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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-atechie-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
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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.
Romans 7.
5
Romans 11:18-23, 25, 13-14.
6
Romans 14:1-15:13.
4
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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
8

E.g. 2 Corinthians 5:11-21. Galatians 3:28.
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 socioeconomic 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
Why We Gather “Diversity and Unity; Individuality and Mutuality” (Part One) © 2017 Dan Collison, Page 7

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)
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-talkingit/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-statementon-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.
Why We Gather “Diversity and Unity; Individuality and Mutuality” (Part One) © 2017 Dan Collison, Page 9

