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If we only accept a world of either-ors, then we miss the chance to encounter the God of both-and. A 
God who wrestles and embraces, who speaks in a whirlwind and in a gentle silence, who is large enough 
to create the vastness of the universe and intimate enough to create and love each of us. A God who is 

somehow both one and three, and somehow both human and divine. Accepting these unresolvable 
tensions is a crucial cornerstone of our theology. When we run from tension, push it away, or rush to 

resolve it, when we settle for black-and-white easy answers, we also miss the change to encounter the 
God-given complexity in ourselves, and in others, and in this world. 

--Rev. Layton Williams 
in HOLY DISUNITY: How What Separates Us Can Save Us 

* * * * * 

Today we begin a seven-week series on the issues that divide us. In coming weeks, we’ll 
focus on abortion, race, guns, immigration, and human sexuality. Today, we’ll be laying the 
foundation, to begin thinking about seeking the common good together.  

Our scripture reading comes from Paul’s first letter to the church at Corinth, a church that 
was full of conflict. The Corinthians were divided about worship, about food, about who 
was “in” and who was “out.”  

Paul tried to help them work together, giving them, in chapter 12, the image of one body 
with many parts, along with the idea of the common good. In chapter 13 he famously writes 
about love. 

Listen for God’s word. 
4 Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; 5 and there are varieties of services, 
but the same Lord; 6 and there are varieties of activities, but it is the same God who 
activates all of them in everyone. 7 To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the 
common good. 8 To one is given through the Spirit the utterance of wisdom, and to another 
the utterance of knowledge according to the same Spirit, 9 to another faith by the same 
Spirit, to another gifts of healing by the one Spirit, 10 to another the working of miracles, to 
another prophecy, to another the discernment of spirits, to another various kinds of 
tongues, to another the interpretation of tongues. 11 All these are activated by one and the 
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same Spirit, who allots to each one individually just as the Spirit chooses. 12 For just as the 
body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are 
one body, so it is with Christ. 

 Thanks be to God for the words of Scripture. Amen.  

* * * * * 

“Comfortable.”  

I’ve been here at Covenant almost seven years now, and I’ve heard the word “comfortable” 
regularly.  

I hear it a lot in our church lounge for our Inquirers’ Classes, where dozens of people of 
people have eventually joined the church. Many of them have said they like Covenant 
because they feel comfortable here. 

I’m grateful that people feel comfortable. Too many people are struggling with heavy 
burdens, and too many people have been hurt by well-meaning churches and people of 
faith. 

So I’m glad this is a comfortable church. I’m glad that we welcome and share and 
experience the peace of Christ, the peace that gives us comfort. 

But I’ve always been a little uncomfortable with how much we like to be comfortable.  

Being a Christian, being a disciple of Jesus is not simply about being comfortable.  

Jesus proclaimed a kingdom, a new reality, and he invited people to be part of it, by 
repenting, which means changing one’s mind, changing one’s direction.  

Jesus told his followers: “Deny yourselves, take up your cross, and follow me.” He invited 
his disciples to a new way of life, the way of sacrificial love.  

So being a faithful Christian should make us uncomfortable at times, in terms of our choices 
and priorities, our money and possessions, and our engagement with controversial issues.   

We are called to listen to Jesus and follow him, seeking God’s will, not just on Sunday 
morning but all the time.  

Here at Covenant we call that Learning and Living. We learn about God’s love and then we 
try to do the more challenging and sometimes uncomfortable task: living God’s love, 
putting God’s love into practice.  

In that spirit, we are embarking on this sermon series, to reflect on divisive issues, and to 
reflect on how we engage with those issues, even if it makes us a little uncomfortable.  

I’m guessing over the next seven weeks you might hear some things that make you 
uncomfortable. 
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While I’m not going to stand here and tell you what to think about particular issues, I am 
hopeful that the sermons will help you to wrestle and ponder in deeper ways.  

I’m hopeful that you might learn to appreciate that there are sincere and faithful Christians 
who see things very differently than you do.  

I’m hopeful that we’ll become wiser, and humbler, and more courageous, knowing when to 
be silent and when to speak.  

I’m hopeful that we all can resist cynicism and despair and snarkiness, and that we can 
avoid the straw man arguments and the simple generalizations. Too often we see the most 
extreme, even ridiculous positions on an issue and generalize about “all of those people.”  

I’m hopeful that we’ll grow as Christians, as faithful engaged Christians, working every day 
for the sake of God’s Kingdom, God’s will.  

Some people might object to a series like this, saying the church shouldn’t get involved in 
so-called politics. I politely disagree.  

As Christians, as people of faith, as Presbyterians we need to wrestle with these issues. Too 
often, Christians have promoted an “other-worldly” faith, ignoring the realities of human 
suffering.  

The church and the political elites in Latin America for too long told impoverished masses: 
endure your suffering, for you will get your reward in heaven, as if this world didn’t matter. 

While anyone who is suffering certainly has reason to be hopeful in God’s future, this is no 
excuse to ignore the world here and now. 

Remember Jesus teaches us to pray:  

 “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth.” 

Remember the most important commandment:  

 Love God and neighbor. 

Faithful Christians engage with the issues of the world.  

We have many examples. In years past, faithful Christians have 

• opposed slavery 
• stood against Hitler 
• worked for civil rights with people like Rev Martin Luther King 

While we look back on those situations now, it seems so easy and so clear how Christians 
should act.  

But when we’re in the middle of things, it’s harder to figure out. And we’re in the middle of 
a lot of things right now.  
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When I started thinking about this series early last year, I had no idea that we as a nation 
would be wrestling with impeachment issues as well, so that makes our context even more 
“interesting.” 

We live in very divisive times. There’s the obvious statement of the day.  

In this delightful book called A House United: How the Church Can Save the World, author 
Allen Hilton reports of a 1960 survey where about 4% of parents said they would be 
displeased if their child married someone from the opposite political party. By 2010, the 
percentage was up to 45%. Ten years later, I’m afraid of how high the number is.  

You’ve probably heard stories of tow-truck drivers who refuse to help a stranded motorist 
because they have the “wrong” bumper sticker on their car. Or maybe you’ve heard of 
political figures not being served in certain restaurants because the owners don’t like their 
politics. 

And sadly, we look at these circumstances and get angry if someone from “our” party is 
mistreated, but if it’s the other way, we feel justified when “those people” get what they 
deserve.  

For years, many people have noted that 11:00 Sunday morning is the most segregated hour 
of the week, noting our ongoing issues with racism and race relations.  

In recent years, that 11:00 division has taken on new significance, with deeper divisions in 
the church, with churches becoming ideologically extreme.  

We can do better, as Christians, as a society.  We have to do better. 

My hope as we enter 2020, an election year, is that we here at Covenant can find new 
resolve to continue working for the common good, to be ministers of reconciliation, to 
strive for justice and righteousness.  

I think we have done reasonably well here at Covenant, making room for healthy and 
thoughtful discussions. So I’m hopeful about this series. 

I do hope you’ll join a small group. Learn things and grow in friendship.  

In those small groups, we’re not going to focus exclusively on the issues of abortion, and 
guns, and race and such. But perhaps more importantly the hope of the small groups and 
the sermons is to give us all a broader perspective and better tools to wrestle with the 
issues. 

I’m hopeful that we can engage with our denominational identity and with the Bible as well.  

As Presbyterians, we are blessed to have wise and thoughtful and faithful people who have 
studied and reflected on a wide variety of these issues.  
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They help us, and they force us to think more broadly on the issues. For what it’s worth, I 
don’t always agree with the positions and statements of our church, but I’m grateful for the 
faithful wrestling.  

For us, my hope is that we can renew our 
foundations, especially in Scripture, to shape us 
and guide us.   

Our theme verse invites us to think about the 
common good.  

We can hear that verse in many ways, with other 
translations. 

The idea of serving the common good runs through the Bible. In Ephesians 2, Paul teaches 
that we are saved by grace, for a life of good works. Our purpose he says, is good work.  

“For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God…. 
For we are what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 
beforehand to be our way of life.” --Eph. 2:8-10  

The prophet Micah denounces injustice and call God’s people to work for justice and 
kindness, with humility.  

“God has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, 
and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” --Micah 6:8 

God called Abraham and Sarah on the journey of faith, blessing them for the purpose of 
being a blessing to other people.  

Now the Lord said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the 
land that I will show you…. I will bless you . . . so that you will be a blessing. --Gen. 12:1-2 

In Romans, Paul encourages to be strong and courageous, to not let the bad overwhelm us, 
but instead to overcome evil with good.  

Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good --Romans 12:21 

In Ephesians 4, Paul encourages Christians to speak the truth in love. Sometimes in conflict 
it’s easier to avoid it and say nothing. But we are called to speak the truth, as best as we can 
figure it out, and speak it with love.  

“But speaking the truth in love, we must grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, 
from whom the whole body, joined and knit together by every ligament with which it is equipped, as 
each part is working properly, promotes the body’s growth in building itself up in love.” –Eph. 4:15 

These and other Scriptures are on the prayer list, with daily reflections. Please pick one up. 

While reading and praying about the common good, we can also be inspired when we look 
around. We can see good examples all around us. Even in the movies.  
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Has anyone seen the new Netflix 
movie, called “The Two Popes?” 

It’s a beautiful fictionalized account 
of how two very different leaders in 
the Catholic Church were able to 
listen and learn from each other, 
because they took the time to be 
together.   

With help from the Beatles, and 
pizza, and World Cup soccer, they 
found some common ground.  

Another example comes from pop culture and the White House.    

In the early 90s, Bono, the lead singer of Irish rock band U2 very a strong critic of US-led 
war in Iraq and President George Bush. Bono used to call the White House during his 
concerts, to try to talk to President Bush about the war. 

Later, he was critical of President George 
W. Bush, in the early 2000s. Instead of 
name calling or ignoring him as has 
become popular these days, President 
Bush invited Bono to lunch at the White 
House.  

Long story short, the two found common 
ground focusing on AIDS, launching an 
initiative, helping to save millions of lives. 

They still disagree on many issues, but 
they’ve developed a friendship together, 
and they try to focus on the common good. 
Bono says: “I think we’ve got to cut 
through the shenanigans of political 
cartooning and see that some people can 
have different views and still be principled people.”   

https://www.rollingstone.com/music/music-news/bono-george-w-bush-world-aids-day-761747/ 

Engaging with these issues is challenging and uncomfortable. 

But as followers of Jesus, we are called to love our neighbors and to work for the common 
good. So let’s get to it. Amen.  

https://www.rollingstone.com/music/music-news/bono-george-w-bush-world-aids-day-761747/
https://www.rollingstone.com/music/music-news/bono-george-w-bush-world-aids-day-761747/

