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“Questions of Belonging: What Unites Us?”
Philippians 2:1-8 September 29, 2019

When was the last time you heard the word 
“like-minded?” What was the context? What was 
the tone with which it was used? Several years ago, 
journalist Bill Bishop and sociologist Robert Cushing 
published a book on the subject: The Big Sort: Why 
the Clustering of Like-Minded America is Tearing 
Us Apart. Their conclusion is both fascinating and 
deeply troubling. They suggest that our inclination 
to sort ourselves into tribes of like-mindedness has 
contributed to the incivility and even hostility that 
characterize our time. In their words, “The lesson for 
politics and culture is pretty clear. It doesn’t matter 
if you’re a frat boy, a French high school student, a 
petty criminal, or a federal appeals court judge. Mixed 
company moderates; like-minded company polarizes. 
Heterogeneous communities restrain group excesses; 
homogeneous communities march toward extremes.”

As you’ve likely heard, our focus this program year 
at Second is on the topic of belonging. This month, 
we’ve already explored our individual and communal 
identity and described the core purpose of our faith. 
This morning, I want to take a little time to consider 
the source and function of our unity. What is it that 
unites us, and how does our unity transcend the 
clustered tribes that tend to polarize and divide us? 
This morning, we read words from Paul’s letter to 
the Philippians, words that emphasize the value of 
embodied unity to this early Christian community. In 
fact, Paul says that the way for the Philippian Christians 
to make the Apostle’s joy complete is to, “be of the 
same mind, having the same love, being in full accord 
and of one mind.” It sounds like Paul is instructing the 
church to be like-minded. 

Many Christian movements throughout the 
centuries, and many churches today, have taken 
this approach. They have implicitly urged, or even 

explicitly required participants to be of the same mind 
when it comes to particulars of theology and ideology. 
Often these particulars center on doctrinal statements 
of belief. Just this week someone directed me to a 
church website that lists sixteen core doctrines that 
must be professed by all members. Some seemed to me 
very basic and central, but as I got farther down the 
list I found statements over which faithful Christian 
believers might offer differing perspectives. But not 
in that church. If the list includes it, you must believe 
it. That’s one way to achieve like-mindedness. A more 
common approach in our time is to convey intolerance 
of diversity in more subtle insinuation. Many of us 
have experienced this sense of exclusion that goes 
unacknowledged but intensely felt. It comes in words 
and in actions that say… “you don’t belong here.” 

This vision of church as a tribe of like-minded 
individuals defined by a static set of convictions and a 
uniformity of perspective is common, both within and 
beyond the Christian community. This concerns me. 
It concerns me because it assumes Christian faith is a 
destination, and I believe it is a journey. In other words, 
I do not think we believe our way into commitment, 
at least not most of the time. My own experience has 
been that most of us find our way to faith when we are 
offered a place to belong. By making rigid sameness the 
entrance exam to the community of faith, we exclude 
and shut out those whom God calls us to welcome, 
those who might need church the most. People like 
you and me who do not always know exactly what we 
believe, whose faith is not always rock solid.

The perception that the church is a club for like-
minded people who already have it all figured out 
creates a barrier to meaningful community and radical 
hospitality. You might be surprised by how widespread 
that assumption is in the culture outside of the church. 
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I can’t come to church until I know exactly what I believe. 
If we are to be a genuine community of welcome for 
all people, we must be honest about our own struggles 
with faithfulness and invite others to do the same.

This brings me to the limitations of being human. 
Throughout Christian history, there have been efforts 
to encapsulate all of divine truth into a closed set of 
beliefs, to hit the pause button and essentially declare 
that God is finished speaking. By contrast, in his letter 
to the Corinthians, Paul writes that we human beings, 
“see through a glass darkly” or as Eugene Peterson 
interprets it in the Message, “We’re squinting in a fog, 
peering through a mist.” If doctrinal like-mindedness is 
the standard of our unity, we have equated our human 
vision with the vision of God. And, as a Presbyterian 
whose tradition has always been skeptical of human 
attempts to grasp the immensity of the divine, this 
makes me very uncomfortable. I believe we are called 
to humility.

I’m not sure about you, but it is helpful for me 
to be regularly reminded of my limitations, to be 
reassured that I do not have, and was never expected 
to have, all the answers to life’s biggest questions. For 
me, traveling to the Rocky Mountains is one way to 
regain this kind of perspective on the world. I recently 
heard a wonderful story about President Theodore 
Roosevelt, a well-known lover of nature who protected 
230 million acres of land during his presidency. Teddy 
loved to spend his summers out west and the story is 
that one night, after hours of conversation, he took a 
walk with his friend, William Beebe. They stopped and 
looked up at the vastness of the universe, the Milky 
Way, the big and little dippers, and the endless black 
sky dotted with bright stars. They stood in silence for 
several minutes until finally Roosevelt broke the silence 
and said, “Now, I think we are small enough, Let’s call 
it a night.” 

We could use that kind of humility when it comes 
to our perceptions of the divine. Ken Kovacs is a 
friend and Presbyterian minister in Maryland whose 
writing I admire. Not long ago, he preached on the 
danger of overestimating our ability to understand 

God. Among many brilliant points, Ken observes that 
nailing down and absolutizing the experience of God is 
a form of blasphemy because God is always beyond our 
knowing. He writes, “A mystery cannot be solved and 
always remains a mystery.  We should not try to solve 
a mystery; instead, we kneel before it and bow and 
allow the truth of the encounter to shape us. Humility 
of knowledge is essential whenever we attempt to make 
truth claims. Thinking we comprehend the truth is a 
fantasy. I’m not saying the truth doesn’t exist or that 
it’s completely inaccessible; it just means we need to 
remember that our “hold” on it is always elusive.”

An emphasis on sameness in the church shuts out 
seekers and privileges our limited perspective. But 
perhaps most importantly, that this is not the vision of 
the faith community that we find in scripture. Think 
again about Paul’s instructions to the Philippians. 
He urges them to practice unity in some very specific 
ways. Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit. In 
humility regard others as better than yourselves. And, 
most to the point, let the same mind be in you that was 
in Christ Jesus.

Here Paul does not refer to the mind of Jesus in the 
way we might expect. His intent is not to hypothesize 
on what Jesus thought the way some pastors and 
politicians today presume to tell us how Jesus felt 
about contemporary topics—what would Jesus drive, 
who would Jesus vote for? Instead, Paul grounds his 
statement in a description of what Jesus did: he emptied 
himself, became a servant, and humbled himself even 
to the point of death on a cross.

It is the life and death of Jesus Christ, not human 
perspective, which produces the foundation for unity in 
the church. Our lives, and our communal life, ought to be 
conformed to his life, which was all about inviting others 
to experience the grace of God, all about welcoming 
those whom others rejected or despised, all about 
feeding the hungry and caring for the broken-hearted, 
all about extending the kingdom of God through words 
and deeds of kindness, compassion, and love. Let the 
same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus.

I have no interest in a definition of community 
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that excludes those unlike me, and I don’t think that 
the life of Jesus models this definition. The community 
that moves, animates, inspires, and enlivens me is one 
that values being together more than being rigidly 
homogeneous, one in which difference is not a cause 
for division. I need that kind of community on my 
journey of faith, and maybe you are here because you 
do too. So much in our culture emphasizes the value 
of like-mindedness above all else. We are encouraged 
to cluster in comfortable enclaves of sameness, and to 
avoid the discomfort of difference, or to devolve into 
destructive debate rather than collaboration.

But this is not the call of the church, and it is 
especially not the call of this church. To belong to 
this particular part of the Body of Christ is to choose 
unity over uniformity. My experience with you all is 
that you can disagree about almost anything, from 
fiscal policy to college football to favorite hymns…
and do it well. I think you are here because you want 
to be stretched by God—to grow toward deeper 
understanding and greater compassion. Our time 
longs for faith communities that teach us how to listen 
to each other with openness to transformation, our 
culture cries out for places of genuine welcome where 
sameness is not confused with oneness. The discord we 
experience in our time is begging us to be the church 
that Paul describes. I think of our extraordinary choir 
and the gifts they offer us each week. You see, singing 
in harmony requires different voices joining together. 
If the church is to offer harmony to the world, we must 
do the same. 

Through the church, we are invited to belong to 
something bigger and more significant than our limited 
perspective. We are invited to be in community with 
people whose perspectives challenge and deepen our 
own. We are invited to participate by giving ourselves 
fully, by offering our gifts humbly, by being “all in” 
to God’s vision for our lives. If we can accept this 
invitation, we will find through the church community 
deeper meaning and more profound fulfillment than is 
offered by clusters of sameness.

Cherrie Henry was the Presbyterian campus 

minister at Duke when I was a student there. Cherrie 
had a wonderful description of our group, one that 
seems apt for any church: We are a group that survives 
on low standards, and a whole lot of grace.” Each week, 
we ended our time together with the words of the 
servant song: “Will you let me be your servant, let me 
be as Christ to you. Pray that I may have the grace to 
let you be my servant too.” This is where we find our 
unity. Not in a set of abstract beliefs but in the ministry 
of Jesus Christ who sets the standard for our own. He 
emptied himself. He served with selfless humility. He 
loved all. Let the same mind be in us. Amen.


