
Call to Worship (based on Romans 13)
We gather in love: for you have told us that we owe nothing to one another except to love 
each other.  
Love does no wrong to our neighbor: therefore in love we fulfill God’s law. 
Come, let us share our love with each other as we worship our God together!

Opening Prayer (adapted from prayer by Rev. Traci Blackmon)
Loving God, open our hearts and our minds to what you have to say to us today.  Above all, 
we ask that you help us to remember that our faith calls us to unity, not uniformity.  Guide us 
to act in love as we seek to be both prayerful and powerful, communal and courageous.  In 
your name we pray, Amen.

Call for Offering

Hymn Be Thou My Vision
Be Thou my vision O Lord of my heart
Nought be all else to me, save Thou art
Thou my best thought, by day or by night
Waking or sleeping, Thy presence my light.

Be Thou my wisdom, Thou my true word
I ever with Thee, Thou with me, Lord
Thou my great Father and I Thy true son;
Thou in me dwelling, and I with Thee one.

Riches I heed not, nor vain empty praise
Thou mine inheritance now and always
Thou and Thou only, first in my heart
High King of heaven, my treasure Thou art.

High king of heaven, my victory won
May I reach heaven’s doors o bright heavens son
God of my own heart whatever befall
Still be my vision o ruler of all. 

Scripture Matthew 18: 15-20

Sermon “Unity, Not Uniformity”

Pastoral Prayer and Lord’s Prayer

Benediction and Blessing
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I have the honor to serve on the UCC national setting’s board of directors and I was recently at 
a meeting where the Minister for Justice and Witness Ministries, Traci Blackman, said the 
opening prayer. She is kind of a rockstar in UCC circles, so if you don’t know about her you 
should take some time to look her up. 

During this prayer she caught my attention when talking about how we would relate to each 
other during the meeting.  I don’t remember every word of it, but they are the words I tried to 
recreate in this morning’s opening prayer… Help us to remember that our faith calls for unity, 
not uniformity.  And that in all that we do we seek to be both prayerful and powerful, both 
communal and courageous.

These dichotomies really stuck with me throughout the meeting and as I returned to my own 
church community that I was serving at the time.  These pairings highlight so much of what 
creates conflict in churches.  Some members want to be focused on prayer and personal faith, 
and find discomfort in what is perceived as political, which is often how powerful and 
prophetic preaching comes across.  Yet others see the point of church to be prophetic, speaking 
boldly to the injustices of the world rather than quietly praying to ourselves.   

So too some church members want the focus to be on supporting the community that gathers 
within the walls of the church while others would rather look outward.  

But in reality, churches are healthiest when they do find the balance between prayer and 
prophesy, community and courage.  And that is where Traci’s first petition comes into play: 
that we may remember that our faith calls us to unity, but not uniformity.  

The Bible is ripe with moments of God calling the people into Unity.  Many of those texts are 
repeated often, and come to the mind easily.  

Psalm 133 begins “how good and pleasant it is when siblings live together in unity.  

Jesus prays in the 17th chapter of the Gospel of John that the followers believe so that “they 
may be one.”  Indicating that the goal of belief is unity among the people.  

And the letter to the Galatians is famous for its call to unity when it says in the third chapter 
that there is no longer Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, man nor woman, but they are all ONE in 
Christ Jesus. 



These are just a few.  God often gave the people of our Hebrew scriptures a spirit of unity, 
Jesus frequently called the people to unity, and our letters urged the early church to maintain 
unity despite differences.  

But that caveat of despite differences is important because for all of this urgency for unity, the 
Bible is also clear that the message is not for uniformity.  When the people are called together, 
they are not called to leave behind the things that make them different.  

They are not called to all be the same.  Quite the opposite! 

Think of the celebration on Pentecost.  This is considered the ultimate moment of unity for the 
church.  The moment the church became one church. And yet, that moment is not when 
everyone became the same.  It is when the diversity of language and culture was highlighted 
all the more.  When the variety of God’s people was sanctified when the message of the Gospel 
burst forth in the varied languages of the people.  

And those letters that constantly call the people to unity also talk incessantly about the variety 
of people who will be part of the assembly.  Both Romans and Corinthians use the same image 
of the church as a body with many parts.  Everyone should not be an eye because if everyone 
were an eye then the body could not speak.  And if every part of the body were an ear, how 
would the body see and how could the body walk without any eyes and without any feet.  

Certainly our scriptures call for Unity, but by no means do our scriptures call for Uniformity.  

But the fact that our holy text talks about these two so often, unity and diversity, emphasizes 
just how hard that balance is.  

It is not easy to be with people who are different.  We may say we like diversity, almost every 
organization says they want to be more diverse, but when it comes to actually accommodating 
that diversity, things break down.  

Diversity inevitably means misunderstandings.  Diversity means disagreements.  Diversity 
means discomfort.  
———

While I have not had the opportunity to worship with you all in person there in Winona, I 
suspect that you have some idea what I’m talking about as your mission statement itself says 
that you agree to differ.  

As it is with many churches, you might look around at your community and feel like we’re not 
as “diverse” as we’d like to be in certain areas.  Human nature and our participation in a 



history and culture of division has led to communities, and especially churches, to be quite 
segregated. Yet I am sure there are ways that you all differ from each other.  

I also understand that you will be taking on the white privilege curriculum this fall as a 
community.  As you delve into that necessary and difficult work, you will likely run into 
disagreements.  Some of those disagreements will likely be within yourselves as you wrestle 
with the deeply ingrained biases and assumptions that we all have been trained to hold.  

Other disagreements will inevitably pop up between community members as well.  Someone 
may say something that offends, some members may want to move and change at different 
paces and to different extremes.  You may be inspired by the curriculum in different ways.  

In moments like these, when you realize that your beloved community is not as uniform as 
you may have thought, that the gospel text today can help you to find unity nonetheless.  

This is one of those texts in the Bible that can surprise you with how practical the advice is.  
When there is a conflict, it really is better to have a private conversation first.  Often when 
people are confronted publicly, it can lead to defensiveness, which cuts off unifying 
conversation.  Instead, Jesus invites us to meet privately with the person.  

Then if that doesn’t work, bring in a few others as witnesses. I love this second part, because it 
really appeals to the need for evidence to back your claim.  Be smart about the conversation.  
Fact check yourself and others.  Don’t go for material that just confirms your point, but dig 
into the idea that perhaps you are the one that is wrong.  Think it through, check the evidence, 
and bring that evidence to the conversation. 

Then finally, if the conflict still isn’t resolved, bring it to the community.  See how others 
perceive the issue, talk it through with each other.  Grow in your understanding as the whole 
community comes around you to lift you up and move your forward.  

People often will bring up the last line of this text as a kind of comfort when an event isn’t well 
attended.  I am guilty myself of being at a poorly attended Bible Study, or fellowship event, 
and saying “well Jesus says where two or three are gathered, Jesus is there among them!”  

But in reality, in the context of the verses that come before, it becomes clear that this verse in 
Matthew is about accountability that we have because we choose to be united with each other. 
It is about how choosing to be a community when we believe or experience differently than 
those around us gives us the opportunity to use the diversity that we find in the church to 
grow deeper in our faith and stronger in our compassion.  



So when you get on each other’s nerves, don’t be discouraged.  That is the spirit of Jesus 
moving among you.  Embrace it, talk it out, learn from each other, and live into the unity that 
Jesus calls us into.  

And may God guide us on our journeys. 
Amen.  
 


