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This past week, I was reading a book for a small group made up of clergy within our district when a
paragraphI was reading reached out to me and captured my imagination. I was not reading about
Philemon, Juneteenth, or even about preaching. The book was titled “Emotionally Healthy Discipleship:
Moving from Shallow Christianity to Deep Transformation” and was written by a minister in New York
City named Peter Scazzero. The chapter is about ideas like having healthy boundaries, cultivating a
spiritual life, and about avoiding burnout. In other words, it shouldn’t have had anything to do with
today’s sermon. Here’s the paragraph that stood out to me:1

“Let’s face it. We all want a spiritual life, but we prefer to be in charge of it and have it unfold
according to our schedule and in our way. But following Jesus is not first doing things for him; it
is first listening to him speak and doing what he says. That is why listening to Jesus is more
important than listening to any other person, project, program, or cause in the world.”

What a powerful statement about the spiritual life that many of us desire! In my experience, Scazzero is
absolutely correct. Many of us want a spiritual life and we want one badly. People spend thousands and
thousands on pilgrimages to mountaintop shrines and holy cities. People fast from certain foods, pray
certain prayers thousands of times a year, and even collect crosses to hang on their walls. People are
hungry for a spiritual life and often look for it both inside and outside of organized religion. We listen for
the voice of God because we desire to have a spiritual life.

Many of us also want that spiritual life to fall within the guidelines we prescribe for the practices. We will
go on a pilgrimage to a shrine, but we will do so during the two weeks of vacation while being available
by email throughout the journey. We will happily fast from meat on Fridays, but we might eat a
hamburger on Thursday night before and a steak on Saturday. We want the spiritual life on our terms,
but Scazzero is also right when he states that the spiritual life Christ offers to us does not always work
that way.

For Scazzero, the way we live out our spiritual life matters. It matters to me as well. I agree
wholeheartedly when we slow down to consider what God is saying before we act. We listen for the
Word of God and then we respond. If we were to compare our spiritual life to a  dance, we follow the
lead of our Dance Partner. If we were to compare our spiritual life to fishing, we wait for the fish before
we try to reel in the line. Listening for God’s call on our lives is more important than any other person,
project, program, or cause.

The reason I share that quote today is to invite you to consider what is going to be shared with an open
heart. The subject of today’s sermon was written down in worship plans weeks ago, is connected
loosely with the work of the Trumansburg Area Churches to have conversation around these subjects,
and is tied directly to the calling accepted by our Annual Conference to “Imagine No Racism”
Furthermore, it is intimately related to our baptismal covenant where we are specifically asked:

1 Scazzero, Peter. Emotionally Healthy Discipleship: Moving from Shallow Christianity to Deep Transformation.
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“Do you accept the freedom and power God gives you to resist evil, injustice, and oppression in
whatever forms they present themselves?”2

All of these plans and purposes are part of the reason why we are looking at Juneteenth today, but they
are not the most important reason why we are considering our history, our scripture, and our world
today. What I believe is most important this morning is that Jesus is speaking into our lives across the
years. When we consider where we have been, where we are, and where we are going, the voice of
God rings out. The God who was, and is, and ever shall be still speaks into our everyday lives.

We are not the first to hear God speaking into our lives from across the ages. To put it in terms of the
Hebrew Scriptures, a voice cries out from Genesis asking where God can find our sisters, brothers, and
family in Christ. Despite any desires, the truth may stand out that we are our neighbor’s keepers.
Moving into the New Testament, we hear the voice of God when Christ says “love your neighbor as
yourself.” There’s something to be said about the truth that our neighbors are God’s children just as we
are God's children.

Today is Juneteenth and God’s word rings out today. If you don’t know the history, on this day in 1865,
good news reached the people of Galveston Bay, Texas. Over a quarter of a million people received
word that they were free by executive proclamation. Union Soldiers brought word that their days of
slavery had come to an end. Later that year, the 13th Amendment to the United States Constitution was
ratified and slavery along with involuntary servitude for any reason except as a punishment for criminal
behavior was unconstitutional and unlawful.

This is a day when history took place, but today is also a day where people will face the challenges of
normal life. Over a century and a half ago, the celebration of freedom began with difficulty and
challenges. To be clear, Juneteenth is a celebration based around a sad truth that it took an army to
bring freedom to Galveston Bay. Today, people honestly still struggle with the legacy of those events
even if it doesn’t always require an army to celebrate and enable freedom.

Here in 2022, it might be easy to look back and state that this was clearly and straightforwardly good
news. We might see the use of an army to bring such good news as a historical abnormality due to the
proximity to the Civil War, but we may think such behavior would be unnecessary today. As a people of
faith, we believe that all people are created in the Image of God. Surely the church was the first group
to celebrate this victory, right?

One of the most deceptive statements is that hindsight is 20/20. Yes, we may look back today and say
that this was clearly a victory for God’s children of every variety, but 157 years later many of us have
looked at the black and white without shades of gray for so long that we may have forgotten that there
were many difficult growing steps.

If we are honest, there are still steps that still need to be taken today. There are all sorts of places and
spaces where the legacy of our shared past is quite challenging and cruel. There are systems that are
inherently biased, challenges that are insurmountable without reform, and places where attitudes and
hearts need to be changed in light of the gospel.

2 Baptismal Covenant II, United Methodist Hymnal, pg. 40.



Of course, as Christians living in a new millennium, we are not alone in facing a difficult world that is
often both challenging and difficult to manage. Consider our letter this morning. The Apostle Paul writes
to a wealthy man named Philemon who once held another man as property. Depending on your
understanding of ancient Roman law, Philemon was likely still considered to be the property of
Philemon. In fact, many have noted that the act of harboring Philemon was an extremely criminal act in
a society that was dependent upon slavery. By even giving shelter to Onesimus, Paul was breaking
massive cultural norms and practices.

So, why help Onesimus? Why write Philemon? Why write the letter to the entire house that met in the
home that had been deprived of Onesimus’ service and servitude? Why proclaim that Onesimus has
become like a child to Paul? Why compare someone seen as property to being the very heart of the
person who had carried the good news at the cost of his health and his freedom? The simple answer
seems to be that Paul was acting out of love for both Onesimus and I would argue Philemon and the
church that had a home in Philemon’s home.

Onesimus had been treated as property and Paul claims in verse 11 that Onesimus had effectively
become useless to Philemon. Through the gospel of Jesus Christ, Onesimus is brought into a place of
life and goodness that is useful to Paul, to Philemon, and to the church as a whole. For many, the only
response to such a situation should be to absolutely do everything in his power to bring freedom to
Onesimus. Even without his conversion, many might see Onesimus as deserving of absolute freedom
immediately. Indeed, many people dislike the Book of Philemon for not taking a harder stance against
human trafficking and slavery.

Distastefully for many modern readers, Paul sends Onesimus back to the very house of the man who
held the right to claim his as property. For many, this is a travesty as this very act was seen and used
repeatedly as an argument that led to the return of many to slavery throughout history and our nation’s
history in particular. What’s more, this passage has been used to justify the return of people to abusive
homes and broken relationships. If Onesimus is bound to Philemon, then isn’t an abused spouse tied to
their abuser? It can be really difficult to read this passage and look beyond these great abuses to
realize the facts which are stated clearly.

In a world where slavery was the norm and people were seen as property, Paul loved Onesimus with
his heart despite the way that it was quite literally counter-cultural and upsetting to the world around
him. While we have already stated it several times, Paul did more than accept and care for Onesimus.
Paul accepted Onesimus as being like a son, invited other members of the church both nearby and in
Philemon’s home to see that love, and argued passionately for Philemon and others to see Onesimus
as being more than property.

There have been times in our country’s past where words like those found in Philemon would have led
to accusation, frustration, and even lynching. There have been times in our country’s past where the
affection shown by Paul to Onesimus would have been seen as not only inappropriate but as a betrayal
of those who think they should be in power over others. If we are entirely honest, there are still corners
in our land where such views are still prevalent.

Even in the midst of all those sad facts, Philemon stands as a book where Paul absolutely expresses
love and affection for someone seen as either worthless or as an animal by the world around Paul,



Phlemon, and Onesimus. In many ways, the Book of Philemon exists as a testimony that God was at
work in a very broken world among very broken people. It is not an easy text to read, but Paul does
share a deep affection for Onesimus.

We see this same extravagant grace in the love of Paul for Philemon. If Onesimus was truly the spiritual
son of Paul, I can imagine it was quite difficult for Paul to more than risk Onesimus’ well-being. By
opening up this opportunity for Philemon to come into right relationship with Onesimus, Paul does more
than risk the well-being of someone Paul loves. Paul opens up his heart to believe that Philemon could
move past the standards of broken world into a place where Onesmius is welcomed back as a brother
who is both worthy of love and worthy of a place of equality.

For me, one of the miraculous aspects in this book is how kindly Paul writes of Philemon. Paul notes
that Philemon has become known for his love and faithfulness for all of God’s people. Paul may be
writing Philemon because his reputation precedes him. Perhaps the love of all people will include his
spiritual family member Onesimus, but I have to be honest. What Paul is doing is a very very difficult
task to both justify and live out.

As a minister, I don’t have the same role as an apostle like Paul. While many of our roles within the
community relate, I am certain that our contexts and worlds are different in many ways, but surely some
things must remain the same. One thing that must remain the same is how deeply a person can come
to care for someone in their care, especially when we find them in pain or in need.

As a minister, I had to undergo a process known as Clinical Pastoral Education. While I underwent a
congregational based program, I have been really close to many people going through the process and
almost every single one of them told me that there was one type of person they especially cringed upon
facing in a hospital setting. Sunday morning, most of the ministers I know of are kind, loving, and
caring. When a parishioner seems mistreated, ignored, or harmed, hell seemingly has no wrath like a
frustrated minister looking for someone to whack with their shepherd’s crook in order to care for their
sheep. I have had moments myself where I am certain my facial expression resembled the look on a
furious cat’s face when suddenly being forced to take a cold bath. Indeed, one lesson of every Clinical
Pastoral Education experience I know of is the lesson of learning to control yourself when someone you
love and feel a spiritual obligation to care for is in pain. It takes a lot of spiritual maturity to maintain a
sense of peace when the people you feel called by God to care for are suddenly in harm’s way.

In many ways, that’s one of the shocking parts of this letter. As much as we critique Paul for not taking
a hard enough stance, at a certain level Paul is taking a different sort of stance than we might see. Paul
is offering Philemon a place where Philemon can do more than be obedient. Paul invites him to open
his heart in love to his now brother Onesimus. Paul invites him to let go of his anger, frustration, societal
expectations, and even his legal rights in order to come into right relationship with Onesimus.

Paul is letting go of a lot of control in this moment where he must assume the best of one person. We
may not think that Paul was doing the right thing or see in hindsight that this practice led to some really
difficult situations, but what Paul does can be seen through the lens of love. Trusting Philemon to share
love with Onesimus had to be a difficult matter and Paul seemingly risks a great deal to give Philemon
the opportunity to change his ways and live with love and respect alongside Onesimus.



Paul has to let go and sometimes letting go of control is one of the hardest things a person can do. Paul
lets go of his heart knowing that it may never return even as he longs for Onesimus to return and subtly
suggests that Philemon should send him back. Paul lets go of any protective spirit and what we call a
savior-complex in order to let Philemon face the truth even as there are no guarantees that Philemon
will act with kindness or love. Paul has to let go and that is an amazingly hard thing to do.

Three people: Onesimus, Philemon, and Paul were at a crossroads when this letter was written. Was it
a perfect letter that was able to please everybody? No, absolutely not. Was this letter horribly abused
many times over the centuries? Yes, it absolutely was misused and abused. Is this a letter which
occasionally brings up old wounds to the surface, especially when we consider the legacy of slavery
within our cultural context? This letter has the potential to still cause harm, is still being harmful, and
has a legacy of pain.

It is also a record of a simple truth as we have one more example of God working with imperfect people
in an imperfect world to bring about good in the face of injustice and sorrow. We may not agree with
Paul’s approach in the slightest. As a person named Rob and not as a minister fulfilling a role, I don’t
like this book as I don’t believe that anyone should be forced into a harmful relationship for the sake of
a legal code or a sense of societal propriety. I also recognize that God was at work in a broken world
and I’m grateful, because our world is still broken. I’m grateful that God is at work in a broken world
both as a person and as a minister.

162 years sounds like a long period of time, but it really is not that far in the past. Has progress been
made in some circles towards a world where slavery has been broken, restitution begun, and
relationships redeemed? Certainly, but I think we all know that there is a long way to go. In many ways,
I don’t know the exact experiences of my African American neighbors. I do know that I am not perfect
and I still have a long way to go in my own way of living into the ideals expressed both in 1862 and in
the acts of Paul that we see between the lines in Philemon.

There’s a long way to go, but I believe it begins with an honest sense of conviction to lean into the
discomfort when the Pauls of the world say things that might make me feel uncomfortable, uneasy, or
frustrated. I think there’s a long way to go as we move past hearing about one member of Roman
society writing to another member of Roman society. I think there’s something to be said for listening to
voices of people going through the very real struggles of people like Onesimus. I think there’s even
something to be said for agreeing with the simple facts of my heritage: I was born with privilege and the
ability to speak. I was also born with two ears and one mouth so that I have the opportunity and
encouragement to spend more time listening than speaking.

None of this is easy my friends, but if Paul shows us anything it is that God can work in lives like those
of Philemon, Onesimus, and Paul. God can also work in our lives as well. Let us take a moment of
silence and then enter into prayer.


