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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim (given to Central PC) 

13th Sunday after Pentecost; September 3rd, 2017 

Romans 12:9-21 

“What We are Worshiping We are Becoming” 

~~~~~~~~ 

Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; 

love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in 

showing honor.  Do not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve 

the Lord.  Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in 

prayer.  Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality 

to strangers.   

 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.  Beloved, never avenge 

yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is 

written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.”  No, 

“if your enemies are hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give 

them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap coals 

on their heads.”  Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil 

with good. 

~~~~~~~~ 

The Word of the Lord.   

Thanks be to God.  

~~~~~~~~ 

“A person will worship something, have no doubt about that. 

We may think our tribute is paid in secret in the dark recesses of 
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our hearts, but it will out. That which dominates our 

imaginations and our thoughts will determine our lives, and our 

character. Therefore, it behooves us to be careful what we 

worship, for what we are worshiping we are becoming.”  

(Ralph Waldo Emerson) 

~~~~~~~~ 

Something happened to me during the time I spent on the 

Administrative Commission for Central Presbyterian Church.  

Lots of things happened to me and I do not want to talk about 

most of them, but there is one thing which happened that I want 

to lift up this day. Here it is – I became more convinced than 

ever that the worship and work of the Presbyterian Church 

(USA) is an important part of ongoing work of God to bring 

love, justice, and grace to our world that groans waiting for new 

birth.  I am more PCUSA than I have ever been because I am 

more convinced than ever that the graceful, mindful, 

justice-oriented, loving worship and work of our denomination 

can embody what our world desperately needs.   

~~~~~~~~ 

At our best in the PCUSA we worship a God who is love. 

At our best in the PCUSA we worship a God who is just.   

At our best in the PCUSA we worship a God  

who is full of grace.   

And as we worship we become that which we worship –  

love, justice, grace. 

~~~~~~~~ 

An article entitled “The Alt-right has created Alt-Christianity” 

by Brian McLaren – author of many books, including the one 

that began his fame, Generous Orthodoxy – was posted on 

Time.com last Friday (8/25/17) and the article informed what I 
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said last week to Central Presbyterian Church and what I want 

to remind us about this week.   McLaren went to 

Charlottesville as a part of a clergy delegation to protest the 

“Unite the Right” rally.  McLaren says that for the first time in 

his 61 years he got to look into the faces of white supremacists – 

they looked, he said, scarily normal.  He’d seen them before 

working in big box stores, restaurants, even in churches but he 

did not recognize them in those places because they were not 

carrying Nazi and confederate flags, semi-automatic rifles and 

shields.  He posed in the article the question – What would 

possess these young, white men (and a few women) to chant 

hateful, anti-Semitic and racists slogans, to shout homophobic, 

xenophobic, and misogynistic slurs...?  Part of his answer is ... 

bad religion. 

 

Brian McLaren wrote this: White nationalism isn’t simply and 

extremist political ideology.  It is an alt-religious movement 

that provides its adherents with its own twisted version of what 

all religions supply to adherents: identity... community... 

purpose.  If faith communities don’t provide these healthy, 

life-giving needs, then death-dealing alt-religions will fill the 

gap... if good religion slumbers and stagnates, McLaren 

concluded, bad religion is the alternative (Time.com; 8/25/17).  

~~~~~~~~ 

The call of the PCUSA is to embody religion that is summed up 

in 

our 

char

ge 

and 
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  Go out into the world in peace; 

have courage; 

hold on to what is good; 

return no one evil for evil; 

strengthen the fainthearted; 

support the weak, and help the suffering; 

honor all people; 

love and serve the Lord, 

rejoicing in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

 

As we worship the God of this charge, a God who is 

all-embracing, loving, justice giving, and graceful we become 

all embracing, loving, justice giving, and graceful people.   

~~~~~~~~ 

The opposite, of course, is also true.  To worship a God that is 

harshly judgmental, narrow is election, blind to injustice, given 

to harsh punishment is to become the same.  It matters to 

Whom we pay our tributes and, praise be, I am convinced that 

the PCUSA at our best embody good religion and invite tribute 
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to a generous and loving God.  At our best we give people who 

come through our doors a strong sense of identity, community, 

and purpose as children of a loving and generous God who cares 

about the oppressed and wants the world to live in peace filled 

with justice. 

~~~~~~~~ 

It might seem too daunting a thing to preach... what good can a 

denomination of so few make in a nation of hundreds of 

millions and a world of billions.  It might be too discouraging 

to say that we can make a difference, but ... I believe it.  I 

believe that small groups of people dedicated to embodying the 

radical love and acceptance of God can be used by the God of 

Abraham and Sarah, Moses and the Hebrew slaves, Jesus and 

his followers to transform the world!  It begins with 

communities, but the transformation can have ripple effects 

from here to everywhere.  As we offer, in all humility as Paul 

instructs us, our gifts to God, we can make a difference.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Anne Lamott, in her book Stitches: A Handbook on Meaning, 

Hope and Repair, tells the following story. Anne Lamott is a 

single mom who writes wonderful essays and novels and attends 

St. Andrew Presbyterian Church in Marin City, California. She 

did not go into church quickly.  She was addicted to alcohol 

and pills and for a while she would wander over to the church 

after walking through a flea market and listen in the back to the 

music.  One day she went into church and she was baptized and 

she began writing about her life and her faith.  Anne Lamott 

writes in a salty way...  but her words and her story and stories 

have been used by God to transform many minds and hearts.  

Her story is a larger version of the following story....  
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 My pastor, Veronica, one Sunday told the story of a 

sparrow lying in the street with its legs straight up in the air, 

sweating a little under its feathery arms.   

 A warhorse walks up the bird and asks, “What on earth are 

you doing?”   

 The sparrow replies, “I heard the sky was falling, and I 

wanted to help.”   

 The horse laughs a big, loud, sneering horse laugh, and 

says, “Do you really think you’re going to hold back the sky, 

with those scrawny little legs?”  

 And the sparrow says, “One does what one can.” 
  (From  Stitches: A Handbook on Meaning, Hope and Repair, p.14). 

~~~~~~~ 

We do what we can and trust that God can use good religion to 

transform not only our minds and hearts but the minds and 

hearts of communities and nations.  We do what we can and 

place our works of love into the hands of God who can multiply 

our gifts such that our small offerings infuse the world with 

love, justice, and grace.   

~~~~~~~~ 

What we are worshiping, we are becoming.   

Let us continue in our lives to worship  

the God of love, justice, grace, and peace  

embodied in Jesus of Nazareth, the Christ.   

Let us continue to offer our gifts and trust  

that God can use those gifts  

to transform lives, communities and nations. 

Let us continue to keep the faith, in good times and bad,  

and trust that love, justice, grace, and peace will out!  

Thanks be to God!  Amen. 


