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Sermon 02-16/17-2019 

Why We Can(‘t) Get Along – Polarization and the heart of democracy (7 of 9) 

“How to build community in a polarized world” – Rev. Markus Wegenast 

Romans 12:9-21 
9 Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; 10 love one another with mutual 

affection; outdo one another in showing honor. 11 Do not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve the 

Lord.[e] 12 Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer. 13 Contribute to the needs of the 

saints; extend hospitality to strangers. 
14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. 15 Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep 

with those who weep. 16 Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty, but associate with the 

lowly;[f] do not claim to be wiser than you are. 17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for 

what is noble in the sight of all. 18 If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with 

all. 19 Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God;[g] for it is written, 

“Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” 20 No, “if your enemies are hungry, feed them; if they 

are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning coals on their 

heads.” 21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

 

I. Polarization and getting along 
How do we get along in a world in which polarization is the norm? By polarization 

I mean that we are so prone to divide up into camps of like-mindedness. And in our 

camps we can’t help but look at the other camps and feel suspicious about them, 

sometimes even hateful.  

That’s not a way how we build community! That’s not the way God intended for 

us to live when he created us and redeemed us through Christ! 

 

What can you – personally – do about not being a person that polarizes and 

divides? Or even better: What can you do to harmonize; to de-polarize; to create 

community the way God wants it? 

 

I think first we need to be honest and understand how easy it is to be polarizing… 

Please don’t think I’m trying to be judgmental with you today. I just need to be 

frank and use real life examples – otherwise we can’t make progress in figuring out 

how to get along. Are you okay with that? 

 

It’s actually quite scary how easy it is to be polarizing. Especially when we are 

passionate about an issue we often make blanket statements that really don’t help. 

For example, if you’re not a supporter of the current government you may say 

something like: 

 
“The way things are going right now in this country we’ll soon be a dictatorship!” 

 

When we make such a blanket statement we do two things: We make an ultimate 

truth claim that leaves no room for dialogue. And we provoke everyone who feels 

differently about the way things are going in this country. What happens when 

instead we say something like: 
 

“I feel uneasy about the current political climate and I’m afraid that we will turn into a 
dictatorship.” 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=romans+12&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-28242e
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=romans+12&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-28247f
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=romans+12&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-28250g
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It’s still the same content, you are not sacrificing anything of your conviction, but 

you make it less sharp, less attacking. You may still offend someone who feels 

differently, but by making an I-statement instead of a blanket-statement you leave 

room for someone to disagree. You honor the other person even if you can’t honor 

their opinion. > Please practice making I-statements vs. blanket statements… 

 

I want to attempt to be a mind reader. I could imagine that some of you are 

thinking: But I want to provoke people who feel differently about important issues. 

I don’t want to be politically correct all the time; I want to be sharp in my 

statements so they are effective. 

 

That is fine – there are times for debate in our lives. But if we are only out to 

debate each other we can’t complain about not getting along with others!  

 

God wants us to get along with each other. You realize I’m not using an I-

statement for this. No! This is a mountain top declaration that doesn’t stem from 

my personal opinion but from the biblical theology that you hired me to apply. 

 

Today’s passage from the book of Romans contained clear statements – whoever 

follows them will have a great chance to get along with others no matter how 

different these others are.  

 

Were you able to follow along and count them? I counted 21, but you can easily 

come up with more or less, depending on how you count. Was there one specific 

instruction that you found particularly helpful or challenging? I want to highlight 

three of them… 

 

II. The Text 
1) 9 Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good 

Don’t you think it is interesting and important that it says” “hate what is evil?” It 

doesn’t say “hate who is evil!” That is exactly what happens when we are getting 

too polarized in our relationships with other-minded people.  

It is very possible that a certain opinion or mindset of someone you disagree 

with are indeed evil. But we must not make the mistake and identify the person 

themselves as evil. Love is not genuine and we are not holding fast to what is good 

if we hate those we disagree with, even if we feel that their positions are evil! 

How else would we understand that it says in Verse 14 to even bless those 

who persecute us, to bless and not to curse! It’s hard to do this if you hate! 

  

I know it seems like an impossible instruction, but it shows us just how far God’s 

desire for us to get along goes. If you have the privilege to know someone whose 

ideas of life you deem evil, turn to wonder. If it’s safe, find out what it is that 

makes that person think that way, what pain that person’s heart bears. Hate what is 

evil, but never hate the person. 
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2) 10 love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honor. 

If we truly work on this, we realize we can’t polarize our relationships with other-

minded people by making blanket statements. Because we know all it will do is 

offend them.  

 I know this is hard. We are dealing with issues in our modern lives that are 

very contentious: Immigration laws and a border wall, human sexuality and gay 

marriage, government spending and taxation, medical research and animal 

testing,… these all are issues that we may feel very, very strongly about.  

 But do we also feel strongly about God’s desire for us to be a human family 

that is in love with each other? I wonder how much better we would find 

acceptable solutions for any contentious issue if our first goal was to love one 

another and to show honor to each other! 

 

Do you feel I’m unrealistic? Maybe I am, but we have to at least try. Jesus didn’t 

say we should just sit and wait for heaven to come, he told us to work on making 

heaven a reality in this world already – it was in fact his prime message in the 

gospels. 

 

This is something that further shines through in the third and final statement that I 

want to highlight today… 

 

3) 13 Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality to strangers. 

Maybe you feel that is not quite as hot and challenging a statement as the others 

but it is actually quite profound: 

As far as Christianity goes there is a tendency that “contributing to the needs of the 

saints” is more developed among conservative minded Christians. Conservative 

churches tend to have a lot of passion for helping out ministries that involve other 

Christians (example: supporting the persecuted church. For some reason you find 

few liberal churches who are passionate about that).  

When it comes to “extending hospitality to strangers,” on the other hand, 

you find the tendency that liberal minded Christians have a lot of passion for this 

area (e.g. doing ministry with people of different faiths). 

 

Forgive me to make such blanket statements, labeling conservatism and liberalism 

in the church. I do it because it is important that we see the Apostle Paul stressing 

both. An older pastor once told me:  

“Markus, in the church we need both the conservative and the liberal element 

because together they notice and do what no group could do on their own.” 

 

I believe he was right with that assessment, and he got it straight from the Apostle 

Paul. The successful churches of the 21st century understand that diversity in 

ministry brings the biggest gain. For this diversity to work, people need to know 

how to get along when they disagree. The passage from the Bible we looked at 

today showed us how that is possible. 
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III. Building Community 
We looked at only 3 of these 21-ish standards for Christian living. All of them 

have one thing in common: they build community! Community is something close 

to God’s heart. He has created us to be in community with him, he has created us 

to be in community with each other. We are supposed to be one great family that 

cares for each other as much as any family would. 

 

The Apostle Paul is not a naïve idealist, he knows that the reality of human life is 

not marked by modeling community that follows these 21 standards. Verse 18 is 

quite intentional: It isn’t always possible to live in peace – but we are tasked to live 

in peace and try as hard as possible to build community with each other.  

 

When we are polarized, when we divide into sharply contrasting groups we don’t 

have community. The 20th century British theologian William Barclay said: 

“No man should be surprised when life collapses if he insists on living it alone.”1 

 

We’re not meant to live alone – we are not meant to live lives isolated on our pole 

of preference – we are meant to be attracted to each other just as different poles in 

physics attract each other! 

 

I know it may sound like a naïve church cliché: “Pastor says we should get along 

with each other – yada, yada, yada…” But God is serious about this. It’s not that 

getting along and building community is a neat option to following Christ in the 

world – getting along and living holistic loving community is following Christ. 

 

Follow the standards we’ve heard today and you will find that you will inevitably 

be drawn to your neighbor, even if this neighbor turns out to be very different from 

you, perhaps your enemy. 

 

Please do it – don’t give up when it gets hard – don’t let temptation lead you away 

from making getting along a priority in your life. There is a reason why the 

greatest commandment is to love both God and our neighbor. What a great world 

this will be. Amen! 

 

Moments of reflection 

 

V 12 said: 12 Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer.  
Let’s do that, let’s pray… 

                                                           
1 Mounce, p. 238. 


