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You have the following question to answer:   

 What is the right way to New York City?  [show slide] 

I imagine that you would come up with many different answers because it 

would depend on how you consider time and cost, the purpose of going, 

the duration, who is going, among other things. 

Now some of you may have similar answers and join together as a result and 

different groups could arise as a result, each with their own answer to 

the question. 

And, unfortunately, rivalries may arise as each group thinks they have the 

right answer and so promote their group and denigrate others. 

In fact, human nature is such that the more your group and your approach is 

attacked, the more you will entrench and defend it while also counter-

attacking.  You will set up “us vs. them”. 

You all want to go to the same place; you just have different ways to do so.  

But instead of acknowledging differences and nuances, as humans we 

tend to want to put things in the camp of “the right way” or “the wrong 

way.” [change slide] 

The Apostle Paul was finding this was true with the early church.  Some early 

Christians were Jews who believed Jesus was the messiah of their 

scriptures and so believed they should continue their religious practices. 

Others were Gentiles who only knew about Jesus as the savior for those who 

believed so did not follow Jewish practices. 

And others were a mix of the two.   

Each was convinced they were right.  And by binary logic, if my way is right, 

then your way must be wrong. 
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Today’s epistle lesson says essentially, that logic is flawed.  Not that all ways 

are right or all ways are equal, but just like there is more than one right 

way to New York City, there is more than one right way to be a 

Christian—and we are not to judge others on their approach.  Because to 

do so is the height of arrogance. 

The following cartoon illustrates the point. [show slide] 

If you can’t read it, it’s a picture of what looks to be a pastor talking to a 

confirmation class and pointing at one end point of a tree diagram 

showing the branching out of all the different Christian movements and 

denominations over time. And he says, “So this is where our movement 

came along and finally got the Bible right!” to which one of the children 

says, “Jesus is so lucky to have us.” 

The irony, of course, is that so many denominations or even individual 

churches sincerely believe this. [show slide] 

In Paul’s time the practice of “clean” and “unclean” food and what day to 

worship or have festivals were major issues, not unlike baptism and 

communion were at the time of the Reformation, race was at the time of 

the American Civil War, or sexual orientation is today for many 

churches. 

To be fair the road is paved with good intentions.  Namely, that if anything 

goes, then everything goes.  But Paul isn’t saying that. 

Paul cautions that rituals, cultural ideals, rules, doctrines, and laws do not 

have the power to offer salvation; only God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit 

are sources of salvation to all believers. 

Rather, he sees the choice about practice as of a matter of conscience and an 

expression of faith.  As verses 5 and 6 say,  
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“Some judge one day to be better than another, while others judge all days to 

be alike. Let all be fully convinced in their own minds.  

Those who observe the day, observe it in honor of the Lord. Also, those who 

eat, eat in honor of the Lord, since they give thanks to God; while those 

who abstain, abstain in honor of the Lord and give thanks to God.” 

In other words, what is important is to be authentic.  That how you worship 

God is needs to be true to you and sincere, congruent, and consistent. 

And while the practices can be different, they are all done in the same spirit, 

which is love and hospitality. Paul says that if both sides are doing their 

action "for the Lord," then both positions are valid and must be 

respected. 

As verses 7 and 8 say, “We do not live to ourselves, and we do not die to 

ourselves. If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the 

Lord; so then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s.” 

I often use these words at a funeral to remind people that our lives—and our 

deaths—belong to God.  And it is God alone who can judge us. 

Paul reminds his readers that when they pass judgment on others, they 

assume a role that belongs to God.  There is only one judge—and it ain’t 

any of us. 

Instead the church should be a place of welcome, where unity is found not in 

particular practices of piety, but in the fact that we belong to the Lord 

God has welcomed us, Paul says; we, too, should welcome those whose 

piety differs from our own. 

And to do so requires a transformed mind and conscience that is always open 

to others.  A spiritually renewed mind does not put stumbling blocks in 
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another’s Christian formation and growth in God; rather, a transformed 

mind becomes a resource for discipleship, spiritual growth, and caring. 

The sin of the church is found in its failure to transform and renew the minds 

of people. Discipleship efforts without transformation of the mind lead 

to the church becoming an ideological religious enclave and not an 

open, embracing, loving community of faith. 

God does not want rigid, unquestioned, immutable dogma with the fear that 

any change will compromise and defile the faith.  God wants us trust in 

love that we might change, evolve, mature in our faith, not by focusing 

on our religious practices versus others, but as verses 17-19, which 

follows today lectionary passage, say, “17For the kingdom of God is not 

food and drink but righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. 

The one who thus serves Christ is acceptable to God and has human 

approval. Let us then pursue what makes for peace and for mutual 

upbuilding.” 

An English proverb that I’ve used before says, “Faults are thick where love is 

thin”; but God demonstrates the opposite and to a greater extent: “faults 

are thin where love is thick.” 

As the gospel lesson illustrates, since God has forgiven us beyond what is 

countable, no matter the fault of others, surely we can forgive. 

For the more you love and forgive, the fewer faults you will find.  So, to be 

closer to Go, go and love.  Because that is the right way. 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 


