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For reflection: "Christian unity is based not on agreement, but on mutual concern." William Sloane Coffin   
 
 Epistle Reading: 1 Corinthians 1: 10-18  
Now I encourage you, brothers and sisters, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ: Agree with each other and don’t be 
divided into rival groups. Instead, be restored with the same mind and the same purpose. My brothers and sisters, 
Chloe’s people gave me some information about you that you’re fighting with each other. What I mean is this: that each 
one of you says, “I belong to Paul,” “I belong to Apollos,” “I belong to Cephas,” “I belong to Christ.” Has Christ been 
divided? Was Paul crucified for you, or were you baptized in Paul’s name? Thank God that I didn’t baptize any of you, 
except Crispus and Gaius, so that nobody can say that you were baptized in my name! Oh, I baptized the house of 
Stephanas too. Otherwise, I don’t know if I baptized anyone else.  Christ didn’t send me to baptize but to preach the 
good news. And Christ didn’t send me to preach the good news with clever words so that Christ’s cross won’t be 
emptied of its meaning.  The message of the cross is foolishness to those who are being destroyed. But it is the power of 
God for those of us who are being saved. …This is because the foolishness of God is wiser than human wisdom, and the 
weakness of God is stronger than human strength. 
 
Sermon: "Family Feud" 
 There are times when the lectionary and the work of the Spirit force me to address something I would prefer 
not to address from the pulpit.  Considering the confluence of the lectionary, our place in history, both nationally and 
among the faiths of the world and inside the Christian tradition itself, this is a week when my preferences ought not 
prevail.  However, this is in fact a sermon I have been preaching at breakfast, lunch, and dinner over the past eight 
months, when someone asked me to engage the conversation about the national situation.  One person said they 
wanted to talk with me because, while they knew where I stood on most issues, what came out of my mouth wasn't 
predictable.  I may have been paid a higher compliment in my life, but if so, I don't recall.  
 As you realize by now, my training provides fairly structured guidelines for both self-disclosure and political 
address while in this perch.  I will not be violating that training today, but because I will be exploring those boundaries 
more than is typical, I want to be clear about what I am doing and not doing. 

While I certainly have and own particular political, theological and social attitudes and positions, in this sermon I 
am not taking a stand or advocating a position on any of the incredibly important issues facing us today as citizens of 
the nation or as citizens of God's reign on earth. 

As a preacher, I recognize myself as the respectful pastor of a people with complex social, theological, education 
and class identities – people whom, if they voted as they told me they did, have voted for both major party candidates 
and at least two third party candidates in the most recent presidential election (I wouldn't encourage certainty about 
who is whom). 

What I am going to do is suggest a Christian model for engaging those issues and for engaging those with whom 
we agree or disagree.   
 First, a little bit about where I came from; and the place and people with whom I still engage in important 
relationships.  
 I grew up in a blue collar community.  Although my parents' livelihoods didn't come from "Big Steel," that is 
what powered the local economy.  I ate dinner every night with a Democratic shop steward and a white collar 
Republican.  Living within walking distance of a Roman Catholic elementary school, girls' and boys' high schools, ours 
was one of three "Protestant homes" on the street.  We were entirely nominal Protestants not even disrupting anyone's 
seating on Christmas or Easter. 



 
My neighborhood was not integrated, but my elementary and subsequent schools were.   While not a dominant 

population, I also went to school with Jewish students and given that my mother worked for many years for an 
extended family who practiced Reformed Judaism, I was well-informed about the guidelines for kosher cooking from an 
early age. 

Like every other human family, we had/have our biases and prejudices, but we were certainly exposed to a 
variety of people and beliefs.  

As we grew older, the economy was still such that pretty much anyone who wanted to went to college.  My 
parents didn't, but their children did, and I grew up in a home, when every Friday night, which was payday, involved a 
trip to the bookstore, and where everyone was reading something every day.  

That setting helped to shape a number of my prevailing attitudes:   
1) No one sat at our dinner table and didn't learn there were two sides to every story. 
2) In our neighborhood, people lived and believed a lot of different ways and very little of it affected the way we 

lived, which nurtured a live and let live attitude.  
 3) As it happens, third graders are remarkably clear about what their God believes and judgements their God 

makes.  In my case, given I was as a non-practicing anything, they were pretty sure I was in trouble with all of their 
Gods.  While I no doubt found it disturbing at the time, it shaped me for a Calvinistic view.  The biggest of the big ten for 
Calvinists is the ban on idolatry and the greatest idolatry of all is presuming to know the mind of God.   Just because 
someone says their God believes something, doesn't mean it is so.  It may not be relationship-building, helpful for 
community or world peace, but it ain't necessarily so.  In general, I was left with a pretty high flash point for religious 
pronouncement. 
 Fast forward to that community today.  The old public library is now a Ukrainian language church, located 
directly across the street from a large an Islamic Society with provisions for worship space and social and educational 
activities. It is in the same shape a lot of former steel towns are--poor infrastructure, troubled schools, joblessness and 
most importantly, not a lot of hope.   

Some of my family and friends still live there.  Some of them didn't have the opportunity to go to college, 
worked really hard, and lost jobs they had held for 30 years in 2007.  They are working again but not even at their 
previous level of income, which was never high. I couldn't tell you how they have held onto their homes or pay their 
health care costs.  Some of their children are climbing back out; some are lost.  Some of my relatives and friends did go 
to college, and some to graduate school; some of them earned great economic rewards, and might even be considered 
among the "east coast elites.”  Our religious practices, social attitudes, economics and political choices are all over the 
board, and not one of us can be easily pigeon-holed. 
 So when I read or hear derogatory comments, assumptive of people's intelligence, feeling for humanity, and 
patriotism often with particular vitriol directed toward other Christians, I have no choice but to filter those comments 
through my knowledge and caring for people I grew up with, people I socialize with, people I eat Christmas dinner with, 
the people I minister with and care about and care for and eat with and laugh with and cry with here.   Those comments 
are about us, but they describe not one of us in our fullness.  
  Furthermore, and this is where we shift to sermon---I have no idea how calling or perceiving people not even 
known to us, not based on behavior, but on gross categories of life choices, circumstances, economic status or religious 
affiliation, as not loving, not smart, racist, misogynist, unpatriotic, not Christian, jingoistic or elitist can possibly lead to 
healing, reconciliation, or growth toward the goals, hopes and opportunities which every human shares.   

Yes.  There are people across the political, economic and social spectra who hold attitudes and espouse beliefs 
we don't share.  Some can be detrimental to the public welfare-–attitudes which become much more dangerous 
if/when they are translated into action.    We do need to hold people accountable for the ways they speak and behave 
which rend the cloth of public discourse and life-–recognizing that it is both people with whom we agree and disagree 
who have the capacity to do such damage and are damaging others’ spirits and lives. We do need to work for change in 
our culture and world as we are called to do, as citizens of two kingdoms.   
 We err, however, if we think our vision for the world or nation or Church is or ought to be a monolith-–and as 
our most recent year has revealed is anything but….  



 
 We err, if in a nation which has granted people extraordinary freedom of conscience and in a faith tradition 

which proclaims that "God alone is Lord of the conscience"-- we err if we reserve respect and human dignity only for 
those with whom we agree and feel free to deny them to those who exercise the rights and privileges of freedom of 
thought differently….    

We err if our compassion or understanding is only for people we deem "like us" in circumstance, opportunity, or 
Christian perspective and we discount the beliefs and concerns of those with whom we disagree.   

We err if any among us thinks we do not have biases or fears based on class, race, religion, education or 
economics, and that such limitations only blind others. 
 And Saint Paul tells us those errors on everyone's part leads to a "Family Feud" that is not fun and is a game no 
one wins.  Saint Paul reminds us of our common ground-–first our common ground in Christ, called into one body for 
the upbuilding of all and the sake of the world.   Paul's words of wisdom draw the early church and draw us back to our 
central identity and purpose.  If in his own day, Paul was glad the he didn't baptize the arguers, today I suspect he would 
be glad no one had been tagged with the names bleeding-heart liberals, evangelicals, literalists, the Christian left, the 
Christian Right, universalists, conservatives,  or fundamentalists or any other of a host of categories which may help our 
far less than divine minds organize our world, but continue to disrupt the faith community and the possibilities of 
working with others with whom we do indeed have common ground. 
 He would remind us that, like him, we are called and commissioned to preach the good news, not to tear one 
another down with fact checks and bitter Twitter wars; but rather to begin with our unity in Christ, and I daresay, our 
unity as citizens of this nation, with myriad hopes for the future and a belief in its possibilities; with recognition that all 
people, including each and every one of us, have hopes and fears, want to live comfortably and care for our children.  
Paul would remind us we are part of the human family-–not above, outside of or superior to any part of it –not even our 
God has chosen that position for that last two thousand years.   
 Over the last year, I have heard a lot of statements "I don't understand how someone can believe…" 
Understanding won't come until we talk with people whose choices we don't understand; to ask for help in 
understanding –in order to understand, not in order to gather ammunition for a responding salvo, telling them they are 
wrong or to badger them into silence or defeat or isolation.  

More than 50 years ago now, this nation decided not only that separate is not equal, but that in separateness 
everyone loses.  The evidence would indicate that is the case, not just when we are separated according to race, but 
also according to class, economics, opportunity and most certainly when we are separated according to ideas or vision.  
    
 St. Paul would, I believe, urge us to begin at home-– with prayerful honest self-reflection on how our own 
experiences and opportunities, or lack thereof, have shaped us.  He would urge us to recognize that others are 
legitimately shaped by different experience and opportunity, and invite us to restore our awareness of the essential 
human dignity of all those whom God has created, not just the ones who think like us.   

Then with prayerful self-awareness, he would urge us to seek the Spirit of God and follow the model of Christ, 
so that we might go into the world in this day, less often preaching the good news of Christ than being it; less often 
saying what we believe than listening to what another believes and why; seeking to understand; to identify common 
ground; to build from shared strength and to reconcile ourselves one to another-– those who share the name Christian 
and those who share our nation.   For it is by the power of God, that we might be embraced by the foolishness of God, 
stronger than our wisdom and be empowered by the weakness of God more transforming than our strength.        
 


