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Our scripture lesson this morning comes to us from Paul’s letter to the Church in Rome, chapter 

12, verses 2-5 and 14-18: 

 

Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your 

minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good and 

acceptable and perfect. 

 

For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of yourself 

more highly than you ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each 

according to the measure of faith that God has assigned. For as in one body we 

have many members, and not all the members have the same function, so we, who 

are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we are members one of 

another. 

 

Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. Rejoice with those 

who rejoice, weep with those who weep. Live in harmony with one another; do not 

be haughty, but associate with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you 

are. Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the 

sight of all. If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Good morning, Church! Have you heard the scuttlebutt? A couple of months ago, someone came 

to me and said some folks were wondering why I didn’t wear a black robe like some of our 

previous senior pastors. Before I could even answer it for those inquiring minds, last week Pastor 

Susie got up into the pulpit here at Birmingham First and wore a black robe! What was she 

thinking wearing a black robe when we have been wearing white for the almost three years now? 

I stopped her last week and asked, “Hey, are you trying one up me?” 
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Susie didn’t have a white robe before she came to Birmingham. She only had her black robe. 

When the United Methodist Women in St. Ignace, her previous appointment, found out that she 

was coming here and that our clergy team was wearing white on most Sundays, they bought her 

a white robe as a gift before she left. She’d be able to blend in. Well, last week, she blew that out 

of the water, didn’t she? 

 

Well, friends, I decided to get ahead of it this week. Unlike Susie, I don’t own a black robe, so I 

called up Casey, our Director of Music. I knew there had to be a black robe somewhere among 

the hundreds of choir robes he had. Sure enough, he had one. He gave me this robe and said, 

“You don’t need to give it back.” But, Casey, this robe is hot! I see why you gave it up! 

 

When I graduated from seminary 20 years ago this year, my family decided to buy a preaching 

robe for me. At the time, I owned a white alb that my mother-in-law bought as a gift for my first 

appointment. Knowing that blue is my favorite color, my family all pitched in to buy my first 

preaching robe in navy blue. 

 

It’s a little lighter than the black robe. Thanks for the offer, Casey, but this one fits a little better.  

When I put on this robe, I can’t help but to think of my great-grandmother. You see, “Grammy,” 

as we called her, was key to helping my parents and my grandmother choose this robe. She was a 

seamstress by trade and had come to my graduation and commissioning that year. Grammy 

introduced me to Jesus and to the people of the United Methodist Church. She took me to church 

when no one else in my family was attending, and together Grammy and that church taught me 

about God’s great love for me. If it weren’t for Grammy, I wouldn’t be doing what I do today. 

 

When I wear this robe, I think of her and my family and of the many sacrifices that they made 

for me and for my education. You see, I was the first in my family to go both to college and 

graduate school. In fact, when I preside at family weddings and funerals, I wear my navy robe to 

avoid having to answer to my father who will inevitably ask where it’s at. 

 

These robes have other meanings, as well. Both of them are preaching robes. They look like 

academic gowns and as such represent the academic preparation that pastors must undertake in 

the course of their calling in the United Methodist Church. The church requires not only that our 

clergy have a sense of call, but that our calls are nurtured as we grow as scholars. It’s important 

for us that we have educated clergy in our pulpits. United Methodists take the study of the 

scriptures as well as our faith and doctrine seriously. 

 

On the other hand, our calling is not simply academic in nature, but it is also spiritual and 

pastoral as well. The white alb that I usually wear during worship is a robe that can be worn by 

clergy or laity. It is white reminding us of our baptism in which we are washed and clothed in 

Christ. I’m a little bit of a mystic by nature, and it reminds me of the holy and sacred work that 

we do as clergy as we celebrate the sacraments and lead God’s people during worship. It reminds 

us all as Christians that we are called to represent, to re-present, Christ each day in our lives. 

 

What is it, though, that makes someone a pastor? Is it simply the robes that we wear? Perhaps it 

is the robes that we wear that help people to see something that’s important for them to see in 
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their pastor. There is some authority in each of these garments, is there not? They convey 

messages; some we know and some we don’t.  

 

What about being a Christian? What is it that makes someone a Christian? What experience, 

what witness, what words must someone speak to be a follower of Jesus? What does it look like 

when someone has made the decision to follow Jesus? Do we look the same? What message do 

we convey? 

 

David Fitch, in The Church of Us vs. Them, suggests that one of our struggles that becomes 

divisive for us is the way that we distinguish ourselves from one another based on our 

understandings of salvation and what it means to decide to follow Jesus. We begin to determine 

who is in and who is out of the kingdom by our descriptions of how we’ve experienced God’s 

work in us in Jesus Christ. 

 

In other words, how did you come to know Jesus? Did you come up for an altar call? Was your 

heart “strangely warmed”? Did you pray a prayer of salvation with someone or with a pastor 

when every head was bowed and every eye was closed? Did you confess your sins and invite 

Jesus into your heart? 

 

Or were nurtured into the life of faith by Christian family members in such a way that you 

always knew that you were a beloved child of God? Were you baptized as a youth or adult when 

you could confess your faith for yourself or as an infant? Or both? 

 

In any case, how people come to a decision to follow Jesus becomes a banner that we carry to 

express who is “in” and who is “out.” We begin to judge one another by how we respond to the 

gospel. Salvation begins to be about how we convince those who’ve made the wrong decision to 

make the right one. We want to make sure that everyone is saved and ‘in” with us. 

 

Fitch says, however, that: 

 

…somehow who is in and who is out is not ultimately in my control, or even for 

me to know. Instead, I see the decision as one way that God uses to call people to 

himself through the person and work of Jesus Christ. And it is a powerful one, 

because it is an invitation to join in with God’s great salvation for the whole 

world. But the decision—as prescribed by American evangelical churches—is not 

the only way God brings people into his kingdom.1 

 

When we view the gospel as an opportunity to delineate who is in and who is out of the kin-dom 

of God, we participate in what Fitch refers to as the “enemy-making machine.” He suggests, 

however, that the proclamation of the gospel is not about separating out who’s going to heaven 

and who’s going to hell, or who has forgiveness and who does not. Rather, the proclamation of 

the gospel is “about seeing a new life to be lived in a new abundance.”2 Proclaiming the gospel is 

about seeing God at work in the world and pointing it out in such a way that others see God’s 

work as well and respond. We’re often at different points along the journey, but God is still at 

work among us. Do we take note of God’s presence and work around us? 
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The other day, I walked into the sanctuary and one of our newer congregants, Randy, was 

playing the grand piano. When I stepped into the pulpit, I asked what he thought about this 

beautiful instrument and the sound of its amazing tones. He agreed that it is a beautiful 

instrument, but it was even more beautiful to play it in this sanctuary. He said that the sound of 

the instrument in this sanctuary inspired him. There was something about playing the piano in 

this holy space. They go together, hand in hand. 

  

I knew there was something special in this place and Randy reminded me what that was. It’s not 

just the beauty of an instrument and the tones that it makes. It’s about so much more that 

combines to make it what it is. It’s about the sacredness of this space and the God who speaks to 

us in the tones that can only be heard here in this place. Perhaps the folks who sit in the balcony 

know this better than most of us, don’t you? 

  

Inviting others to join us in following Jesus is not about creating a list of who’s in and who’s out.  

It’s not about making enemies of those who aren’t in with us. It’s about pointing out for one 

another the times and places where we see God at work in one another’s lives, that together we 

might appreciate the beauty of what God is doing in our midst. Inviting others to follow Jesus 

begins as we witness to the goodness of God’s kin-dom here and now. 

 

St. Paul said, “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your 

minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and 

perfect. For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of yourself more 

highly than you ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to the measure 

of faith that God has assigned.”3 

 

I don’t know about you, but this past week it was quite easy to throw around a few words about 

what I thought about some folks as I watched the impeachment hearings. From time to time, I 

separated some Christians from among those of us that I thought were better representing the 

kin-dom of God. I’m sure some folks might have done the same with me or with those that I 

thought were better representatives of the kin-dom. 

 

Then I stared at my alb. I knew I’d be putting it on again this week. I somehow wondered how I 

might not only wear it as I lead worship, but also how I might best reflect the image of Jesus and 

move into the space beyond making enemies. While I have my disappointments, struggles, fears, 

and doubts for who we are as a people and a nation and who we may become, I also realized that 

I cannot live into the kin-dom if I’m not willing to move into the space beyond making enemies 

and point out yet again the presence of the One who is with us even when we find ourselves in 

our worst moments. I know that presence because Jesus has met me there when I’m not at my 

best, as well. 

 

St. Paul says, “If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.”4 And so I 

take up the garment of Christ again, sometimes reluctantly. I don’t always want to live like Jesus. 

But like the piano, we are created for this space beyond enemies. And so I step up to this table 

again. And I pray yet again that here in this sacred space, we might be renewed again in the 

image of the One who created us so that the world may see and know once more that we are and 
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they are beloved. Is it possible? So far as it depends upon me; upon you; upon us; upon the Spirit 

of God at work in us in Jesus Christ whom together we have decided to follow. 

 

 

 

                                                 
 
1 Fitch, David E. The Church of Us Vs. Them: Freedom from a Faith That Feeds on Making Enemies. Grand Rapids: 
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