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“Welcome with open arms fellow believers who don’t see things the way you do.  

And don’t jump all over them every time they do or say something you don’t agree with— 

even when it seems that they are strong on opinions but weak in the faith department.  

Remember, they have their own history to deal with. Treat them gently.” 

(Romans 14:1, The Message) 

 

 

“Treat them gently.” Eugene Peterson has such an amazing way of paraphrasing this scripture in 

The Message. At times, he gets to the heart of the matter for us. 

 

There are many blessings to this digital age of social media. We have the ability to get more 

information at a moment’s notice than ever before. We’re able to connect with people at what 

sometimes feels like the speed of light. And with fiber optic connections, that really could be the 

case, right? In no time, long lost friends and relatives rediscover one another and rekindle 

friendships that have passed with time and with moves from one community, one state and even 

one nation to another. Visual images, memes, gifs, emojis and an ever-increasing typed 

shorthand that overlooks misspellings and goofy autocorrects have connected us in so many 

amazing ways.  In a sermon several months ago, I even recounted how a Facebook “care” emoji 

empowered us to share a little love with those who are hurting or struggling to let them know 

they are not alone.  It has empowered us to “treat one another gently.” 

 

On the other hand, the reality of social media has reinforced the notion that everyone has an 

opinion about any number of topics. And the opinions that we once kept to ourselves or shared 

with a smaller group have become very public. On some days, it seems that our opinions become 

louder and louder in that realm than they ever did when we spoke them to others. In a healthy 

boundaries training event for clergy a few years back, I shared with a group of colleagues that if 

you “friend” the bishop and your district superintendent (your supervisors) on social media, you 

should probably assume that they will see everything you post, even if it is a repost from 

someone else. Some seemed shocked. I’m still not sure if anyone “unfriended” me because of 

that at the time. 

 

The mask of the digital age has empowered us to be bolder in some ways. But how many times 

have you reposted something that spoke to you, only to discover that others read it differently? 

“TREAT THEM GENTLY” 
Romans 14:1-4 (The Message) 
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How many times have you pressed “send” on an email only to discover that someone missed 

your tone? 

 

The written word has power. Many people are able to fire off an email like nothing because it’s 

what they do all day. Sometimes our responses are brief. We read so much information that at 

times, we miss something in these days of fast communications. In our current climate, 

misunderstandings are prevalent. All too often, I find myself picking up the phone to make a call 

just to connect so that someone might hear more than just my words, but my heart as well. Tone 

is heard and interpreted so differently in a written world. We knew this to be true in the greatest 

written works of previous ages, but now we experience it every day in an age where digital 

communications are a must in our daily lives. 

 

“Treat them gently.” That’s easier in a conversation than in an email blast, a social media post, or 

an abbreviated text message, isn’t it? 

 

To top it all off, in this time of social distancing, the places that once held us together beyond our 

social media posts—meals with friends at restaurants, conversations around a water cooler or 

coffeepot at work, and family gatherings for weddings, funerals, birthdays and celebrations—are 

not there to support those connections in the same way. Sure, we’ve found other ways to 

connect, but it’s not the same, is it? The other day, I served as the presiding elder at a church 

conference for one of our sister United Methodist churches and found it almost impossible to 

read a Zoom Room with six or seven screens of faces that totaled over 130 people. If we were all 

in the same place, I could scan that place in seconds and know what folks were feeling about the 

discussion. 

 

“Treat them gently,” said St. Paul to the Romans. Paul lived in a very oral culture where 

connections were more than words on a page, where relationships were cultivated over meals, 

community life, and across journeys that could take days and weeks on foot. Yet, even then, he 

knew how easily we could misunderstand one another’s words and actions. So he commends the 

church in Rome not to get caught up in their petty arguments about who is right and who is 

wrong; who is stronger or weaker in the faith; who is closer to or further away from God. 

 

As often as I’m seeing strong opinions and division among us in these days, I cannot help but to 

see some of the same people share from time to time one of the many memes that say something 

to the effect of “Be gentle with one another. You never know what someone may be dealing with 

on the inside.” Or “You don’t know what kind of day the person who cut you off in traffic had.” 

Or something similar to this. Common reminders to think beyond ourselves. 

 

This past week, as one of our church staff families experienced the deep pain and sudden loss of 

a beloved family member, we have been reminded once again just how important our family of 

faith is to each of us. We also remember that even as we seek to keep one another safe from a 

virus, how deeply we miss and need our connections that only happen for us in the community of 

faith. In times like this, we would usually gather together, no matter how large the group, to 

grieve, to mourn, and to hold one another as we journey through that difficulty together. 
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Sunday School classes and small groups, worship services, meals in Fellowship Hall, and 

conversations over coffee in Fellowship Hall have always been the places that we connect and 

share life’s greatest joys and deepest struggles.  For a time, that has changed and we are left lost 

and searching for those connections. 

 

Amid constant news stories and social media posts, we miss the connections that witness that we 

are more than just the words or images we sometimes post at a moment’s notice. We miss the 

tone of a conversation in the pew while the prelude is being played or at the back door as we 

shake hands with one another. 

 

As one of our young adults, Gabriel Ervin, said this past week, “There is so much chaos, our pain 

is being passed by.” Gabe, you’re right. All too often we miss it in the quick words that we can 

send in an instant. We miss it because we don’t get to see the depth of emotion behind those 

words or that sometimes we’ve heard something differently than someone else. We miss it 

because it’s not a dinner table conversation that witnesses to a deeper reality of who we are. 

 

In the chaos of these days, we’re often seen speaking and interpreting words with our heads, but 

we’ve missed seeing one another’s facial expressions behind masks. We’ve missed hearing the 

tone of another’s voice. We’ve gotten caught up in the power of written words, but missed seeing 

something of far greater depth that is always present among us. We’ve missed seeing one 

another’s hearts, Church. We’ve missed one another’s hearts. 

 

It’s our hearts that allow us to see the image of God in one another despite our grievances and 

differences. It’s our hearts that move us to overlook misunderstandings and to grow in our 

relationship and love for one another. It’s our hearts that empower us to “treat them gently,” 

because we never know the depth of another’s pain or struggle from the words we see alone. 

When we’re present with one another, we choose our words differently or sometimes choose no 

words at all, because we deeply care about the relationships that we hold with one another. 

 

It’s the heart that moves us to look into the eyes of one another and see the presence of Jesus in 

our midst. When we see Jesus, how can we be anything less than “gentle” with one another? 

 

In a poem entitled Friendship, author Dinah Maria Craik helps us to think about how we treat 

one another and care for one another when she writes: 

 

Oh, the comfort — 

the inexpressible comfort of feeling safe with a person — 

having neither to weigh thoughts nor measure words, 

but pouring them all right out, 

just as they are, 

chaff and grain together; 

certain that a faithful hand will take and sift them, 

keep what is worth keeping, 

and then with the breath of kindness blow the rest away. 
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Paul reminds us that in the family of faith, we gather around a common table, even though our 

taste buds differ or we may have a different view on issues with a different conscious. What’s 

most important, however, is that the One who invites us all to the table, has invited us all to the 

table. “Treat them gently,” says Paul, because the invitation to the table didn’t come from us. 

 

So I wonder as we gather together this morning, online or on the front lawn, “Who’s missing 

from the table? Who’s missing in your life? From whom have you felt cut off or from whom 

have you disconnected?” 

 

Could today be the day that you reach out; reach out to someone that you’ve set at a distance or 

who has set you at a distance? Reach out to someone, pick up the phone, make a call! See their 

heart! Look for Jesus in their eyes! And treat them gently. It may be that God shows up right in 

front of you once again. 

 

 

 

 

 


