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Today we begin a new theme for study as we enter the month of June. Last 
fall we considered how to be a church for the poor, over the winter we 
studied being a church for peace, and recently, a church for the planet. 
Now, for three months, we will look at being a church for all people. 
 
What does it mean to be a church for all people? 
 
First of all what is a church? One definition is “a pretty, white building on 
the corner; it has a tall steeple with a bell inside, and lovely stained-glass 
windows.” 
 
That certainly describes the building where we meet for worship; this is a 
beautiful spot conducive for contemplation and celebration, and we feel 
lucky to gather here, but that is not the meaning we’re looking for. 
 
Here’s another definition of “church:” “a non-profit organization centered 
around religious principles, whose goal is to get more bodies through the 
door and convince those bodies to believe the right things.” 
 
Well, we’ve learned that too much emphasis on belief and not enough on 
“loving action” can actually stunt spiritual growth. Brian McLaren reminds 
us that may good people struggle with being required to believe certain 
things, and that one can live the life Jesus taught and embodied without 
having to sign on to one particular catechism or another. 
 
Indeed, for centuries we Christians ourselves have stumbled over 
meanings, definitions and proper beliefs. Was Jesus the Son of God? Was 
he the Son of Man? Was he half-God and half-man? Was he fully-God and 
fully-man at the same time? Was he a human being who learned to do 
God’s will so completely that the unlimited power of God flowed through 
him? 
 
You might remember Marcion, an important figure in the early church—  
his work led to the formation of the Bible we use today; in fact, he’s credited 
with compiling the first New Testament. He believed Jesus was a divine 
spirit who only appeared to look like a human being; there was no place for 
his divergent beliefs—Marcion was excommunicated, a man without a 
church. 
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On the other end of the spectrum is someone like Thomas Jefferson, who 
kept his religious views private, but who we know from his letters 
considered himself a Christian. Living at the dawning of the “Age of 
Reason,” he was skeptical of the “hocus-pocus” parts of the Bible, like the 
virgin birth, miracles and people coming back from the dead, yet believed 
Jesus to be the greatest moral teacher to have walked the earth. He had 
trouble fitting in to the churches of his day for beliefs quite different form 
Marcion. 
 
It’s likely that Jefferson and Marcion would each find someplace to fit in 
today, because our over-emphasis on belief has led to a fractured church. 
If Marcion wasn’t welcome in the Roman Catholic church, maybe he’d find 
a place in the Eastern Orthodox Church, or as a Restorationist, or as a 
non-Trinitarian, or a Presbyterian, a Baptist, an Anabaptist, a Lutheran, a 
Methodist, an Anglican, an Evangelical, a Quaker, a Mormon, a Seventh-
Day Adventist. Perhaps Jefferson would be at home in one of the 35 
different denominations represented by The National Council of Churches. 
Perhaps in one of the 60 denominations represented by the National 
Association of Evangelicals for United Action. By the time I finish this 
sermon, probably two or three more denominations will have sprung up, 
each with slightly different beliefs. 
 
We need to step away from rigid belief as a defining element of a church. 
For a more useful way to look at what a church is, let’s look at the 
statement our congregation adopted a couple of years ago; “Our mission 
is to embrace people of every age and stage of life and help them 
become the most loving version of themselves possible.” 
 
In the first letter of John in the Bible, it’s simply stated, “Let us love one 
another, because love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been 
born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, 
because God is love." 
 
We believe a church is a place to grow love, and the way to be “a church 
for all people” is to see the divine within everyone. You may have seen 
Hindus press their hands together when greeting one another, and with a 
slight bow, say,”Namaste.” That means “ I bow to the divine in you.” That is 
an attitude we can emulate, seeing all our brothers and sisters around us 
as children of God, as Jesus did. 
 

https://www.biblehub.com/greek/3588.htm
https://www.biblehub.com/greek/25.htm
https://www.biblehub.com/greek/1097.htm
https://www.biblehub.com/greek/2316.htm
https://www.biblehub.com/greek/3754.htm
https://www.biblehub.com/greek/2316.htm
https://www.biblehub.com/greek/1510.htm
https://www.biblehub.com/greek/26.htm
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The odd thing is why it should be such a struggle to be “a church for all 
people,” when over and over Jesus showed us how. Remember when the 
woman caught in adultery was about to be stoned by the crowd, and Jesus 
stopped the stone-throwers in their tracks by quietly saying, “let he who is 
without sin cast the first stone.”? “Judge not, lest ye be judged.” And the 
woman—remember, she had broken one of the Ten Commandments—was 
not condemned by Jesus. To her, he simply said, “Go, and sin no more.”  
 
Even though Jesus taught us to forgive and not to judge, these days 
Christians are more likely to be described as a judgmental people than a 
loving people. We are the ones with the stones in our hands, ready to 
throw! We condemn women who are in a family-planning crisis instead of 
offering compassion. For what it’s worth, Jesus never once took a position 
on abortion or birth control. We ostracize the gay and the transgender; 
Jesus never once called them sinners. No, the folks Jesus railed against 
were the hypocrites; those whose unbending belief systems caused them 
to lose sight of the spirit of the law. 
 
In our Bible class we’ve come to see that cherry-picking passages out of 
the scriptures can be used to try to prove anything. Keep in mind, the Bible 
has been repeatedly used to justify the institution of slavery, the oppression 
of women, and countless slaughters throughout history. 
 
We have a saying in the UCC : “We take the Bible way too seriously to take 
it literally.” After all, the Bible is not a book, it is a library, a collection of 
some 70 books, with varying viewpoints, written over thousands of years 
and across changing cultures, reflecting humanity’s constant attempt to 
define its place in the universe. It is a source of tremendous inspiration and 
insight. But an overly judgmental and literal reading of the Bible can lead to 
questions like these ten I received recently; they’re not easy to answer: 
 
1. When I burn a bull on the altar as a sacrifice, I know it creates a 

pleasing odor for the Lord - Lev.1:9. The problem is my neighbors. 
They claim the odor is not pleasing to them. Should I smite them? 
2. I would like to sell my daughter into slavery, as sanctioned in Exodus 
21:7. In this day and age, what do you think would be a fair price for 
her? 
3. I know that I am allowed no contact with a woman while she is in her 
period of menstrual uncleanliness - Lev.15: 19-24. The problem is how 
do I tell? I have tried asking, but most women take offense. 
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4. Lev. 25:44 states that I may indeed possess slaves, both male and 
female, provided they are purchased from neighboring nations. A friend 
of mine claims that this applies to Mexicans, but not Canadians. Can 
you clarify? Why can't I own Canadians? 
5. I have a neighbor who insists on working on the Sabbath. Exodus 
35:2. The passage clearly states he should be put to death. Am I 
morally obligated to kill him myself? 
6. A friend of mine feels that even though eating shellfish is an 
abomination - Lev. 11:10, it is a lesser abomination than homosexuality. 
I don't agree. Can you settle this? Are there 'degrees' of abomination? 
7. Lev. 21:20 states that I may not approach the altar of God if I have a 
defect in my sight. I have to admit that I wear reading glasses. Does my 
vision have to be 20/20, or is there some wiggle room here? 
8. Most of my male friends get their hair trimmed, including the hair 
around their temples, even though this is expressly forbidden by 
Lev.19:27. How should they die? 
9. I know from Lev. 11:6-8 that touching the skin of a dead pig makes 
me unclean, but may I still play football if I wear gloves? And finally: 
10. My uncle has a farm. He violates Lev. 19:19 by planting two 
different crops in the same field, as does his wife by wearing garments 
made of two different kinds of thread (cotton/polyester blend). He also 
tends to curse and blaspheme a lot. Is it really necessary that we go to 
all the trouble of getting the whole town together to stone them? - 
Lev.24:10-16. Couldn't we just burn them to death at a private family 
affair like we do with people who sleep with their in-laws? (Lev. 20:14)  

 

Now, Jesus could cherrypick, too, but when he did, he went to the heart of 

the matter: when asked what the Greatest Commandment was, he also 

went to the Torah, like our tongue-in-cheek letter writer, but Jesus 

highlighted totally different passages from Leviticus and Deuteronomy.  

 

(Mark 12): “And one of the scribes…asked him, “Which commandment is 

the most important of all?” Jesus answered, “The most important is, ‘Hear, 
O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. And you shall love the Lord 

your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind 

and with all your strength.’ The second is this: ‘You shall love your neighbor 

as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.” 
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That is how we will be a church for all people. Not by making people pass a 

test before they receive Communion. Not by forbidding people to love who 

they choose. Not by separating ourselves from sinners. Not by shunning 

people whose approach to the Divine may differ from ours, by practice or 

belief. 

No, the way to be a church for all people is by very simply following the 

path that Jesus set out before us: to love God, and to love each other. 

Amen. 


