
LAKEWOOD PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 
Rev. Terence A. Lucarelli 

April 26, 2009 
 

COMMUNITY … HARMONY OR DISCHORD? 
Romans 14:1-13; 15:5-7 

 
 
 Hear ye, hear ye, all ye liberals and conservatives!  All ye republicans and democrats, all 
ye left and right, red and blue … this sermon is for you!  I think that includes ALL of us, doesn’t 
it? 

 Romans 14 and 15 are important words for a divided church in America and for a 
divided America.  Whether we call it a cultural war or a values war, or a conservative versus 
liberal, or redness verses blueness war … it is hurting us in our country and in the church.. 
 Depending upon whether you listen to talk radio and Rush Limbaugh, or get all your 
news through CNN; whether you’re a “tree hugger” or lumberjack; whether you agree with 
Miss California on the issue of gay marriage or the Miss USA; whether you think the Bible is 
literal in every detail or if you believe it needs modern historical criticism in its interpretation 
… regardless of where you may stand on the issues (and there are many with which we can 
disagree) WE ARE FAMILY! 

    
 How many of you live in a family that never argues, that never disagrees about 
anything; where every family member always does the right and appropriate thing, never 
hurts another member of the family in any way, where harmony is a constant and discord 
never rears its ugly head?  Let me see a show of hands for families like that …  
 No … that’s not life in our families, but nonetheless we still LOVE each and everyone of our 
family members.  RIGHT? 

 Folks … God has given this congregation a rare gift by providing us a generous mix of 
leftward people and rightward people.  It is my hope as Senior Pastor to help us be a 
COMMUNITY where left and right can honor each other and talk across the great divide in our 
culture and in our church.  A COMMUNITY where serious, honest and mutually respectful 
conversation might occur inside this place as we worship, pray and serve together, and where 
our example can be a GIFT OF SHALOM [God’s peace] to our community and nation. 

 
 Let’s examine what Paul was facing in the Roman church and see how that might help 
us with our struggles.   

 The Roman church was a divided one … divided over cultural, ethnic, religious and 
moral values issues, no question about it! 
 The two main parties were the “weak-in-faith” as we see them named in the first verse 
of chapter 14, and the other implied group, however unnamed in the chapter, were the 
“strong-in-faith.” 
 The “weak-in-faith” were the conservatives and were, as you might suspect, given their 
name by their opponents, who named themselves the “strong-in-faith.”  The “weak-in-faith” 
probably took the name and made it a badge of honor: “I’m conservative and proud of it!”  The 
“strong-in-faith” I’m sure, had their own degree of spiritual pride: “We’re the enlightened ones, 
the grown-up ones, the ones who REALLY understand the gospel.” 

 The issue at stake, causing all the problems, was the Jewish dietary regulations … 
what to eat and drink.  But the deeper issues had to do with what was morally clean and 
unclean, and how to make moral decisions. 
 Here is how I perceive the dilemma for the Christians in Rome … their 
thoughts/arguments on the matter:  
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 Are my moral decisions based on RULES that say what is right and wrong 
in every situation, or are they based on PRINCIPLES which I can apply situation by 
situation? Does the community determine what is right and wrong, or does the 
individual determine that in his or her own personal faith?  

 The issues went deep and grew hot … no question about that. 
    

 In my reading of the history of the church in America, I read about a Cumberland 
Presbyterian Church in the 19th Century near Louisville, Kentucky that split as the result of 
something rather bizarre.  The Cumberland Presbyterian Church was a split-off of our 
denomination because they thought we needed to be doing more evangelism in the 
Western, pioneering states.  Well, a guest speaker asked the church a question: “If a 
marauding Indian came to your door and asked where your children were hidden, would you 
tell a LIE and protect them from death or tell the TRUTH and expose them to death?”  The 
congregation got in such an awful argument over the issue that they split into two 
congregations: The Lying Presbyterians and the Non-Lying Presbyterians.  Like I said ... Bizarre! 

 Paul saw the split in the Roman church between the “weak-in-faith” and the “strong-in-
faith”:   

 The “weak-in-faith,” the conservatives, said that they needed the law.  They weren’t 
strong enough or smart enough to know what was right and wrong in every decision 
and do it; so they would continue to follow the law.   

 The “strong-in-faith,” the liberals, said that Christ had freed them from the law and that 
they, in their personal relationship with God, could determine the right and the wrong 
for themselves. 

 Does that sound very familiar?  There’s nothing new under the sun, Ecclesiastes says 
… and is exactly right!  The big problem was not the DIFFERENCE itself, but that the groups 
DIDN’T like each other very much BECAUSE of the difference and would just as soon NOT be in 
church with the other group. 
 So here’s Paul’s message to the groups.  He himself was in the “strong-in-faith” camp, 
but he wanted a church that could include both.   

 
 What I’m going to attempt to do is summarize and paraphrase chapter 14 for you 
[Please, follow along in your Bibles if you wish].  As I do this, I’m going to substitute the word 
“conservatives” where the text says “weak-in-faith” and “liberals” where it implies the “strong-
in-faith.”  Here we go: 

14:1 Let the liberals welcome the conservatives with open arms, but not with any kind of 
hidden agenda to fight about what you believe. 

14:3 The liberals in no way should look down on the conservatives, and likewise the 
conservatives should not pass judgment on the liberals, after all, God has welcomed 
everybody to the table. 

14:4 Come on now, who are you to pass judgment on one of God’s followers?  Your 
brother/sister, whether liberal or conservative, is the Lord’s servant, not yours.  And 
God helps both evenly. 

14:5-9  It really doesn’t matter you know.  One person’s freedom found in Christ can 
honor their relationship with God, just as well as another person’s strict obedience to 
all the Bible teaches honors their relationship with God.  So it is the same for both ... 
because whether we live or we die, we are ALL the Lord’s. 

14:10-12 With all of that said, why do you conservatives condemn the liberals?  And you 
liberals, why do you right off the conservatives for their beliefs?  Hey … we ALL are 
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going to be standing side by side in the place of judgment, facing God.  And each of us 
will have to give an account for him or herself.  (You’d think that would keep us 
occupied enough without trying to keep track of everybody else’s flaws and blunders!) 

14:13-14 Forget about deciding what’s right for each other.  Here’s what you need to be 
concerned about: that you don’t get in the way of someone else, making life a whole 
lot more difficult than it already is.  On behalf of his liberal buddies, Paul says, “Nothing 
in itself is unclean!”  But then Paul turns right around and says on behalf of the 
conservatives, “But if you think it’s unclean, it is unclean!”  The way we treat it or talk 
about something is what causes the problem … basically everything as it is in itself is 
holy.  So don’t screw it up for each other. 

14:15 Paul now speaks to both the conservatives and the liberals when he says, “If you 
confuse others by making a big issue over what they eat or don’t eat, you’re no longer 
a companion with them in love, are you?”   

14:17-18 And here he gives them both this argument: “God’s kingdom isn’t a matter of 
what you put in your stomach, for goodness’ sake.  It’s what God does with your life as 
he sets it right, puts it together, and completes it with joy.  Your task is to single-
mindedly serve Christ.” 

14:19-20 To both groups again he says: “So let’s agree to use all our energy in getting 
along with each other.  Help others with encouraging words; don’t drag them down 
by finding fault.  You’re certainly not going to permit an argument over what is served 
or not served at supper to wreck God’s work among you, are you?” 

14:23 To both, right at the end of the chapter, he says, “Whatever does not proceed from faith 
is sin.”  As best I can understand this phrase, it means that you’re supposed to live your 
life out of your own personal, faithful relationship with Christ.  Don’t let your 
conservative or liberal brother or sister interfere with what you believe.  Don’t let them 
stand between you and your God.  If the way you live isn’t consistent with what you 
believe … then it’s wrong. 

14:23 There was a third group in the church, those Paul called the “doubters,” the “waverers,” 
the ones caught in the middle, the confused moderates.  They’re caught in the cross-fire 
between the right and the left.  Paul says to them: “You belong to Christ, not to the 
liberals or to the conservatives.  Determine in your heart of hearts in relation to Christ, how 
you’re supposed to live.  Act from the inside out, not from the pressure of any group.” 

   Paul summed all of this up with a statement he made back in verse 17: “For the 
kingdom of God is not food and drink [not liberal or conservative] but righteousness and 
peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.” 

 There it is, God’s kingdom isn’t a matter of what you put in your stomach, for 
goodness’ sake, it’s found in these three:   
 RIGHTEOUSNESS … That’s what happens to your life when God sets it right, right living, 
and right relationships.  What the Bible calls holiness. 
 PEACE … That’s well-being, wholeness, unity.  Finally getting your life together! 
 AND JOY ... If there is no joy there is no God.   

 HOLINESS, WHOLENESS, HAPPINESS ... When these three are happening, the kingdom is 
happening.   

 If most of what you’re doing is fighting over your convictions … folks, that’s just NOT 
the kingdom.  Paul doesn’t want one side to conquer the other or one side to convert the 
other side.  His goal is the PEACE of Christ visible in the UNITY AND DIVERSITY of the church. 
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 So, to wrap all of this up neatly, in 15:5 & 6, Paul says, “May the God of steadfastness and 
encouragement grant you to live in harmony with one another, in accordance with Christ Jesus, so 
that together you may with one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.” 
 And then he says with the final imploring words in verse 7: “Welcome one another, 
therefore, just as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God!” 

 
 The reality is … from A to Z we can find issues to divide us: 
 A. alcohol, abortion,  
 B. birth control, biblical inerrancy, baptism, building programs 
 C. conservation, Calvinism, corporate ethics 
 D. divorce, denominational politics 
 E. ecology, economics 
 F. feminism, fundamentalism, faith-healing 
 G. geopolitics, global warming, gun control 
 H. homosexuality, hymns we like or don’t like 
 I. Iraq, Islam 
 J. Jesus’ humanity and divinity, judicial appointees 
 K. Kingdom of God 
 L. liberalism, liberation theology, Lucarelli 
 M. multi-culturalism, moratorium on the death penalty 
 N. nuclear weapons, nuclear power, national health care 
 O. original sin, Obama, opinionated people (of course, I’m talking about  those 

other opinionated people, not me) 
 P. pacifism, papal infallibility, placement of the cross 
 Q. quest for the historical Jesus 
 R. red-stateness and blue-stateness 
 S. spiritual gifts, sexuality, the Steelers 
 T. the Trinity, taxes 
 U. universalism, the United Nations 
 V. violence in human society 
 W. George W., war, weapons of mass destruction, worship styles 
 X. xenophobia … You know what that is? The fear of one who is different 

 resulting in the exclusion of strangers & the immigrant. 
 Y. Yankees … not the baseball team, those of us from up North 
 Z. Zen Buddhism 

 I’ve made light of this, but some of these issues are of great importance, and Christ may 
call you to get involved in them, but please remember that CHRIST is the MOST IMPORTANT OF 
ALL, and in him we have real COMMUNITY … where HARMONY displaces DISCORD!  So that 
TOGETHER with ONE VOICE we might glorify God! 

    
 Scott Peck says that REAL COMMUNITY goes through 4 stages:  
 Stage 1) There is Pseudo-Community, where our unity is based on superficial alikeness 
and we don’t really acknowledge our differences.   
 Stage 2) Then there is Chaos, when our differences collide and we become disoriented.   
 Stage 3) Emptiness, when we experience the death of Pseudo-Community and the 
death of the illusions with which we live.   
 Stage 4) Community, Real Community that comes as we learn to LOVE each other just as 
we are.  (Scott Peck, The Different Drum.) 

 All communities and deep relationships and marriages go through these stages and 
then go through them again and again.   
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 Stanley Hawerwas has what he calls “Hawerwas’ Law.”  It goes: 
 You always marry the wrong person! That is, you never really know the 
person you marry. Then you discover who they really are. Then true marriage 
begins: Learning to love the person you have, not the one you imagined. 

 
 Bottom line is, that yes, we think our issues are so important; but then we discover that 
what is really important is EACH OTHER, and the CHRIST who has brought us together into 
community. 

    
 Fred Craddock tells the story of a friend and his missionary family under house arrest 
in China.  One day they were told they were free to leave and return to America.  They had 
twenty-four hours to pack and could only take two hundred pounds with them. 
 The parents and their two children had lived in China for several years.  How could 
they decide what to bring?  They took out scales and weighed and chose and chose and 
weighed again until they had exactly two hundred pounds.  The typewriter, a box of cherished 
pictures, the essential clothes … Two hundred pounds to the ounce. 
 When they met the soldier at the airport, the soldier said, “Ready to go?” 
 “Yes,” they replied. 
 “Did you weigh everything?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “You weighed the children?” 
 “The children?” 
 “Weigh the children,” the soldier said. 
 And in a moment the pictures, the typewriter, the clothes, meant nothing.  (Craddock 
Stories, ed.  Graves and Ward, St.  Louis: Chalice Press, 2001) 

 “Welcome one another,” says Paul, cherish one another, treasure one another, “just as 
Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God.” 
 How DEAR you are … how DEAR EACH of you is.   
 BEHOLD one another; BEHOLD the Christ in EACH OTHER. 

Amen and Amen. 


