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Grace and peace be yours from God our sovereign and from our Lord and 
savior Jesus the Christ and from the life transforming power of the Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 

My text this morning is from Romans 12, the first and second verse.  

I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of 
God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and 
acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. 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.  This is my 
text.   

St. Paul sets out before us a challenge with a stark contrast: conformity to 
the world or transformation by the renewing of our minds.   His calling for 
the transformation of our minds is not an appeal to other-worldly 
mindedness, so that Christians become so heavenly minded that they are 
no earthly good.  Rather it is an appeal for us to be grounded in Christ, to 
be of the same mind as Christ so that we might discern the will of God. 

The apostle is under no illusions concerning the difficulty of that challenge.  
Earlier in this Epistle Paul writes about his attempts at being transformed, 
saying: “For I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh. I 
can will what is right, but I cannot do it. For I do not do the good I want, but 
the evil I do not want is what I do.” Rom 7:18-19 That is not an excuse for us to 
hide behind, it is a stark statement of the difficulties of such a 
transformation.    

In another Epistle Paul describes the struggle between conforming and 
transforming saying: “our struggle is not against enemies of blood and flesh, 
but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of 
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this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil ...” Eph 6:12 Here Paul 
is speaking about the collective power of sin in this world.   Sin  that 
manifests its self in structures or systems which are beyond the control of 
any one individual.   

Cynthia Moe-Lobeda in her book “Resisting Structural Evil” says: “Trying to 
solve the problems of structural violence with individualized responses not 
only fails to solve the problem, but also reinforces its invisibility. To counter 
structural violence, moral vision must, itself, be structural.” 

Robin Diangelo in her book “White Fragility” says: “We cannot understand 
modern forms of racism if we cannot or will not explore patterns of group 
behavior and their effects on individuals.”  

Few, if any of us would deny the effects of group behavior regarding race 
and class within our culture.  Behavior resulting in racial and economic 
violence.  What we deny is our complicity in it and responsibility for it.  
However from a structural point of view we are all guilty of at least being 
conformed to the world.    A conformity from which the apostle calls us to 
be transformed by the renewing of our minds .... towards the end that we 
may discern the will of God—what is good and acceptable and     
perfect. 
 
One would have to be completely oblivious to our world if we denied the 
existence of racial prejudice or the growing differential between rich and poor 
resulting in the extreme  wealth of the 1 % and the growing poverty of the 
many.  This is the norm ... the status quo to which we are conformed.  Most 
of us would even agree that there is some kind of linkage, some correlation 
between prejudice and wealth so that the effects of wealth and prejudice 
together have led to a disproportionate number of people of color ending up 
in poverty.Moe-Lobeda tells of leading a delegation of local elected officials 
from the United States to Central America and Mexico, where she came to 
know a Mexican woman who struggled to make a living picking strawberries.  
The woman said: “our children die of hunger because our land which 
ought grow food for them, is used by international companies to 
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produce strawberries for your tables.” Soon thereafter the Jesuit priest, 
Jon Sobrino, meeting with that group, declared that for many people in El 
Salvador, poverty means death. “Our people are not poor due to their 
own fault or to bad luck. They are poor because the economic systems 
that create your wealth, make them poor.” 

 

What Moe-Lobeda, the Mexican Woman, and Father Jon Sobrino are talking 
about is structural evil and the systemic violence that it perpetuates.  
And what St. Paul refers to as the cosmic powers of this present darkness, 
against the spiritual forces of evil.   But these systems disappear from our 
awareness when we allow our individualism and our mythology of a 
meritocracy that claims people have what they deserve, to blind us to a 
wider point of view.   

Individually, when we consume strawberries, we feel we are entitled to them 
because, after all, we have worked hard,  we  can afford them, and we like 
them.  We are ignorant of the pain and poverty that this life-style choice 
subjects others to, and in fact we don’t want to know about them.  Because 
knowing about them would create a moral dilemma for us.  When it comes 
to conforming to this world, for those of us whom the systems favor, we 
choose not to know, for us, ignorance is bliss.     

However, if we are to engage in meaningful dialog concerning the issues 
that face our society, we need to rise above our individualistic thinking and 
begin to think in terms of systems ... or as St. Paul encourages us .... we 
need to be transformed by the renewing of our minds.  

 

Robin Diangelo, in White Fragility gives us several definitions that allow 
system thinking to begin to open up for us.   

First: Prejudice 

Prejudice is pre-judgement about another person based on the social 
groups to which that person belongs.  Prejudice consists of thoughts and 
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feelings....that are based on little or no experience and then projected onto 
everyone from that group. Prejudice, far from being the taboo and evil that 
we like to ascribe to it, is really nothing more than our enculturation. All 
humans have prejudice; we cannot avoid it. Or as Austin Channing Brown 
says: “in this country race is inescapable.”    

 

Second: Discrimination  

Discrimination is action based on prejudice.  These actions include 
ignoring, exclusion, threats, ridicule, slander, and violence. ...  

Third: Racism 

When a racial groups collective prejudice is backed by power of legal 
authority and institutional control, its transformed into racism, a 
far-reaching system that functions independently from the intentions or 
self-images of individual actors.   Racism is a structure, not an event.  

Finally: White Privilege 

Individual whites may be against racism, but they still benefit from a system 
that privileges whites as a group.  David Wellman succinctly summarizes 
racism as “a system of advantage based on race.”  These advantages 
are referred to as white privilege  a sociological concept referring to 
advantages that are taken for granted by whites and that cannot be similarly 
enjoyed by people of color in the same context (government, community, 
workplace, schools, etc.).  

In The Color of Law: A Forgotten History of How Our Government 
Segregated America Richard Rothstein documents how prejudice by whites 
towards people of color, resulted in legalized discrimination towards Black 
Americans resulting in a structure of racism.  That is When a racial groups  
collective prejudice (whites) is backed by power of legal authority (laws 
passed by congress and other governing bodies) and institutional 
control, (corporate America) it’s transformed into racism. 
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The beneficiary of this structural system, namely whites, is enjoyed by that 
whole racial group regardless of their individual values and morals.  Thus as 
a white male, whether I want to or not, I am the recipient of the economic, 
social, judicial, health, and scholastic advantages brought about by that 
system.  I am a person who has reaped countless benefits from “White 
privilege”.   Privileges not available to people of color.   

 

In as much as I accept the benefits of white privilege without question and 
response, I am conformed to this world!  I am as the prophet Isaiah 
described.  "... a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean 
lips;”  I am not intentionally evil, I simply cannot escape the power of 
structural evil and its systemic violence in this world. 

 

So if structural racism and systems of economic injustice are beyond the 
abilities of an individual to change, and if I am participating in the status quo 
then by definition I am a racist.  It is beyond my individual power to change 
that.  I am conformed to this world.   

 

 

That is why St. Paul urges us forward from conformity to transformation.  
But hold on for the ride, because there are sure to be a lot of bumps along 
the way.   

This is not new information for us.  We have traditionally confessed that we 
are sinful and unclean and that we cannot by our own reason or strength 
believe in the Lord Jesus Christ.  But we also confess that “the Holy Spirit 
has called us through the Gospel, enlightened me with his gifts ...” 
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This was fine as a theological construct.... but now the time has come for us 
to move beyond the conceptual idea to the practice of transformation.   

To be transformed by the renewal of our mind ..... is to trust in the 
transforming power of the Holy Spirit.   I believe that God is at work among 
us through the power of the Holy Spirit.   

 

Oh what an exciting time we live in.   God is calling, our churches are 
responding ...  Our world is turning...  

 

I urge you to open your hearts and minds to the world around us.  I urge you 
to look at the current New York Times best sellers list of non-fiction books.  
You will discover that at least six of the top ten have to do with the true 
nature of race in American History and the legacy of  systematic racism that 
has resulted from it.   

I encourage you to read at least one, I encourage you to find a reading 
partner and share and discuss the book. I encourage you to get involved in 
the dialog.  I encourage you to Continue to explore, to move from being 
confirmed to this world to being transformed by the power of God at work 
within us.    

Go to Youtube and search for An Evening With Austin Channing Brown.  
The reference is sited in your bulletin this morning.   There you will find a 
one hour video where Austin in the Q and A section has words of wisdom for 
roll that the White Church can play.   

You may be uncomfortable with the process but do not despair. So was the 
Apostle Paul, and the disciples, as is every person who has dared allow the 
Holy Spirit to enter in and begin the process of transforming our minds.  Just 
remember, you are not alone, God is at work among us.  

 

Amen. 
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