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I know this is not shocking news. I wish that it were. But good Christians do not agree on everything, even on some of the major spiritual issues. The form and function of baptism still separates Christians. Who should partake of the Eucharist is still a dividing point in this religion called Christianity. Our Christian history is riddled with major debates on truth and an understanding of God.

John Wesley and George Whitefield were collaborators in the beginning of the Methodist movement, but their disagreement on what they saw as key theological issues caused them to go their separate ways. For you see, John Wesley had an Arminian understanding of humanity’s free will (named after Jacobus Arminius) and Whitefield remained a staunch Calvinist who had an understanding of limited atonement. A fascinating debate that we will not get into here.

As you look at the history of Christianity you will run into an 11th and 12th century debate between Anselm and Abelard that laid out two different views of atonement. I believe history proclaims Anselm the victor, although my sympathies rest with Abelard.

Debates like this can be found in almost every century since the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. In fact what we know as orthodoxy derived from the secular emperor Constantine. He understood that this growing faith called Christianity could be the glue to hold his 5th century empire together, if he could get the bishops from the far east and west, north and south of his empire to agree on the basics tenets of Christianity. So he handpicked bishops from around his empire to meet and come up with a “right belief system.” The majority ruled. The rest were cast out as heretics. And the Nicene Creed stands as that effort to unify our Christian beliefs.
But the debates started early on in our Christian heritage. In fact our Scripture lesson for today records the first “Christian controversy” that results in a split. In fact it is couched in the first major debate of the Christian Church – should gentiles be admitted, or must they become Jewish first? The debate ended with the Jerusalem Council, headed by Peter, concurring that one does not need to become Jewish before one becomes Christian.

The split came when Paul and Barnabas had been sent back to Antioch to tell the Gentiles the good news of the Jerusalem Council. Our Scripture picks up after they delivered the message, when Paul says to Barnabas let’s return to the cities where we have preached to see how the “brethren” are doing – that is, let’s check in on these new Christian communities. Barnabas wanted to take John Mark with them, but Paul did not. I am not sure quite what the issue was, but John Mark had traveled with them before, and left them to return to Jerusalem. Whatever the issue was, Paul did not like it, and he did not want John Mark to come with them.

All we are told is that a sharp contention arose between them and so they separated. Barnabas took John Mark with him and sailed off to Cyprus. Paul took Silas and departed to Syria and Cilicia. Hence, the first recorded church split (if you will allow me to overstate it a bit).
So, debates, contentions, strong differences of opinion, and splits are nothing new to the church. The real issue isn’t that Christians disagree, it’s that often Christians are disagreeable. We can disagree and stand strongly together in our faith. But if we choose to be disagreeable, we weaken the witness of God’s Kingdom to which we have been called.

That was the point of the title of a little book that was written over thirty years ago. At that time, the editor of the Michigan Christian Advocate, who was one day to become my father-in-law, Keith Pohl, wrote a book titled “Divided We Stand: Protestant perspectives on Social Ethics and Conflicts.”

Keith was a master at, and almost driven to try to understand all sides of controversial issues. In fact if you are a long time United Methodist in our conference and remember receiving and reading the Michigan Christian Advocate, you might remember that Keith was not a non-controversial person. Strong in ethics and fairness, he grappled the big issues of the day trying always to represent both sides fairly, but also landing where he thought Scripture and the grace of God was leading. 
“Divided We Stand” was an attempt to address the major issues that separate good Christians from one another, acknowledging that we have disagreements. But even in our disagreements we should find a way to hold up one another. Not by minimizing or whitewashing our difference, but by doing the hard work of trying to understand from where the other is coming, to try to fully understand the arguments that might lead others to disagree with our own position. 

Now it is true that we choose our friends. We decide who we like to hang out with, and we generally choose like minded persons. I believe the different denominations within Christianity are a natural outcome of our humanness. Even though we basically can agree on the central truth of our faith, the nuances with which we approach that truth often causes us to gather in separate, like-minded groups. 

We are United Methodist, and I am sure you chose to be United Methodist because of your strong agreement with faith emphases of John Wesley – upholding the twin pillars of personal piety and social holiness, and the strong emphasis on grace and its manifestations of prevenient, justifying, and sanctifying grace; and the strong Arminian understanding of humanity’s free will as opposed to the Reform theology of determinism. That is why you chose to be United Methodist. Either that or you were dating someone really cute and they were United Methodist, and you thought that might be your best chance.
So I guess there are a lot of reasons we choose a particular church. But we wouldn’t stick around if it didn’t provide an opportunity to grow in our faith in a way that made sense to us. Yet, even within a particular congregation, good, faithful people disagree on theology, emphasis, and priorities of faith.

Not too long ago I was passionately confronted by a parishioner who took exception to a theological position I took. I didn’t even think it was particularly controversial, but it was clear that they had a hard time understanding how I could be Christian and hold this particular position. Now I know this person to be a strong, committed person of faith, but there we stood, clearly at odds and no good way of reconciling our positions.

Even your clergy don’t agree on every aspect of faith. We have all been to United Methodist Seminary’s. Two of us even went to the same seminary. We all read the same Bible. Most of the time we even read the same version of the Bible, but for whatever reason our individual faith journeys move us to see things in a way that might cause us to stress and emphasize different aspects of our faith which moves us in different directions.

I am not telling you anything you don’t already know or haven’t experienced for yourself. But here is the issue. We seem to live in a society that is becoming more polarized. The conversations, anyway, seem to lodge on the ends of the spectrum, so things are either right or wrong, black or white, true or false, and not a lot in between. If you don’t love me and my opinions, then you are my enemy. And while there is nothing wrong with being fairly clear and definite about something, my experience is that absolute truth rarely resides in any one, strongly held opinion. 

But it isn’t how right we may feel we are, or how wrong we think the other is that’s the problem. The issue is how we choose to relate to one another in our differences. Too often instead of the church setting the model for how we can live in loving community while disagreeing, we have taken our cues from TV and radio where we have people like Rush Limbaugh, Keith Olbermann, Sean Hannity, Rachel Maddow, and Glenn Beck setting the example of how we should relate to those with whom we disagree – i.e. ridicule, demean, and dehumanize the other, and often it is done in the name of Christianity.

That is not what Christ has called us to. And quite honestly I think it is tearing apart the very fabric of the Kingdom of God on earth. It is time for the church to stand up and take a different path and demand of our elected officials and others to do the same. We may disagree, but I do not believe God has called us to be disagreeable. Everyone is a child of God and our role is to make sure that even in our differences we have each other’s back when it comes to dignity and respect.
Jesus has not called us to a set of propositions. Jesus has called us to relationship and to evidence the divine relationship in our relationship with each other.

So here is what we are going to do. For the next few weeks we are going to look at some of issues with which there is much disagreement in the Christian church. There are many. My parents dealt with controversies like was it OK to dance or play cards; whether it was proper for women to wear pants, and can divorced people play a leadership role in the church. Some of the controversies of the past seem a bit ridiculous to us now, but not all.

There are still controversies around the morality of drinking alcohol or smoking. And while most of us here, I believe, would agree that there are appropriate behaviors around these issues for health reasons, we tend not to use the language of sin any more.

There are others though that can still bring us to heated debates: homosexuality, abortion, population control, militarism, socialism and capitalism, use or abuse of earth’s resources, capital punishment, what to do with homelessness, separation of church and state.

The next four Sundays we will look at some of these issues. Quite honestly I have not settled on which ones exactly, so if you have a suggestion, I am willing to consider it.

My goal is not to upset anyone, or try to convince anyone that I have some great wisdom to solve these issues for you. I think you will soon find I do not. I do want it to be a time for us to exercise our Christianity in the midst of controversy. To practice disagreeing without being disagreeable.
Here are three things, warning signs if you please, that I have found to be helpful to help me understand when I have crossed the line from disagreeing to being disagreeable.

1. When the issue becomes a controlling passion of your life, and that’s all you can think about, it’s all you can talk about during the day. You’ve gone too far when whatever the issue is becomes the controlling passion in your life. If you live to argue about your point of view and it is important that everyone sees it they way you see it, perhaps you have crossed the line from disagreeing to being disagreeable.

2. When you’ve started thinking about revenge against those who have hurt you. Perhaps you want to get even so you begin to spread rumors or tell stories or twist facts in order to make someone else look bad. At that point you’ve gone way over the line. You have become disagreeable.


3. When you begin to attack the person and not the problem. Attacking the problem means studying the issue, sorting out the good and bad points, thinking through other ways of looking at things. Attacking the person means losing your temper, questioning motives, and using intimidation to get your own way. When it gets personal, you’ve gone too far.

So I hope that you will journey with me these next few weeks. I will not promise that it will be easy for you. I know it will not be easy for me. But together let’s plumb the depths of some issues that life presents to us and see if we can approach them with Christ-like love in our hearts and be in relationship even when we might have strong differences of opinions. And pray that the grace of Christ might be in our midst as we do so.

Amen.
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