
          “Nothing is Sacred or Secular in the Kingdom of God” 
           A Sermon offered to FCUCC Gaylord by Toby Jones  8/13/17 

 (Based on Leviticus 10:8-11, 22:1-6 and Acts 10:9-16)   
 
I’ve got two piles up here that I’d like us to look at this morning. This 

pile on the left has some “holy” stuff in it. There’s a robe, a hymnal, a Bible, 
and a Christian documentary film. Also in the holy pile, I see a communion 
cup, some Ash Wednesday ashes some Christian CD’s. 

Then there’s this pile over here. It’s got my favorite pair of blue jeans, 
a cozy t-shirt, some great rock CD’s, and biographies of some of my favorite 
artists, like Bruce Springsteen. I also see one of my favorite novels in this 
pile - Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath. There are a couple powerful films: 
Places in the Heart and Gandhi. 

Two piles…The one on the left we might call “sacred,” which is a 
word meaning “dedicated to a religious purpose,” or “worthy of religious 
veneration or respect.” This pile on the right, I suppose, we might call 
“secular,” meaning “not religious or spiritual in nature,” “not concerned with 
religious or spiritual matters.” Sacred and secular…set apart and common… 
holy and earthly… special and ordinary…two piles.  
 Our passages from Leviticus this morning give us a clue as to where 
we came up with these notions of sacred and secular. The notion that some 
things are set apart and holier than others is a huge thread running 
throughout Judaism. One of the things God says over and over throughout 
the Hebrew Bible is, “You shall be holy for I am holy.” God seemed to be 
calling his people, Israel, to holiness, to be set apart, to be removed from all 
that was normal, common, and earthly. In speaking to the Levitical Priests in 
Leviticus 10, God says, “You must distinguish between the holy and the 
common, between the unclean and the clean, and you must teach the 
Israelites to do the same.” So much of Yahweh’s interaction with the 
Israelites in the early days of their covenant seemed to focus on this 
separation between sacred and secular. God was holy and He sought for 
Himself a holy people, a people who would be set apart, like these two piles. 
 Now there were good reasons for God to do that back then, thousands 
of years before Jesus, as He was trying to sell Israel – and eventually the 
entire world - on a radically new concept of One God – monotheism. To do 
that, God first needed Israel to be “set apart” from every other nation, for all 
the other nations at this moment in history, were pagan and polytheistic. So 
step one in this sales pitch process was for Israel to stand out and be 
different. But when Jesus came, thousands of years later, the days of 
separating things into two piles, sacred and secular, were declared over. In 



Jesus, God was doing a new thing, establishing a new kind of covenant, one 
that would forever do away with this distinction between sacred and secular. 
If you take a whirlwind tour through the life of Jesus, you can’t help but see 
all the ways God tried to move us beyond the sacred-secular dualism. 
 Chapter 1: The Birth of Jesus 
 If God had wanted to continue this business of separating the holy 
from the common, where do you suppose He would have had Jesus come 
into this world - in a synagogue or in the famous temple at Jerusalem? But 
instead, Jesus was born in a stable, a hay-filled, stinky manger, filled with all 
manner of animals that Jews considered unclean, unkosher, and utterly 
common. Is there a new message about sacred and secular in Jesus’ birth? 
 Chapter 2: Jesus’ Friendships  

When it came to picking his friends, Jesus was a parent’s worst 
nightmare. He was also a law-keeping Jew’s worst nightmare. Jesus chose to 
put himself in constant contact with society’s filthiest, most immoral 
characters: sinners, tax collectors, prostitutes, and adulterers. It’s no wonder 
the Pharisees were so concerned about enforcing all the ceremonial hand-
washing rituals surrounding mealtime. But when the Pharisees criticized 
Jesus’s friends, Jesus said, “Nothing outside a man can make him unclean by 
going into him. Rather it is what comes OUT of a man that makes him 
unclean.” (Mk 7:14-16) Jesus was so opposed to this false distinction 
between the sacred and the secular that he even picked disciples from the 
most secular piles he could find. Is there a message about the sacred and the 
secular in the people Jesus picked as friends and as disciples? 

Chapter 3: Jesus’ Choice of Ritualistic Materials 
Have you stopped to think about the things Jesus actually used to 

make his most important points and lasting symbols? To institute the last 
supper, Jesus took the two most common, daily, “secular” elements in the 
world – bread and wine. And he said, “Whenever you eat or drink these 
things, think of me.” He could have picked caviar, rhubarb pie, or single 
malt Scotch! When Jesus was trying to get people to understand the 
Kingdom of God that he kept talking about, what did he pick to illustrate it - 
“a tiny mustard seed… a tiny bit of yeast…a farmer’s field… Is there a 
message about the sacred and the secular when it comes to the elements 
Jesus chose for communion and to illustrate the Kingdom of God? 

Chapter 4: The Heroes in all Jesus’ Stories  
 When Jesus told parables and stories, whom did he pick to be the 
heroes and examples for the rest of us? In the Good Samaritan, the two holy 
and sacred characters walk right by the wounded man without helping him. 
It’s the despised, unclean, utterly secular Samaritan who stops and helps the 



wounded man. In the Widow’s Might, the holy and sacred, well-dressed 
religious types put sums in the offering basket that represent no sacrifice or 
genuine giving. It’s the poor widow, who only puts two tiny copper coins in 
the bucket, who is held up as an example. When Jesus stops in Jericho, he 
picks a corrupt, embezzling tax collector as his host. Is there a message 
about the sacred and secular looking at the heroes in Jesus’ stories? 
 Folks, Jesus did everything in his power to destroy the distinction 
between the sacred and the secular. If we don’t see that, we aren’t reading 
our Bibles very carefully. So the question is why did Jesus try so hard to do 
away with this long-held religious distinction and what difference should his 
efforts in this regard make in our lives? Well, for starters, once we start 
making piles like this with things like books, clothes, and activities, it’s only 
a matter of time before we start separating people into piles as well. “Let’s 
see, is this person sacred and holy enough for me to hang out with? Or is he 
too secular and therefore to be avoided?” And we know what Jesus taught 
and thought about judging others, do we not? 
 But another huge problem with separating times and places and 
activities into sacred and secular camps is that it limits God’s unlimited 
power and grace. God’s power to speak is not limited to this building or to 
this book called the Bible or to this day we call “Sunday!” God is able to 
speak through any channel and at any time – and that includes non-
Christians and un-believers! God has spoken to me again and again through 
great literature, through non-Christian films, through musicians and artists 
and people who don’t even know Jesus! The two most spiritual experiences 
of my life were seeing Les Miserables on Broadway and seeing Bruce 
Springsteen live and unplugged at the University of Akron. I’ve never been 
more certain that I was in God’s presence than in those two events. Don’t 
tell me that God only speaks through Christian channels or through what we 
church-folk consider “sacred.”  

I don’t know how many of you are familiar with Thomas Merton, the 
famous Trappist monk who lived from 1915 to 1968. Early in his life, 
Merton found the “secular world” so intolerable, that he withdrew to a holy 
and sacred monastery where he could engage in holy and sacred practices 
with holy and sacred people for decades. Then, at one point he had to travel 
to Louisville, Kentucky, and that trip to the big city changed him. Merton 
writes: 
 “I was at the corner of Fourth and Walnut, in the center of the 
shopping district, when I was suddenly overwhelmed with the realization 
that I loved all those people, that they were mine and I theirs, that we could 
not be alien to one another even though we were total strangers. It was like 



waking from a dream of separateness, from my spurious self-isolation and 
my… world of renunciation and supposed holiness.” From then on Merton 
made it his business to tell others about his insight that the dualism between 
the sacred and the (secular) was overcome, and that the “holy” was – from 
that point on – to be found in and through the (secular).” (Conjectures of a 
Guilty Bystander, 157-8)  

The great Ralph Waldo Emerson came to this very same conclusion, 
professing that, “The invariable mark of wisdom is to see the miraculous in 
the common.” My personal American hero and spiritual guru, Bruce 
Springsteen put it this way: “The good news is not just that there is a power 
which moves through human history…but that this divine power lives and 
moves through indisputably common, fallible, imperfect people like us.” 
(GATBS, p. 185) 
 My brothers and sisters, Jesus is calling us to stop looking at this 
world in a dualistic way, as if some of it is good and some of it is bad, as if 
some of it is sacred and some secular, as if some of it is God-infused and 
some God-forsaken. And it’s critically important that we heed this call, for 
as long as we followers of Christ talk and think and live as if there is an 
enduring distinction between sacred and secular, then we no longer really 
believe that God created everything and we deny Christ’s promise to be with 
us everywhere and all the time.  
 My life in Christ has grown in leaps and bounds ever since I came to 
understand that where God is present, there is no secular. And where is God 
present?…Everywhere! And when is God present?…All the time! God is 
God of both these piles. God is present and at work when I’m in my jeans as 
much as when I’m in my robe. God is present and at work, trying to speak to 
me through my Springsteen CD as much as through Handel’s Messiah. God 
is just as present and at work when I sit down at my family’s dinner table to 
eat spaghetti and drink beer as when I celebrate communion with all of you 
in this place.  

In one of the most dramatic moments in all of scripture, Peter, a 
devout Jew, had a vision of a sheet coming down from heaven containing all 
those animals that the Jewish culture and religion had declared dirty and 
never to be touched, much less eaten. The sheet opened up and a voice from 
heaven said, “Rise, Peter! Kill and eat!” But like a loyal, religious Jew, well 
aware of the distinction between sacred and secular, Peter responded, “No, 
Lord! I have never eaten anything unclean and I will not start now!” God 
responded, “Don’t you EVER call ANYthing that I made unclean!”  

And all God’s children said…Amen. 
   


