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I am quite sure that it is still true that the worship hour is the most segregated 

hour (by race) in America.  I wonder if it’s only segregated by race.  It seems our 

churches are increasingly (or maybe always been true?) separated by a variety of 

factors:  income, sexual orientation, political affiliation, geography, biblical 

interpretation...and a host of other factors.  I also wonder if that is human nature 

as we tend to congregate around others who are “similar” to us.  Think about it:  

how many times do you really congregate, by choice, with those who are 

different?  I know you have to for work, where you live (perhaps) or other 

“forced” reasons.  By how often do you gather with “them” by choice? 

We all have a “them”.  You know, those people with whom we disagree and 

perhaps with whom we would not necessarily choose to associate.  We don’t 

necessarily think of them as “bad” people – but we might – we just know we 

don’t have a lot in common.  Or at least we think we don’t.  Sometimes we’re 

right, other times perhaps not.  Either way, we often make choices based on how 



we have pigeon-holed another person based on a few short interactions.  I 

guarantee to you that I am among you with this issue.  I constantly want to be 

more inclusive, more open, more welcoming, “widening the circle”, and yet I 

struggle with the execution of this ideal. 

It wasn’t much different in the days of the Apostle Paul.  They argued in those 

days about who was worthy or acceptable to be a Christian.  The argument 

centered around whether or not men had been circumcised (and therefore 

Jewish), or if they were Gentiles – which almost literally means “outsider”.  

Gentiles, as I’ve learned it, were basically everybody else who wasn’t already 

Jewish by birth, or by choice, which included ritual circumcision. I didn’t Google it, 

but I’m quite sure that the word circumcision appears many times in Paul’s 

letters.  Maybe 100?  Maybe that’s an exaggeration.  It was a big deal.  It was 

church splitting kind of argument. 

Today we just seem to have more church splitting kinds of arguments in Christian 

circles.  It would take a day to name them all, but among them are baptism (adult 

or child), statement of faith, whether you have been saved or born again, sexual 

orientation, women in ordained ministry.  A century ago, churches split over 

slavery.  There is a reason that there are over 40,000 denominations in the world, 



and that is just denominations and doesn’t include the many kinds of 

independent congregations. 

We know the problem: how to be inclusive.  We just think other people have the 

problem...or at least have it more than we do.  I’m not so sure.  I’ll leave you to 

consider that question. 

My purpose here this morning is to talk about widening the circle, which comes in 

the sermon series about belonging.  If our goal is belonging, how do we widen the 

circle?  I think the first question to wrestle with is whether or not we want to.  

Because to include others, who by definition are different from us, will take work.  

None of us have arrived at the spiritual apex of inclusion – despite what we 

believe.  We need to consider how, when, why, and to whom are we going to be 

more inclusive.  We need to take deliberate steps if we want to roll out the 

proverbial red carpet.  And they aren’t easy steps. 

At the same time, others outside the circle need to have a desire to be included.  

And not everyone does these days.  Many people have written off the church for 

a variety of personal and societal reasons.  Some also come with their own 

treasure trove of personal, psychological, emotional, and other issues.  They may 

not readily welcome our overtures, or they may be suspicious of our motives.  



They will be hesitant.  They will be reluctant.  They will be wary.  They may be 

judgmental or accusatory.  Relationship requires that we meet head on the issues 

that those outside our circle bring.  Doubt will be rampant.  And they will take a 

long time to decide they want to be a participant in this community – or any 

church community.  And so, we must also be patient. 

We say every Sunday that “no matter where you are on life’s journey” you are 

welcome here.  We must acknowledge that for some, life’s journey has included 

great pain inflicted by Christians and the church.  The fact they have even crossed 

the threshold of the front door was an act of courage that many of us “lifetime” 

church-goers can hardly imagine.  They may only give a first name, and they may 

or may not return your greetings.  It’s a dance.  Sometimes we take the lead, and 

sometimes we follow, and sometimes it’s simply not clear. 

We are challenged to do the hard work that widening the circle involves.  Both in 

dealing with our own issues, and in understanding, or at least acknowledging, the 

issues of those who grace our presence in person or online.  We will not always 

get it right.  But our clarion call is to continue to engage, to welcome, to listen, 

and to act as thoughtfully and authentically as possible. 



Many think that “enlarging the circle” is easy.  The truth is, that it has never been 

easy, and it never will.  But Paul spent time in prison, traveled hundreds of miles, 

was shipwrecked, argued with the home church – you name it – so that you and I, 

all Gentiles by birth (as far as I know) could be sitting here today.  He was never 

perfect, and he had many flaws, but it is because of his work to enlarge the circle 

that we are here.  It’s so hard for people who believe they have a birthright to be 

here to understand that it was not always that way.  Somebody opened the door.  

Somebody welcomed someone before us.  Someone widened the circle first. 

For that, let us give thanks.  And let us continue to accept the challenge.   

In the many blessed names of God.  Amen. 


