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PHILIPPIANS 1:27-2:TINRSV

?’Only, live your life in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that, whether |
come and see you or am absent and hear about you, | will know that you are
standing firm in one spirit, striving side by side with one mind for the faith of the
gospel, 2®and are in no way intimidated by your opponents. For them this is
evidence of their destruction, but of your salvation. And this is God’s doing. ?°For
he has graciously granted you the privilege not only of believing in Christ, but of
suffering for him as well— *°since you are having the same struggle that you saw |
had and now hear that | still have.

2If then there is any encouragement in Christ, any consolation from love, any
sharing in the Spirit, any compassion and sympathy, ?make my joy complete: be
of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind. *Do
nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better
than yourselves. *Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the
interests of others. °Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus,

Swho, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as
something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being
born in human likeness. And being found in human form, 8he humbled himself and
became obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross. °Therefore God
also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every name, °so
that at the name of Jesus every knee should, in heaven and on earth and under
the earth, "and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory
of God the Father.

| was not much of an athlete growing up. God did not grace me with a
competitive spirit or precise hand-eye coordination. | was, however, a
singer. | sang in choirs through college and beyond. And like team sports,
singing in a choir requires teamwork, discipline, and obedience.




When learning a piece of music, singers need to be obedient to the
composer’s intent, the conductor’s direction, and their fellow singers’
voices. This obedience isn’t for obedience sake; it’s to accomplish
something greater than what can be accomplished by oneself. By
participating with others, the rich layers of harmony, theory, and dynamics
take on a life of their own. On rare occasions, when all of the voices come
together as one, the perfect unity and harmony form additional notes,
called overtones, that no one voice or section is singing. The sound comes
from the whole. It is a heavenly experience, but rare. Because like so many
other things in life, finding and staying in this kind of united harmony takes
teamwork and discipline that we don’t always have or are too focused on
ourselves to want.

That seems to be what was happening in the church in Philippi too. In spite
of or perhaps because of Paul’s pride and joy for this church, he writes to
them to address apparent discord in and around the church. We’re not
exactly sure what the conflict is, some scholars suggest that there may
have been a competing group trying to convince gentile converts that they
need to be circumcised in order to be Christians. Paul was appalled by such
claims because Christ alone made it possible for anyone to have faith and
belong to the community of believers. There may have been others who
were opponents of Paul; trying to undermine (and infiltrate) the community
with misinformation in order to sow confusion among the believers. This
almost sounds like modern day international politics.

Whatever the case, it appears that the church isn’t responding to these
opponents in a very Christian manner. The community lost its focus and got
caught up in all the drama, confronting these opponents with streaks of
arrogance and a tone of self-righteousness.

Rather than confront the claims of outsiders, Paul urged the church to
redouble their focus on the life and example of Christ. After all, this was
why they came together in the first place. Three times Paul instructed them
to be of one mind, and to stand firm in the gospel of Jesus. This wasn’t just
intended to inform the way these Christians thought, it was intended to
spur them to act in a way that reflected who they claimed Christ to be for
the world.



Paul wrote, “Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility
regard others as better than yourselves. Let each of you look not to your
own interests but to the interests of others.” It’s likely these words were as
countercultural and counter intuitive to the church in Philippi as they are for
many today. We don’t tend to give out too many awards for “Most Humble”
or “Least Likely to Put Themselves First”. But perhaps Paul is intentionally
calling the church to distinguish itself from others. The way of Jesus doesn’t
always look like the ways of the world. So when the church acts as one in
these ways, it can be jarring for some, and inspiring for others.

Paradoxically, Paul wasn’t just concerned about how Christians acted; he
also urged them to remember what they confessed about Jesus. Before
Paul could be any more explicit about what they were to do in response to
opposition, he turned pointed them to Christ. Philippians 2:6-11 are likely the
words to one of the earliest Christian hymns. The lyrics don’t necessarily roll
off the tongue in English, but they show us who Jesus was that caused God
to make him the Christ. Jesus did not grasp power or prestige for himself,
but willingly joined human limitations and human suffering. Unlike the
heroes and gods of mythology, and unlike the god who is often present in
our public speech about God today, Jesus is deeply invested in the
suffering, the darkness and sins of this world and comes to resurrect them.
Jesus doesn’t simply bless those who are already comfortable. In Jesus, we
see God who was so united to our human experience that Jesus was
obedient, even to death. This unthinkable love and selfless suffering are
keys to shaping the notes of our faith that we cannot create on our own.
Paul makes the case that what we do because of our faith and what we
claim about the God whom we put our trust in matters.

The Fruitvale neighborhood in East Oakland, CA has pervasive poverty and
violence. Most people have experienced generational poverty. Several
residents of the neighborhood have recently been released from San
Quentin prison. Often, they are at risk to reoffend because they don’t have
access to employment or education. Looking at this neighborhood from the
outside, most of us would avoid living there, if at all possible. But for Terry
and Ann Symens-Bucher, their faith in Christ’s way of humility, sacrificial
obedience, and joy have led them to develop an urban farm called Canticle
Farms. It’s named for the song written by St. Francis of Assisi. Over time,
they have purchased the better part of a block in the neighborhood. They
have invited neighbors, some of them former gang members and prisoners



to live in intentional community with them in one of the five houses on the
block. They have torn down the fences that separate the yards and grown a
communal fruit and vegetable garden that provides opportunities for
people to come together for a common purpose. They pray together on
Fridays, they celebrate Communion together on Sundays, and throughout
the week they lead workshops on non-violence, and restorative justice.
They learn to care for creation and one another. They practice the ways of
Jesus through deep commitment to each other, the land, and Christ. Their
practice together is rooted in action toward the world, and contemplation
and commitment to knowing Jesus, as Lord of all creation. What seems to
be happening in this bright spot in an otherwise dim part of Oakland, CA is
that unity and harmony with God and people are causing notes of life and
joy to be heard in the neighborhood that wouldn’t otherwise be heard.

Today, we are welcoming several new members who join us in the mission
we share here at Zumbro. What | think is powerful in our mission is that it is
also rooted in action toward the world, and a commitment to knowing and
sharing what we receive in Jesus. We build bridges of understanding and
peace, we reach out with compassion, and we share the hope of Jesus.
What | hope and pray happens in our lives together as a church is that we
not only say these things on the way out of worship, but that we are also
discovering ways that these practices are transforming us. | pray that we
are continuing to grow in seeking understanding and building peace with
those who differ from us, and that we are looking for ways that God in
Christ is building bridges for us to understand and find peace in him. When
we reach out with compassion, | pray that we respond to Christ’s call to
suffer with those who need Christ’s healing, as we remember that Christ
emptied himself for the life of the world. And before we share the hope of
Jesus, | pray that that hope lives in us first, so that when we come together
the holy notes of living in unity and harmony with Christ will produce
abundant joy. Amen.



