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               3)  The Political Community 

Rev. Ron Dunn         May 5, 2017 

This morning, we conclude our brief series of sermons on the “Social Principles” of the 
United Methodist Church.  We have, thus far, considered the principles that provide 
guidelines for our thinking and responding to the environment and the natural world.   Last 
week, Luke examined the principles that give shape to our response to the challenges that 
we face within the social and economic realm.  And this morning, we are going to take brief 
look at the principles that help us address our political realities. 

There are some of you who might be thinking that I drew the short straw in taking on this 
assignment of preaching about politics!  After all, we live in a time that is deeply divided 
along partisan political lines.  Everywhere you turn, it seems, there is tension and finger 
pointing.  There is anger and hostility being directed toward “the other party” or “those 
liberals” or “those conservatives.”  The divide has become so deep that it appears that we 
have lost our ability—or our willingness—to talk with those who share a different opinion. 

In his book, “Bowling Alone,” Sociologist, Robert Putnam puts forth the premise that, in 
recent decades, we have witnessed a noticeable decline in what he refers to as, “social 
capital,” that is, the ways in which people develop connections with each other.  His 
research as revealed that Americans are now venturing less and less beyond their families 
to join clubs, write letters, participate in community meetings, go to picnics, attend 
churches, and yes, join bowling leagues. 

Putnam contends that, “In effect, more than a third of America’s civic infrastructure 
simply evaporated between the mid-1970’s and the mid-1990’s.”  We have become 
more isolated and insulated from one another and, as best I can tell, this problem appears 
only to be getting greater. 

Robert Putnam, however, recognizes that religious communities have the potential to be a 
part of the solution.  So it is that he challenges faith communities to use their resources to 
reconnect people with one another and with their communities. 

The real question, of course, is whether or not we will choose to understand ourselves and 
our role in our community in this light.  Can we help to restore our lost social capital by 
bringing people together in conversation and relationship?   Is it possible that we can have 
difficult conversations with one another about the important issues that divide and 
challenge us?  Is it possible to be both political and religious at the same time? 
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Thomas Jefferson will be remembered for his advocacy of the separation of Church and 
State.  But it is important to understand that Jefferson was not suggesting that political 
discussions do not have a place within religious communities.  He was, on the one hand, 
advocating the right of religious communities to define and express their convictions 
without interference by the state.  He was also warning against the dangers of the Church 
dictating the policies of the State. 

Our Social Principles provide this perspective:  “The strength of a political system 
depends upon the full and willing participation of its citizens.  The church should 
continually exert a strong ethical influence upon the state, supporting policies and 
programs deemed to be just and opposing policies and programs that are unjust.” 

Now, that is a pretty clear statement, one that suggests that it is the role of the church to be 
engaged in conversation and action that supports policies that are just and opposes policies 
that are not.  The inspiration for this guideline comes, at least in part, from the witness of 
scripture as it describes the ministry of Jesus.  Jesus was, without question, political in his 
thought and in his action.  His willingness to challenge the existing governments of both the 
religious leaders and the Roman rulers is on full display throughout the gospel accounts.  
He did not flinch from the prospect of defying the strict laws governing the clean and the 
unclean.  He shared meals with tax collectors, prostitutes and other notorious sinners.  And, 
as you may remember, he practiced a form of civil disobedience in the Temple by 
overturning the tables of the money changers. 

Nor did Jesus back down from challenging the authority of Rome and the deity of Caesar.  
His crucifixion outside the gates of the city was a form of death reserved only for those who 
were guilty of insurrection against Rome. 

While the guidelines of our Social Principles are shaped, in no small part, by the witness 
and teaching of Jesus, it is apparent that his witness and teaching will, nevertheless, be 
interpreted differently by different people.  Jesus, of course, did not specifically address 
issues such as homosexuality, abortion or public health care and we are often left to fill in 
the blanks of just “what would Jesus do?” in these contemporary circumstances. 

The truth is that those blanks are filled in differently by different people—people who take 
their faith and their responsibility seriously.  What do we do when we find ourselves in 
deep disagreement?  What recourse do we have?  What steps should we take? 

 

Some would suggest that the best solution is to simply not talk about these divisive issues.  
They would try to convince us that religion and politics don’t mix and that we make those 
discussions “off limits” in our Sunday morning conversations.  That way, the thinking goes, we 
won’t have to contend with difficult issues or with the heat or the hurt that comes with them.     
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The problem, with this approach, is that it will only give credence to the charge that the 
Church is irrelevant, that it has already lost its voice and its place at the table.  And quite 
frankly, it would be hard to argue otherwise.    

This cartoon says it all:  “The elephant on the couch is saying to the psychiatrist, “I’m right 
there in the room and no one acknowledges me.”  We simply cannot afford to ignore the 
fact that there is an elephant in the room and I believe that, for the sake of a healthy church, 
a vital and relevant church, we must learn to talk about it.  The question is, “Can we really 
do that?” 

I believe that we can—if we are willing to rethink our approach and our goal in these 
conversations.  So often, in American culture, our political discussions tend to careen out of 
control when we act upon the approach and goal of trying to convince the other that you 
are right and that they are wrong, that you have the proper and balanced perspective, while 
they are lacking in that regard. 

If you are inclined to take this approach, let me ask you a candid question:  Has it ever 
worked?  Have you ever managed to convince someone that in no uncertain terms, they 
have it all wrong and that you have it all right?  Chances are that the answer is, “no.”  The 
truth of the matter is that it doesn’t usually work that way.  More often than not, such an 
approach leads only to greater division and animosity. 

What would happen if we would change our approach and our goal?  What would happen if 
we put aside our need to convince the other that they are wrong?  What would happen if 
we chose, instead, to simply listen—truly listen—to them and demonstrate our willingness 
to really understand the issue from their perspective?   

Dean Jackson reminds us that listening is an art that requires attention over talent, spirit 
over ego, others over self.” 

When we choose to really listen to others, there is the opportunity for understanding to 
take place and trust to take hold.  The problem with so many of our current conversations 
is that there is no real trust to build upon.   When trust is formed, barriers begin to 
disintegrate and respect begins to grow. 

Now this does not mean that, all of a sudden, we all agree on everything and join hands to 
sing, “Kum Ba Yah.”  But it does mean that we begin forge a community that has the 
capacity and the resiliency to talk about difficult issues as we find ways to increase respect, 
understanding and even love. 

 

I don’t know about you, but I want to be a part of a community like that.   

• I want to be a part of church that is intentional about its choice to include 
people from various political perspectives.  
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• I want to be a part of a church that is unafraid to have difficult conversations 
and is willing to work at finding new ways to really to and understand those who 
view the issues before through a lens different than our own.   
 

• I want to be a part of a church where we use the resources of our faith—our 
scripture, our tradition, our reason and our experience—not to mention our Social 
Principles—to help interpret and discern our own response to the many and varied 
challenges before us.  

This is not an easy time in which to live, but among the many gifts that God has given us, we 
have been given the gift of community that can sharpen our awareness, deepen our 
understanding of one another and empower us to live in this world as faithful followers of 
Jesus Christ.  That is my hope and my prayer for you and me and the community of faith 
that we share.  Amen. 


