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“I Am Not Sure About A God Who....”
5.  Seems to Treat Some People as Second Class

Isaiah 56:1-8   Thus says the Lord: Maintain justice, and do what is right,    for
soon my salvation will come, and my deliverance be revealed.  Happy is the
one who does this, the one who holds it fast,  who keeps the sabbath, not
profaning it, and refrains from doing any evil.  Do not let the foreigner joined
to the Lord say,  'The Lord will surely separate me from his people'; and do
not let the eunuch say, 'I am just a dry tree.'  For thus says the Lord:  To the
eunuchs who keep my sabbaths, who choose the things that please me    
and hold fast my covenant, I will give, in my house and within my walls,           
a monument and a name better than sons and daughters; I will give them an
everlasting name that shall not be cut off.  And the foreigners who join
themselves to the Lord, to minister to him, Lord, and to be his servants, all
who keep the sabbath, and do not profane it, and hold fast my covenant -       
these I will bring to my holy mountain, and make them joyful in my house of
prayer; their burnt-offerings and their sacrifices will be accepted on my altar;
For my house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples.  Thus says the
Lord God, who gathers the outcasts of Israel, I will gather others to them
besides those already gathered.  

 Joel 2:32a  Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.

   John 3:17  Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the
world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.

Religion has been much in the news lately.  One of the things I have noticed is

that the focus on ISIS in the last year has actually also caused more of a focus on

Christianity.  ISIS’ despicable attacks on Muslims around the world (which should

remind us that this terrorist group is no more truly Muslim than Fred Phelps’ Westboro

Baptist Church is authentically Christian), its kidnaping of young girls into sexual

slavery, and its terrible treatment of women has caused many Christians to think about

what they believe God truly wants.

And there has been no lack of folks ready to tell us what God wants and how

God expects certain folks to be treated.  Pastors in Sacramento and Ft. Worth loudly

proclaimed that God was gladdened by the massacre of GLBTQ folks in Orlando, that

they were the “scum of the earth” and hoped that “true Christians” [sic] would seek to



kill more such folks.   A famous religious leader of a national para-church organization1

told his followers that God expects true Christian men [sic] to take their guns into

restrooms across the land to ensure that no transsexuals were there to somehow

allegedly menace their wives and daughters.   A Roman Catholic archbishop last week2

was but the latest in the sad history of folks – both Catholic and Protestant – who have

used communion as weapon when he said that divorced and now-remarried Catholics

must refrain from sexual relations if they want to receive communion.   There are more3

than a few churches in this city and elsewhere who maintain that women may not teach

males older than twelve years old or serve in any kind of leadership capacity in the

church.  In the face of yet two more police shootings of young black men, one website’s

author said “there’s always an imaginary white person to blame” and that Jim Crow

segregation laws were wise because they protected white Americans from “an alien

race entirely hostile to western civilization.”4

Are some folks second-class in the eyes of God?  You might begin to think so if

all you saw were news items like those.  The problem is that increasingly our culture’s

understanding of Christianity is formed by stories in the media about folks who are

happy to say that God indeed prefers some people over others.  It’s one of the reasons

that – as study after study reports – folks are fleeing Christianity.  They see or hear

statements like these and think “Why would I want to be a part of a church, of all

things?”  Those folks have a point.  And it’s why I crafted this summer sermon series

http://www.salon.com/2016/06/14/sacramento_pastor_orlando_mass_shooting_victims_deserve
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I will share the citation via email if anyone is interested; I do not want to give gratuitous clicks and
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pageviews to this evil website.
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with two primary audiences in mind: those among your friends and neighbors, those

who find us on our website and Facebook page, who indeed wonder about the nature

of a God who purportedly thinks such things.  But the second audience is all of us: for I

would suggest that every one of us in this room from time to time has had our own

doubts and wonderings about God, about faith, about what is truly Christian and what is

not – and we need some resources to help us think our way well through those

questions.

Let me cut, then, to the chase: You can probably infer from this morning’s

scriptures that my answer to our sermon title’s question is a resounding “No!” – God

does NOT treat or regard some folks as second class.  But simply citing scripture is not

enough.  As Shakespeare famously said, even “The devil can cite Scripture for his

purposes.”  Just knowing what is in the Bible or even being able to memorize and cite

lots of verses is not enough.  For, as we have seen in the previous sermons in this

series – which, by the way, are on our new website – there are places where the Bible

does indeed seem to contradict itself, and, more problematically, there are places in the

Bible that simply seem to be immoral on their face.  So how do we use the scripture to

indeed come to the conclusion that those condemning voices I cited earlier are in fact

wrong and that indeed there are no second-class citizens in God’s Kingdom?  

Well, let me remind you of two tools that I have talked about in earlier sermons. 

The first is this.  The Bible must be viewed not as a compilation of sentences all of

which have equal weight.  No, the Bible is best viewed as an ongoing conversation.  As

we saw earlier, following the Hebrew people’s return from Babylon Ezra and Nehemiah

indeed wanted to “purify” the nation by excluding and deporting all “foreigners.”  That’s

actually in the Bible.  But so is the Book of Ruth which is the counter-argument to that

point of view when it shows how it is precisely a “foreigner” through whom God’s grace

works.  As I have said before, the Bible is best viewed as an ongoing conversation
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whose trend is towards an ever-larger circle of grace, an ever-more universal

understanding of the love of God for each and all. 

The second tool I talked about in an earlier sermon in this series is this: we have

to have a criterion, a touchstone, a lens by which we evaluate whether any particular

statement in the Bible truly contains the Word of God, is truly a witness to the grace of

God, or not.   If not every verse in the Bible has the same weight, if the Bible is the

witness to and the record of both sides of an ongoing conversation, how do we know

which parts of the conversation truly are of God and which are not?  The way to do that,

I said, is to remain steadfast to what the Good News of the Gospel is: that God loves

each and every person unconditionally and God therefore expects justice for each and

every person.  With that as our lens, our touchstone we can say that Ezra and

Nehemiah’s demand that immigrants to the land be turned away and foreigners be

deported is not the part of the conversation that is of God.  With that as our lens, our

touchstone, we can say that some of the statements in the Bible about who is worthy

and “clean” enough  to be a part of the community says more about an ancient people’s

primitive understanding of public health than it does about God.  With that as our lens,

our touchstone we can say that Isaiah’s ringing and eloquent welcome to the foreigner

and the eunuch – as opposed to some of the lines you can find in, say, Leviticus – truly

expresses the God of the Gospel.

The Bible therefore now also invites us and challenges us to continue that

conversation and to use that lens, that touchstone to determine whether things said

about God nowadays are truly of God or not.  And so to recur to the examples that I

began with, I believe that we can say that telling divorced folks who have remarried that

they cannot fully know the joy of embodied love is not of God, for God creates no

second-class people.  To tell a woman gifted by God with passion and wisdom and

skills for leadership and teaching that she cannot exercise those gifts is not of God, for
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God creates no second-class people.  To tell folks that God wants GLBTQ and

transgendered persons to fear for their very lives when doing the most ordinary of

things is not of God, for God creates no second-class people.  

I have in fact been thinking a great deal this past week about that phrase

“second-class people.”  I have been thinking about it after reading Darryl Searuggs’

marvelous sermon from last Sunday in which he reminded us so eloquently that what

we celebrate as Independence Day might even be better called “Interdependence Day”

since our great country and any of its highest achievements could not have been

possible without people of good will and noble aspirations depending on one another.  I

have been thinking about that phrase “second-class people” as I have watched with

horror and dismay and profound sadness at the events of the last few days.  Two young

black men shot to death, one of whom was simply doing exactly what I can recall doing

on those occasions when I’ve been stopped by the police for speeding – reaching for

my wallet.  And five police officers murdered in a cowardly despicable rain of terrorizing

bullets, the videos of which reminded me more of scenes from Beirut or Bagdad or

Kabul.  I have wondered what all of these things have in common, and the answer I

have come to is this: it is the continuing legacy of racism that continues to cause some

people to be treated as second-class.  More precisely, it is the fear of “the other” that

continues to cause some people to be treated as “second-class.”  

I do not believe that when Officer Yanez shot Philando Castile as he reached for

his wallet it was because he intentionally decided that the man was “second class.” 

No, the unconscious, unintentional but oh-so-real legacy of racism was even audible in

his voice as he realized the results of his actions. His was a fatal fearfulness.   The man

who decided to terrorize what had been a peaceful protest – and after all, America itself

was born in protest – by murdering white police officers is also an unintentional by-

products of a history of racism that has yet to be dealt with or even too often
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acknowledged.  Does this mean that he or Officer Yanez were not thereby responsible

for their actions?  By no means.  Every one of us is capable of transcending the worst

that is in us, things that are in us that we didn’t put there and don’t want there – like the

fearfulness born of the racism that is part of American history.  But we are able to

transcend, we are able to overcome the fearfulness inside us so much better when we

do it together.  Darryl’s sermon said it succinctly: we need each other.  We need each

other to help make each other better people.  We need each other to help overcome

the fearfulness that corrodes us and our society.  To do so, we must foreswear the

slogans and the bumper-sticker gotcha’s that simply inflame the fearfulness.  Despite

what some pundits say, there is no “war on police,” and such language only fans the

fearfulness in the face of the actual fact that killings of police were down dramatically

last year.  And there is no intentional “war on black lives”; yes, there are some, like the

vile and hate-filled website I quoted earlier who would applaud such a war but I believe

that the very real threat to black lives – just as in earlier eras of American history there

was a very real threat to Irish lives and German lives – is borne out of that

unacknowledged, un-confronted and too often unconscious institutional racism that has

birthed a judicial and penal system that is unfair and founded in fear.  If there is to be a

war, it needs to be a war on racism.  If there is to be a war, it needs to be a war on

refusing the confront the fearfulness that causes some lives to be treated as second-

class.  If there is to be a war, it needs to be a war on acting as if all of us don’t need

each other.  If there is to be a war, it needs to be a war on the too-easy availability of

assault weapons that put our police and our citizens at risk every day.  

I am convinced, because I claim Christ as my savior, that such a battle can be

won. I am convinced that even though Paul’s words are not yet true on this earth – “that

there is neither Jew nor Greek,” and, we may add, black nor white – you and I can help

make them more true as we do all we can to make sure our words and our actions do
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not exacerbate the fearfulness that only leads to death.  Dallas mayor Mike Rawlings on

Friday night said “Use your words carefully. If it's from the pulpit, from the political

spectrum we need to use good words....”  He’s right.  And so let me close with a story

about one man whose words indeed helped cut through the fearfulness and lifted up a

another man who thought he was forever destined to be second-class.

The great Disciples preacher Fred Craddock tells this story: He and his wife

Lettie were vacationing in Gatlinburg, Tennessee, and they struck up a conversation

with an elderly man.  As they talked, the man asked Dr. Craddock what he did.  Dr.

Craddock said “I’m a minister with the Christian Church.”  The man paused and said, “I

owe a great deal to a minister of the Christian Church.”  He then told Fred his story: He

said, “I grew up in these mountains but my mother was not married and everyone knew

it.  In those days it was a shameful thing and I always felt ashamed of myself.  People

said ugly things to me and were always making guesses to my face about who my

father was.  In my early teens I began to attend a little Christian Church back in the

mountains.  But I always came late, sat in the back, and left early because I was afraid

that they would not welcome me since I was, as everyone told me – and this was the

word they used to my face -- a bastard.  But one day before I could escape early I got

stopped.  And I felt a hand on my shoulder.  It was the minister.  He turned me around

and looked long and hard at me.  And then he said, ‘Son, you’re the child of .....’ and I

just knew what was coming, and I knew I wouldn’t ever go back to that church because

that minister was about to shame me.  But he said, ‘Son you are the child of God.  I see

a striking resemblance.’  I left the building that day a different person.  In fact, that was

really the beginning of my life.”  Dr. Craddock was moved by the story and asked the

man his name.  “Ben Hooper,” the man replied.  And it was then that Dr. Craddock

realized that this was the Ben Hooper had twice been elected as the governor of
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Tennessee.5

My friends, the Bible that we cherish as the record of the conversation where the

God of grace and glory is disclosed to us also has a mission for us – a mission that is

both large and small.  It is as small as offering the power of a word of hope, a word of

grace, a word of welcome, a word of healing to someone in a world that too often

indeed categorizes and demonizes and tries to make this group or that group outcasts

and second class.  But doing so may thereby end up being as large as something that

can change a life so profoundly that someone may become another Ben Hooper.  What

it takes is our conviction that indeed God is a God of love and grace for all, a God who,

as one preacher once said, “creates no junk,” and our willingness to speak up for that

truth in the face of the meanness of too many.  As Barbara and I used to tell our

toddlers in moments of frustration – “use your words, use your words.”  For you see, I

believe that God, the one who envisions a new heaven and new earth for each and all,

the one whose Son came not to condemn but to save, the one who wants everyone to

know that they are loved, that they are valued, that they are wanted, invites you this day

and this week to be alert to how your words can make a difference, how you can show

someone in darkness how, indeed, God can light up their lives in ways that they never

knew possible.  For nobody, nobody is second class in God’s eyes.  Will you do that

with me?

Adapted from Craddock Stories, Mike Graves and Richard F. W ard, eds. (St. Louis: Chalice
5

Press, 2001), pp. 156-157.
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