are 
asked to protect one another in the face of harm. Help us to develop a whole life ethic that 
resonates with your created order of things and that invites us to be healers and carriers of 
God’s grace and love that transcends social, ethnic, racial, nationalist, economic or religious 
identities. Triune God, to seek unity in our diversity and mutuality in our individuality. And as 
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individuals formed into Christ-like-ness to be allies to one another in the name of Christ, in 
whose name we pray. Amen  
 
Benediction 
 
As the new week begins, may we understand the idea of God’s mercy as an explicit invitation 
to protect one another across our differences and ultimately to see God’s grace and love as 
transcending social, ethnic, racial, nationalist, economic or religious identities.  
 
Go in Peace. Amen. 
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WHY WE GATHER 
Grace-Filled Accountability 

 
 “Diversity and Unity; Individuality and Mutuality”  

(Part One) 
 

(Romans 12) 
 

Dan Collison  
September 10, 2017 

 
Introduction 
 
1. You should have seen my face when the church staff made the enthusiastic recommendation that 

we change everything up for the first major Sunday of the fall! They said: Let’s move the All 
Church Meal to before the worship service, and yet not too early so as to make it unbearable. 
Which, means that we’ll need to start the service 15 minutes late, so let’s only do a few songs, 
show a video of summer activities to catch everyone up. And, oh, you’ll get to preach a sermon 
too! It will be great! 

 
With each layer of change and complexity my face contorted to what you see now while my 
thoughts were practically shouting at me: “Aren’t we complicated enough?” My doubt gave way to 
innovation because the fall season does signal change in so many aspects of our lives, and I 
admit, I like it. I like change.  
 

2. Some, though, REALLY like change. Like Max Hawkins. 
 

 
 

A National Public Radio telling of Max’s life is that at one point he lived in San Francisco with an 
arguably perfect life.1  I quote: “He was employed by Google, surrounded by friends and had his 
routine nailed down. He woke to artisanal coffee, biked to work along the beautiful Embarcadero 
waterfront roadway, lunched on Google’s famed free food (‘four different kinds of kale’) and—
possibly the true mark of a successful millennial—got invited to many happy hours.  
 
But something was missing. Sometimes Max would lay awake at night pondering what felt so ... 
wrong. "I just started thinking about these loops that we get into," he says. "And about how the 

                                                
1 Full story at: http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2017/06/08/531796329/eager-to-burst-his-own-bubble-a-
techie-made-apps-to-randomize-his-life (accessed 9-9-17) 
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structure of your life ... completely determines what happens in it." Max's once beautiful routine 
suddenly seemed unfulfilling. He felt like he was growing closer to people in his own bubble and 
becoming isolated from those outside of it. 

 
"There was something ... that just made me feel trapped," he says. "Like I was reading a story that 
I'd read before or I was playing out someone else's script."  
 

3. As any computer developer would do, Max turned to technology to craft his way out — a series of 
randomization applications. Max started small, with an app that integrated Uber. It starts like a 
regular ride-hailing app: He would press a button in the app and a car would arrive. But then, a 
twist: He couldn't select a drop-off location; the app would choose a spot within a range without 
disclosing it. The only thing the rider had to do was enjoy the journey — and hope for a good 
destination. 
 
From there, Max's applications became more complex. He built an app that used a Facebook 
search function for public events to find ones near him. Then the app would randomly choose 
which event Max would attend. At first, he was nervous: What if people wouldn't let him in? But, as 
a kind of unassuming white guy, he actually didn't have this problem. (And Max acknowledges this 
privilege.) Once Max explained how and why he had arrived at these events, hosts usually 
welcomed him, often with only a few questions asked. Most of the time, people were taken by the 
idea of Max expanding his bubble. 

One night he got to drink white Russians with some Russians. Another, he attended acroyoga (as 
in, acrobatics + yoga). A community center pancake breakfast. A networking event for young 
professionals. One time, even a family Christmas celebration at someone’s home in Fresno, 
California! He drove for three hours and showed up at the family’s doorsteps with a pie. Then, he 
went global and started a Facebook group advocating for people to expand their bubbles and 
change how they see the world! 

 
4. Max’s story is a super happy and positive example of how an individual curious soul pursued 

diversity and it enriched his life. And, yet, many alive today are not so enthusiastic about 
experiencing diversity. They want the same bubble, and in fact would prefer to make their bubble 
a locked down and highly defended compound. The current socio-political storms in the United 
States are evidence of this with some Americans choosing to retrench against growing diversity 
with fierce and sometimes in-humane posturing. Additionally, it seems that with the increasingly 
growing millions of religiously unaffiliated,2 the many religious traditions in the US (with Christianity 
dominantly figured) are not up to the task of helping their followers better orient their faith toward 
an increasingly diverse world.  
 

5. We are fast approaching the end of the “Why We Gather” teaching series. And, in the final two 
sermons of the final segment on grace filled accountability we are going to explore a framework 
that can help us have less anxiety and, well, more of a “Max Hawkins kind of curiosity and 
wonder” about diversity as a joyful part of how all of life can work.  
 

6. Our Scripture for today is Romans chapter twelve. It is an important passage of Scripture written 
by the Apostle Paul to the First Century Early Church in Rome where there had been a huge 
demographic shift challenging the young church’s social equilibrium. Church historians believe 

                                                
2 https://www.prri.org/research/american-religious-landscape-christian-religiously-unaffiliated/ (Accessed 9-9-17) 
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that the first Christian church in Rome was initially comprised of people of Jewish cultural 
background. Almost exclusively so, with more Gentile or non-Jewish people joining over time. 
Then, as one scholar notes: “The Jewish character of Christianity in Rome suddenly and 
drastically changed.”3  
 
In 49 C.E. Emperor Claudius, out of exasperation with squabbles among people of Jewish 
descent over the Christ figure, issued an edict that required all people of Jewish origin to leave 
Rome. Jewish-Christians like Priscilla and Aquila of Acts 18 would have been included. And, 
overnight the church in Rome became virtually 100 percent culturally Gentile.  
 
By the time Paul wrote his long letter to the Romans, Jews were allowed back into Rome, and the 
Christians of Jewish descent came back to a church that had become dominated by Gentiles. It 
doesn’t take a lot of imagination to wonder how tense things must have been in terms of 
leadership and the shifts of minority and majority culture. Several key points of emphasis in the 
letter of Romans make sense against this background: The preoccupation with the Jewish law and 
its place in the life of Christians.4 Also, Paul’s scolding of the Gentile Christians for their 
arrogance5 and, most of all, his admonitions to “the strong and the weak.”6 

 
7. Structurally, Romans Chapters 1-11 emphasize significant theological issues. Chapter 12, the 

focus of today’s sermon, constitutes a major shift in emphasis in Paul’s letter to Christian conduct. 
Romans, chapter 12: 

 
12 Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a 
living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship. 2 Do not 
conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then 
you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will. 
3 For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than 
you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the faith God 
has distributed to each of you. 4 For just as each of us has one body with many members, and 
these members do not all have the same function, 5 so in Christ we, though many, form one 
body, and each member belongs to all the others. 6 We have different gifts, according to the 
grace given to each of us. If your gift is prophesying, then prophesy in accordance with 
your faith; 7 if it is serving, then serve; if it is teaching, then teach; 8 if it is to encourage, then 
give encouragement; if it is giving, then give generously; if it is to lead, do it diligently; if it is to 
show mercy, do it cheerfully. 
9 Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. 10 Be devoted to one another in 
love. Honor one another above yourselves. 11 Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual 
fervor, serving the Lord. 12 Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer.13 Share with 
the Lord’s people who are in need. Practice hospitality. 
14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse. 15 Rejoice with those who rejoice; 
mourn with those who mourn. 16 Live in harmony with one another. Do not be proud, but be 
willing to associate with people of low position. Do not be conceited. 

                                                
3 Douglas J. Moo. The NIV Application Commentary: Romans. Page 18.  
4 Romans 7.  
5 Romans 11:18-23, 25, 13-14. 
6 Romans 14:1-15:13. 
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17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everyone. 18 If it 
is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. 19 Do not take 
revenge, my dear friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written: “It is mine to avenge; 
I will repay,” says the Lord. 20 On the contrary: 

“If your enemy is hungry, feed him; 
    if he is thirsty, give him something to drink. 
In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.” 
21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

Romans 12, New International Version (NIV) 
 
8. This pivotally important teaching of Paul on Christian social conduct had special importance to the 

complex diversity perspectives of the Early Church in Rome, and has special importance for the 
21st Century Church today. For Christ followers, amidst our socially fraught context and 
increasingly connected global reality, we are given explicitly practical teaching about how to 
navigate some of the most complex ideas that humans can consider to live a more enriched life, 
and holistic Christian faith. I will go so far as to say that what Paul has gifted us with in Romans 
chapter twelve is an invitation to a whole life ethic that resonates with the Creator’s paradoxical 
framework of the entire cosmos: diversity and unity, individuality and mutuality. These two 
tensions and four constructs hold key points of wisdom for many of today’s seemingly intractable 
conflicts.  
 
Today I will be talking about two of these four ideas. Take a look at the big picture of these ideas 
in relationship to one another as we work through them for this and the next sermon: 

 
[ONSCREEN] 
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9. I worked hard to streamline this diagram and avoid having it look like the famous First Covenant 
“chart-a-geddon” that I created several years back to map our diverse congregation! Our resident 
digital historian Jim Albinson created a looping video of me explaining the chart-a-geddon to the 
Deep End Class back in June. 

 

 
 

I fully accept that my preponderances can sometimes come across like a mad scientist doing 
theology! Back to my greatly simplified chart of Romans chapter 12! 
 
 

 [ONSCREEN: KEEP ONSCREEN THROUGH THE EXPLAINATION] 

 
Diversity and Unity; Individuality and Mutuality. This chart constitutes two paradoxes held in 
tension, and four concepts meaningfully connected. As a reminder, the teachings of Jesus are 
central to Christian faith and tradition and Jesus’ favorite method of teaching was through stories 
called “parables” and occasionally paradoxical statements (and this is the definition of a paradox) 
which seem contradictory but when held in tension express a truth. Those who are willing to 
wrestle with the tensions of Jesus’ paradoxes will find new ways to look at the world, live with 
greater wisdom in day to day life, and yes, find diversity to be a joyful pursuit of meaningful 
growth. 
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10. “Diversity” requires a commitment to esteeming difference. “Unity,” its paradox partner, can only 
be created and maintained if there is a commitment is to guard freedom in Christ. “Individuality” is 
most authentic when we bring our whole selves to all of the spaces of our lives, including Christian 
community. And, finally, “Mutuality,” the paradox partner to individuality, makes the brave 
commitment to be an ally to one another across our different identities and to all realities of the 
cosmos. To hold one another accountable to these important and life giving paradoxes is to hold 
one another in the created order of things as designed by God. 

 
Today, let’s briefly look at Diversity and Unity.  
 
A. Diversity: Esteem Difference 
 
1. The concept of diversity can be controversial and seemingly complex in our time. Although, it 

shouldn’t be. It really is a simple concept. To embrace diversity means that we respect and 
esteem the differences between us. Diversity only becomes controversial when a person or group 
doesn’t want to do that. And, it needs to be said that respecting our differences is an important 
first step. Esteeming our differences is the secret sauce of life! 
  
The Apostle Paul spilled a lot of ink in many of his letters seeking to point out that our many 
differences and identities should come together and find voice in Christian community.7 And, in 
today’s Scripture Romans 12:3-8 he wrote: 

 
3 For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than 
you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the faith God 
has distributed to each of you. 4 For just as each of us has one body with many members, and 
these members do not all have the same function, 5 so in Christ we, though many, form one 
body, and each member belongs to all the others. 6 We have different gifts, according to the 
grace given to each of us.  

Romans 12:3-6. NIV 

I will stop there to point out that Paul wrote this to bring together people of different identities. He 
was seeking to get the diverse groups to understand that they needed one another, and in fact 
that they belonged to one another. And, that there was not to be any hierarchy between them. 
“Many members, different contributions” is the whole point here.  

2. The ground level of Paul’s primary concern was uniting those of Jewish and non-Jewish cultures. 
In the first century, that diverse and inclusive aspiration was what kept him on the run and his life 
in danger with religious groups. There is always risk in the work of diversity. Christ followers of 
today are wise to acknowledge the risk and none-the-less take Paul’s “many members, different 
contributions” idea even deeper into difference because of how more diverse we are today than 
first century Rome. In one small example, Hennepin County Medical Center across the street 
provides language interpretation for 50 languages.  
 
As an important aside, it was in a previous “Why We Gather” sermon I explained a Christian 
theology for the sacredness of human difference.8  
 

                                                
7 E.g. 2 Corinthians 5:11-21. Galatians 3:28. 
8 Dan Collison. “Disability” February 5, 2017. (http://www.1stcov.org/events-blog/2017/2/6/disability)  
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• The crux of the theology is we are compelled to protect a God ordained freedom for people 
to understand and express who they are and who they are becoming. And, in saying 
“human difference” I mean the diverse identities that humans have including race, color, 
religion, gender, gender expression, age, national origin, disability, sexual orientation and 
marital status.  

 
• The challenge of the theology of sacredness of human difference is that just as we need to 

awaken to Christ to understand grace and grow in faith, so must we go through many 
conversions to understand those who are different than us.  

 
3. This is very difficult and, why many Christians would rather stick to theology in the abstract, and 

simply gather with people who are just like themselves. For years I was mentored as a 
professional pastor in what was called “the homogeneous unit principle.” The goal was to create 
community that catered to people in terms exclusive to their cultural and socio-economic points of 
similarity. The idea was, “the better and more professional you were to hit one target socio-
economic market, the larger your church would become.” And, they were right!  
They are still right! I spent many years and had numeric success in the mega church movement, 
as I learned how to attract large crowds of similar demographic. It was a command performance to 
stick to the script, though. And, the result was to my dismay, always a homogenous bubble.  

  
4. On one level, the homogenous unit principle is simply a mirror of what most people do day to day. 

We are drawn to the familiar. On another level, a very dangerous problem can emerge: 
supremacy of one group over another. This is what Paul and the church in Rome dealt with in the 
make-up of the Jewish and Gentile mix, and the drastic power shifts that led to hurt between the 
groups and apparently even a desire for revenge between Christians in Rome.  

 
B. Unity: Guard Freedom 
 
1. In response to the church’s need for diversity Paul called for its paradoxical partner: “Unity.” unity 

between the groups with one particularly demanding ethic to make it possible: 
 

14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse. 15 Rejoice with those who rejoice; 
mourn with those who mourn. 16 Live in harmony with one another. Do not be proud, but be 
willing to associate with people of low position. Do not be conceited. 
17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everyone. 18 If it 
is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. 19 Do not take 
revenge, my dear friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written: “It is mine to avenge; 
I will repay,” says the Lord. 20 On the contrary: 

“If your enemy is hungry, feed him; 
    if he is thirsty, give him something to drink. 
In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.” 
21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

Romans 12:14-21. NIV 

2. Wow. This is strong language for people who were Christians and yet found themselves as 
enemies. Clearly Paul’s ethic has wider effect outside Christian religion, and yet his specific 
concern about Christians guarding unity alongside diversity, this is telling. This tells us that things 
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break. And, Christians can do evil to one another. And, that the way through that is to choose to 
end the cycle of violence through peacemaking.  

 
3. A recent example of one Christian group attacking another Christian groups with a spirit of 

erasure and rejection of the sacredness of difference is in what has been named “The Nashville 
Statement.” A group called “The Council on Biblical Manhood and Womanhood” released a 
document that lists 14 beliefs, which are referred to as articles, and because their final meeting 
took place in Nashville, Tennessee, they named it the “Nashville Statement.”9 For background, 
The Council on Biblical Manhood and Womanhood10 represents a faction of American 
Evangelical Christianity that is best known for elevating a kind of patriarchalism that dominates 
and thereby demeans women and the ongoing struggle for gender equality in all of life.  
 
The purpose of the Nashville Statement was to draw a line in the sand about LGBTQ identity. The 
reactions amongst Christians were swift ranging from agreement to outrage. One signer of the 
statement compared the statement as being in the same spirit as the Council of Nicaea, 
Constantinople, and Chalcedon.11 The challenges to such an associative claim are many, not the 
least of which is that those historic councils produced the Christian creeds addressing the highest 
levels of theological agreement on the nature of God and the Church, not a biblical interpretation 
seeking to define a single social matter.  
 
That is part of the reason why there was outrage against the statement. The voices of those in 
solidarity with those who identify as LGBTQ and their sacred difference in the Church drafted 
counter statements12 13 14and called out the timing of the release of the statement alongside the 
Texas Hurricane as “callous beyond words.” Another said “The fruit of the Nashville Statement 
brings suffering, rejection, shame and despair.”15 

 
4. It was interesting to read New Testament Christian scholar Scot McKnight say that, while he 

supports the church’s traditional view of sexuality, he found the Nashville Statement at times 
theologically and exegetically confusing and completely pastorally inadequate.16 And, he took 
exception with one thing in particular. He said “The authors of the Nashville Statement have made 
one’s view of homosexuality an ‘essential’ of the Christian faith. If so, this is nothing less than the 
Judaizing heresy of Galatians: Christ Plus Whatever. No creed in the Christian faith—from 1 
Corinthians 15 on to the Reformation Confessions—has ever made homosexuality an ‘essential’ 
of the faith.”  
 

5. The Covenant denomination (which does not consider itself creedal, by the way) has “Freedom in 
Christ” as a core affirmation. And, this affirmation is grounded in the historic Protestant 
Reformation claim: “In essentials unity, in non-essentials diversity, and in all things charity.” First 
Covenant is a community that values the sacredness of difference and stands in solidarity with 

                                                
9 https://cbmw.org/nashville-statement/ (accessed 9-9-17) 
10 https://cbmw.org/ (accessed 9-10-17) 
11 https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation-now/2017/08/30/what-nashville-statement-and-why-people-talking-
it/619009001/ (accessed 9-9-17) 
12 http://www.patheos.com/blogs/nadiabolzweber/2017/08/the-denver-statement/ (accessed 9-9-17) 
13 https://www.gaychristian.net/blog/2017/8/29/reflections-in-the (accessed 9-9-17) 
14 https://johnpavlovitz.com/2017/08/30/nashville-statement-plain-language-translation/ (accessed 9-9-17) 
15 https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-mix/wp/2017/08/30/evangelical-leaders-release-nashville-statement-
on-sexuality-rejecting-gay-marriage/?utm_term=.1ab4a53ae252 (accessed 9-10-17) 
16 http://www.patheos.com/blogs/jesuscreed/2017/09/04/nashville-statement-pastoral-approach/ (accessed 9-9-17) 
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our LGBTQ friends and members. There are other Christians and churches, and other Covenant 
Christians and churches who think and act differently than we do on this matter. Paul and Christ 
taught, and our Protestant ethic is clear…between us--we are to always seek ways to not be 
overcome by evil, but to overcome evil with good. Even in this situation.  

 
Conclusion 
 
1. Why do it? Why sit in the outrageous tension of diversity and unity? “To wait for God to heap 

burning coals on our enemies’ head?” Some feel that Paul added that as an accommodation to 
our base nature so that we would give the goodness route a try. It does seem he overplayed his 
rhetoric because Jesus added nothing beyond “love your enemies and pray for those who 
persecute you that you may be children of God.”17 
 
Jesus taught this because it is one key way to help us move in the rhythms of how the entire 
cosmos was designed to work, in that peacemaking and being the one who stops the cycle of 
violence keeps the door open for our enemy to understand our humanity and possibly remain 
connected and continue considering that which we believe is true even as we continue to sit with 
what it is that holds them in what they believe to be true. We are all accountable to God as 
revealed over the arc of time anyway, and the truth will be made known ultimately. If we can rest 
in that larger truth, our faith will be more generous, and our lived experience more empathic with 
one another. 

 
2. This is the end of part one of “Diversity and Unity, Individuality and Mutuality.” We are going to 

have a guest speaker next week, and two weeks from now we will continue with the second half 
that will focus on Individuality: showing up to our life, and Mutuality: being an ally.  

 
Prayer 
 
God of all creation help us to have a love for one another and even love for our enemies that goes 
beyond our own limited capacities. Teach us how to be devoted to one another in love by esteeming 
our differences and guarding freedom in Christ, in whose name we pray. Amen. 
 
Benediction 
 
As the new week begins, may we learn to develop a whole life ethic that resonates with the Creator’s 
paradoxical framework of the entire cosmos: diversity and unity, individuality and mutuality.  
 
Go in peace. Amen. 
 

                                                
17 Matthew 5: 43-48. 
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WHY WE GATHER 
Grace-Filled Accountability 

 
 “Diversity and Unity; Individuality and Mutuality”  

(Part Two) 
 

Romans 12 
 

Dan Collison  
September 24, 2017 

 
PART ONE: Why We Gather Sign Posts 

 
1. Today’s teaching is the final sermon in a yearlong quest to get at the big question of “Why Do We 

Gather?” We started this series on September 11, 2016 with an eye to a national study called 
“How We Gather”1 that identified six core reasons that people gather today, regardless of religious 
affiliation. The purpose of the study was to encourage faith communities to open up conversations 
and focus more intently on themes and practices that better connect faith to life. And, for us, that 
meant going deep into what we believed were some core reasons as to why we gather as a 
community of Christ followers.  
 
We framed our reasons for gathering in terms of six commitments that the planning team has 
come to describe as “sign posts”: 

 

 
 

• Community 
• Choosing Personal Transformation 
• Caring for Others Through Social Transformation 
• Finding Purpose 
• Creating a Beautiful Live 
• Grace-filled Accountability 

 

                                                
1 “How We Gather”, Casper ter Kuile and Andie Thurston, Harvard Divinity School.  
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2. The church ministry staff, in collaboration with the Leadership Team, has taken the time to draft 
and refine six brief statements for each of these commitments that we now bring to the community 
for mutual discernment. Here is how we are going to introduce them to you today: 

 
a) In just a few moments we will have readings of the six sign posts. And, to be clear, these 

statements are richly layered and intended to open up conversations about each 
commitment, not be final conclusions on these commitments. Several individuals will read 
the commitments and then we will pause in silence to reflect on what was read.  
 

b) Heather and Lisa Albinson, our Visual Artists in Residence, along with Ashley Aamot and 
Andi Tauer, have designed actual sign posts (DEMONSTRATE) that we are going to have 
in the lobby today, and placed near the gym after today. These sign posts have the 
statements and then some cards that you can use to write your own thoughts about the 
statements, including such questions as “what words stand out as important?” “What is 
missing from this sign post?” or “how I have seen this sign post lived out in our 
community?” 

 
3. Here are the “Why We Gather” Sign Post Statements, or our commitments to healthfully grow 

together as a Christian community and mission in downtown Minneapolis: 
 

Commitment #1: Community 
 
We gather to grow a Christian community devoted to God, neighbor and one another by honoring one 
another’s stories and differences, learning together, and living Christ’s healing narrative in all of our 
relationships. 
 

Commitment #2: Choosing Personal Transformation 
 
We grow personally as Christ followers in making a conscious effort to development one’s own body, 
mind and spirit by transforming the separate self, balancing the inward and outward journey, allowing 
failure and woundedness to be primary teachers, and accepting reality as paradoxical and 
complementary.  
 

Commitment #3: Caring for Others Through Social Transformation 
 
We care for others in our world by lifting up the God-given dignity of all people and by learning from 
and seeking solidarity with the marginalized, oppressed, and under-resourced as we work on and 
pursue compassion, mercy and justice together.  
 

Commitment #4: Finding Purpose 
 
We clarify, articulate and act on our individual sense of purpose through continuous appreciative 
inquiry of what God has already put within us that is most often awakened and refined in the flow of 
life and especially where there are convergences of encouragement from Scripture, personal lived 
experiences, life in community, and a deep sense of vocational call. 
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Commitment #5: Creating a Beautiful Life 
 
We create time and space to activate the imagination and engage in play such that our faith is 
continuously being refreshed, our relationships healthfully renewed, and we embody a more holistic 
and sustainable existence.  
 

Commitment #6: Grace-Filled Accountability 
 
We graciously hold ourselves and one another in the work of embodying the aspirations we mutually 
discern as our best efforts and to live the core life giving principles and ethics of Christ through 
forgiveness, mercy, honest love, holistic generosity, diversity and unity, and individuality and 
mutuality.   
 
I have seen these statements come to life throughout the community over the last several years! With 
the children’s ministry and Kid’s Adventure Week. In life groups. In the alignment with the eight non-
profits that we host in our building and this block we call the “healing block.”. I see it when we go 
bowling and hand out ridiculous trophies. During Advent and Lenten services with art and interactive 
worship experiences. It happens with the gospel choir, and this fall’s community gospel choir. These 
commitments come alive when we discuss difficult subjects and with our larger family of churches. 
These six statements are completely infused into the way we move in our world! 
 

PART TWO: Individuality and Mutuality 
 

Introduction 
 
1. That is the big picture. Now, I am going to zoom into the theme of the final sermon of the final 

segment on grace filled accountability. On September 10 I chose Romans Chapter 12 to frame 
two paradoxical themes: “Diversity and Unity and Individuality and Mutuality.” I began with 
“Diversity and Unity” and gave an extensive background to Romans 12 because the Early Church 
in Rome was diverse and yet struggled with its diversity because of the legal societal oppression 
of one group over another outside of the church. In Romans 12 the Apostle Paul urged the local 
church to esteem difference and guard what has come to be known in Christian history as the 
Protestant ethic of “in essentials unity, in secondary matters diversity, in everything charity.” That 
is freedom in Christ! 
 
Today is part two of our look at Romans 12 that will focus on the parallel paradox of “Individuality 
and Mutuality.”   
 

2. Listen again to Romans, Chapter 12: 
 

12 Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a 
living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship. 2 Do not 
conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then 
you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will. 
3 For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than 
you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the faith God 
has distributed to each of you. 4 For just as each of us has one body with many members, and 
these members do not all have the same function, 5 so in Christ we, though many, form one 
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body, and each member belongs to all the others. 6 We have different gifts, according to the 
grace given to each of us. If your gift is prophesying, then prophesy in accordance with 
your faith; 7 if it is serving, then serve; if it is teaching, then teach; 8 if it is to encourage, then 
give encouragement; if it is giving, then give generously; if it is to lead, do it diligently; if it is to 
show mercy, do it cheerfully. 
9 Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. 10 Be devoted to one another in 
love. Honor one another above yourselves. 11 Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual 
fervor, serving the Lord. 12 Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer.13 Share with 
the Lord’s people who are in need. Practice hospitality.14 Bless those who persecute you; bless 
and do not curse. 15 Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn. 16 Live in 
harmony with one another. Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low 
position. Do not be conceited. 
17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everyone. 18 If it 
is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. 19 Do not take 
revenge, my dear friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written: “It is mine to avenge; 
I will repay,” says the Lord. 20 On the contrary: 

“If your enemy is hungry, feed him; 
    if he is thirsty, give him something to drink. 
In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.” 
21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

Romans 12, New International Version (NIV) 
 
3. I will say again what I said in the last sermon on this text: Romans chapter twelve is an invitation 

to a whole life ethic that resonates with the Creator’s paradoxical framework of the entire cosmos: 
diversity and unity, individuality and mutuality. These two tensions and four constructs hold key 
points of wisdom for many of today’s seemingly intractable conflicts. And, I have created a visual 
picture of these ideas in relationship to one another as found in Romans 12. 
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“Diversity” requires a commitment to esteeming difference. “Unity,” its paradox partner, can only 
be created and maintained if there is a commitment is to guard freedom in Christ. “Individuality” is 
most authentic when we bring our whole and best selves to all of the spaces of our lives, including 
Christian community. And, finally, “Mutuality,” the paradox partner to individuality, makes the 
brave commitment to be an ally to one another across our different identities and to all realities of 
the cosmos. To hold one another accountable to these important and life giving paradoxes is to 
hold one another in the created order of things as designed by God. 

 
4. Today’s paradox of “Individuality and Mutuality” is grounded in the idea that who we are is 

connected to all that is: one another in community, common life in broader society, with the 
creation, with the Creator, and being itself. And, on the basis of Jesus’ teachings and ethics, our 
Christian faith must have outward movement from self-care, to family care, to group care, to 
universal care. That’s the movement from individuality to mutuality. And, because life at the 
universal level can be completely overwhelming for an individual facing our world’s powerful 
systems and structures, it is necessary that we are disciplined to remain grounded as specific 
individuals in relationship with other specific particularities. Ultimately, we can only control and be 
accountable for our own lives. 

 
A. Individuality: Showing Up to Our Own Lives 
 
1. Paul began chapter twelve by writing about what it means to be an individual that shows up to our 

own lives: 
 

12 Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a 
living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship. 2 Do not 
conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then 
you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will. 

Romans 12:1-2. NIV 
 

This passage triggers many questions in my mind: “what does it mean to offer our lives?” “what is 
‘the pattern of the world?;”, “how do we renew our mind?”  “How do we know when we are 
transformed?” “How does one test God’s will?” God has a perfect will for my life?” “Does God 
have a dropbpox where I can download that pleasing and perfect will?” Paul’s rich vocabulary and 
generous use of complicated ideas can make our heads spin at times. It is Christian thinker Paula 
D’Arcy who helps clear our minds a little when she said this about transformation: “God comes to 
us disguised as our life.”2  
 

2. Now, holding that thought, and thinking again about the sign post of choosing personal 
transformation and the one point of “transforming the separate self”: 

 
Why We Gather Sign Post Statements 

 
Commitment #2: Choosing Personal Transformation  
 
We grow personally as Christ followers in making a conscious effort to development one’s own 
body, mind and spirit by transforming the separate self, balancing the inward and outward 

                                                
2 https://cac.org/negative-capability-2016-01-11/ (accessed 9-23-17) 
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journey, allowing failure and woundedness to be primary teachers, and accepting reality as 
paradoxical and complementary.  

 
We grow personally as Christ followers in making a conscious effort to development our own 
body, mind and spirit by transforming “the separate self”… 
 
What is the separate self and does it relate to “showing up to our own lives? Jesus called the 
separate self our “old wineskin.”3 It’s our false ego that hates change and judges, splits, labels and 
locks down many things into unhelpful social contracts that were given to us by our cultural, 
family, and sometimes religious (or non-religious) groups, forged over time and for the purpose of 
boundarying ourselves or our group from others for either safety or superiority, or both.  

 
Jesus and Paul taught a different way. Jesus taught that holiness is ultimately about intimacy and 
connectedness to God and others. And that offering ourselves as living sacrifices, holy and 
pleasing to God, is offer ourselves to the love of God and neighbor. This includes looking at our 
everyday life (trips to the grocery store, relationships at work, family conflicts, discussions about 
societies most difficult conflicts) and making incremental movements away from our false, 
separate, and boundaried self, through letting go and in some cases putting to death our false ego 
and unhelpful social contracts that taught us to fear.  

 
3. We do not need to download God’s perfect will from some dropbox in the sky…We have it in 

Jesus and the distillation of truth through thoughtful discernment of Scriptures.  Also, God is found 
in our daily lives, and God’s good, pleasing and perfect will is that, as Christ modelled for us, we 
are free and compelled to love and care for everyone and everything. That is the narrow path 
Jesus described, and what it means to “be perfect like God is perfect.” And, this is why 
individuality is such an essential paradoxical partner to mutuality.  

 
B. Mutuality: Commitment to Being an Ally 
 
1. In Romans 12, after Paul described the diversity of Christian community he instructed us in the art 

of mutuality: 
 

9 Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. 10 Be devoted to one another in 
love. Honor one another above yourselves. 11 Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual 
fervor, serving the Lord. 12 Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer.13 Share with 
the Lord’s people who are in need. Practice hospitality. 
14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse. 15 Rejoice with those who rejoice; 
mourn with those who mourn. 16 Live in harmony with one another. Do not be proud, but be 
willing to associate with people of low position. Do not be conceited. 

Romans 12:9-16. NIV. 

Remember that the backdrop of this letter to the church in Rome was the social complexities of 
being a diverse urban congregation amidst power struggles and socio-economic turmoil within and 
outside the church. This was Paul’s language for instructing everyone to learn to live in solidarity 
with one another across their different identities.  

                                                
3 Mark 2:21-22. 
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Today we use a more modern term like “ally”. Ally is a term often used by people of color to 
describe white people who seek to live in solidarity with the struggles of people of color in a white 
dominant society. It is also used by LGBTQ individuals speaking to straight people who are 
engaged and alongside them in their struggle to be embraced and protected as a people in a 
heteronormative society. And, I could go on to describe the term “ally” in relationship to the 
disability community with an able biased society, women in a male dominated society, and 
extending the term to all authentically realized groups who face structural oppression in our 
society, and sadly in some Christian denominations and churches as well.  

2. One challenge in this space is that, amidst our individual focused society, we have few mentors or 
models in this work. Another challenge is that human identity and difference is treacherous 
territory, including for Jesus in his years of ministry, where in one particular instance we can learn 
alongside him as he learned about difference and became an ally to a different gendered person 
who was from a cultural background that was embattled with his culture of origin.  
 
As a backdrop to account we are going to explore, we are told by the New Testament writers to 
consider Jesus in human developmental terms as well as in ultimate Christological implications. 
Gospel biographer Luke pointed out that Jesus had to grow in wisdom as a young man.4 The 
writer of Hebrews said that Jesus had to learn obedience from what he suffered.5  
 
Jesus also had to learn to be an ally of people not in his cultural tribe as told in one of the most 
awkward accounts in the biographies of Jesus.  
 
Matthew 15:21-28. 
 

21 Leaving that place, Jesus withdrew to the region of Tyre and Sidon. 22 A Canaanite woman 
from that vicinity came to him, crying out, “Lord, Son of David, have mercy on me! My daughter 
is demon-possessed and suffering terribly.” 
23 Jesus did not answer a word. So his disciples came to him and urged him, “Send her away, 
for she keeps crying out after us.” 24 He answered, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel.” 
25 The woman came and knelt before him. “Lord, help me!” she said. 
26 He replied, “It is not right to take the children’s bread and toss it to the dogs.” 
27 “Yes it is, Lord,” she said. “Even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their master’s table.” 
28 Then Jesus said to her, “Woman, you have great faith! Your request is granted.” And her 
daughter was healed at that moment. 

Matthew 15:21-28. NIV 

3. In this very unusual exchange we see Jesus reconsidering a previous mindset. That is our work 
too in our own journey of being allies for one another. And, notice that it is faith that was the 
primary pivot point. The women had faith that Jesus, despite him being a man and of Jewish 
cultural descent, and despite Jesus’ most likely expected insult, that he would respond to her 
need. And, Jesus must have experienced some kind of deep authenticity of faith from the woman 
to change his mind about her.  
 

                                                
4 Luke 2:52. 
5 Hebrew 5:8. 
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4. We are not Jesus and so we may not be so quick to actually be helpful to one another across our 
differences immediately. Yet, we can learn to become trustworthy, and take risks with one another 
in having faith in God, and faith in ourselves that we can actually become allies to one another 
over time. That is the path Paul spoke to, and what more and more Christians of many 
backgrounds are reaching more for today in our increasingly connected and global experience. 
For instance, I talked to one of my spiritual directors about my struggle to be an ally across 
difference and she directed me to Albert Nolan, a Roman Catholic priest and writer who spent a 
great deal of time in South Africa and amidst the terrible Apartheid system. In the spirit of Jesus’ 
developmental model, and our life long struggle to learn to be allies with one another, he created 
an important framework visualized here: 
 
 

 
 
 
Sorry for yet another quadrant illustration! I obviously think highly of your willingness to learn with 
me! Nolan’s four stages are “Compassion,” “Structural Change,” “Humility,” and “Solidarity.” Each 
one can be measured in terms of both experience and interest with the whole model promoting a 
development approach: 
 

• Christian compassion is stage one, and where many Christians begin and often remain: 
helping the poor. 

Compassion 
 
Helping the 
poor 
 
 
 
Relief work, 
food, clothing, 
shelter; 
simplified 
lifestyle 
 
 
 
 
Stage I 
 

Stage II 
 
Structural 
Change 
 
Freeing the 
poor 
 
We’re all 
victims & 
participants; 
social justice 

Stage III 
 
Humility 
 
 
Empowering 
the poor 
 
The poor 
know better 
than we; learn 
from them 
 

Solidarity 
 
Becoming the 
poor 
 
 
We’re all 
human; honest 
realism 
 
 
 
 
Stage IV 

Experience 
1 – 10 (much) 
 
 
 
Interest 
1-10 (much) 

Experience 
1 - 10 (much) 
 
 
 
Interest 
1- 10 (much) 
 
 

Experience 
1-10 
(much) 
 
 
 
Interest 
1- 10 
(much) 

Experience 
1 – 10 
(much) 
 
 
Interest 
1- 10 
(much) 
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• The next level is getting engaged in more activism seeking structural change as to what 

makes people “poor.” And, by “poor” Nolan means any category of the marginalized, not 
merely economic standing.  

 
• The third stage is humility where, as an ally, we begin to awaken to the realization that 

those of us who are not marginalized (or marginalized in one way but not another) have 
significant blind spots and the marginalized can help us see past our blind spots if we are 
willing to learn from them. 

 
• The fourth stage is where solidary brings us all onto an equal plane: we are all human and 

allies and will experience suffering alongside all who suffer, and yet in this space is where 
the greatest joy and freedom exists for those willing to risk this kind of love.  

 
Conclusion 
 
I invite the choir to return to the platform, and as they come I need to let you know that I am 
continually inspired by so many of you in the way you are allies to one another across your 
differences, and to those facing oppression outside of this community. For those who are visiting or 
new to our community we have… 

 
• School teachers who choose to work in alternative school environments with kids who are 

very high risk because of family or social traumas.  
 

• Straight African Americans in solidarity with LGBTQ, and LGBTQ with people of color and 
resettled communities.  

 
• We have workforce mentors for job seekers across all socio-cultural lines. 

 
• Current and former cross-cultural Christian mission workers who provide medical, 

psychological and physical resources to other groups in need, sometimes as great personal 
risk. 

 
• Dozens of white people being mentored in a racial solidarity cohort that mentors us in how 

to be more self-aware and constantly learning new ways to own our racial histories.  
 

• Legal and lawyer professionals seeking to reform our systems to be more just for more 
people. 

 
• Medical professionals who work exhausting schedules to be available to one more family or 

work on one more cure.  
 

• Artists who juggle multiple jobs and low pay to bring truth, beauty and justice to bear in our 
world through untold varieties of expressions. 

 
• Countless of you who volunteer in areas that are not your expertise and yet you throw 

yourself into the work because you are awakened to God’s perfect and pleasing will about 
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being your best individual self, created and beloved by God, and living in Christ choosing 
mutuality with all living things.   

 
God bless you for who you are and all that you do in the name of Christ as individuals being 
transformed into Christ-like-ness and allies across different identities committed to transforming the 
world.  
 
Prayer 
 
God of all creation, Christ our all in all, Spirit who imbues us with power—help us to develop a whole 
life ethic that resonates with your created order of things. Help us, Triune God, to seek unity in our 
diversity, and as individuals formed into Christ-like-ness to be allies to one another in the name of 
Christ, in whose name we pray. Amen  
 
Benediction 
 
As the new week begins, may we learn to develop a whole life ethic that resonates with the Creator’s 
paradoxical framework of the entire cosmos: diversity and unity, individuality and mutuality.  
 
Go in peace. Amen. 
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