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A few years ago, when the Leadership Team was preparing for the renewal conversations that
would lead to our Taste & See vision, we met with a congregational consultant to get some
advice.

She came highly recommended by both our Pacific Northwest Mennonite Conference executive
conference minister and the Mennonite Church USA associate executive director for church
vitality. Both of them essentially told me not to waste our time with anyone else.

She was Mennonite, but she had helped congregations from all kinds of denominations,
including some very large and complicated ones, to seek renewal.

But as I worked with her, what I learned to appreciate far more than her reputation and her
resume was her awareness of how churches need to be renewed through spiritual discernment, by
prayerfully allowing the Spirit to show them what was most true about their identities in Christ
so they could grow more fully into the identities being offered to them—to them specifically--by
God.

Which, I mean, all sounds real nice, but it came with a warning:
When you are looking to your identity in Christ to show you how to grow, you may not always
like what you find.

Here’s a story she told us:

Once, she worked with a church that most would describe as “dying”—ever decreasing
attendance, funds, etc.

And as she worked with them, it started to become clear that their unique gift was that they had
begun to attract a significant number of residents from a local home for people with
developmental disabilities.

However, it also became clear that if they were going to choose to believe that this was God’s
gift to them, they would need to grow into it.



As they currently did church and worship, almost everything was still designed for the
neurotypical.
That would need to change.

Quite the challenge, right?

I mean, as she described it, I felt challenged: How would I figure out how to preach differently if
I were their pastor? And, of course, how might I already preach differently for the neurodiversity
we already have here?

But as she described it as an opportunity for them to recognize the gift right in front of them,
growing from their identity in Christ, I also felt kind of inspired.

I mean, just imagine the exciting, trailblazing changes a church could make if it decided that its
identity in Christ was leading it to lead Sunday school classes, preach sermons, do music, and
engage volunteers in the service and life of the church in ways that were equally accessible, life-
giving, and tailored for incredibly neurodiverse folks to thrive together.

How exciting to have one’s identity in Christ so rooted!

I mean, if each of us imagines trying to figure this out on our own, there’s just no way!
But as a body of Christ?!

Just imagine what they might actually be achievable if an entire community of believers were to
decide to together be fed by the Spirit to do it!

Imagine an entire congregation following the leading of the Spirit to imagine and implement
unprecedented changes to become that kind of nearly unprecedented church community?!

Of course, it’s not that it wouldn’t be without much trial and error, pain, and learning,
But I’'m almost breathless with the thought that God could produce something so beautiful—such
a city on a hill for our ableist world to see and be inspired by!

And yet, in that church, it would never come to be.
The church could just not bring themselves to believe that this is what God would be calling
them to be. Too much about them would have to change, they decided.

And those changes, they believed, would take away way too much of what they found their
identity in.
Now, the thing is: I can relate.



I mean, I’ve been in other church settings that were beautiful, inspiring, and clearly life-giving,
but where I’ve hung back with my arms crossed, refusing to participate because it was
threatening to my own church identity to choose to believe that Jesus might be able to be a light
to the world through that kind of preaching, that kind of singing, with that kind of lighting, in
that kind of building, doing those kinds of things with their hands, their bodies, their voices.

When it comes to the identities we’ve constructed for ourselves at church, and surrendering
ourselves to an identity in Christ with our church, the tension between what we think our identity
should be and what Christ is calling us to is REAL.

It can twist us up in knots.
It can grind our gears.
It can ruin many a Sunday lunch.

So, as you likely know, we’re in the midst of a series that explores our new Pacific Northwest
Mennonite Church’s resolution on Christian Discipleship Amidst a Culture of Christian
Nationalism, and each sermon is based on a different statement from that resolution.

And today’s statement from that resolution is this:

“As Christians our citizenship is most fundamentally in the Body of Christ and the Kingdom of
God. Any effort to confine the good news of God's love in Christ within particular political
ideologies, cultural boundaries, or national borders is contrary to our faith.”

Hmmm.

Even when we profess to be Christians, this statement is reminding us, we all too often give
other identities precedence over our identities in Christ. And when we do so, we confine the good
news of God’s love in Christ.

We CONFINE it, we bind it up, we limit it, we draw boundaries around it—by giving our
allegiance to the identities we have chosen for ourselves based on our political ideologies,
our cultures, and our nations.
And this is absolutely correct.

I hope that throughout this series it’s become clear to you that when we as Christians give our
primary allegiance to our political party, to our whiteness, or to our nation, we are no longer
placing our identity in Christ, who calls us away from all of the violence and oppression we
participate in—and even attempt to legitimize as godly.



When we choose those identities first, and try to fit our identity in Christ in afterwards, we BIND
and CONFINE the Gospel.
That is an incredibly important message right now.

We need to be the city on the hill declaring that there an identity in Christ must not be bound or
confined in such ways.

And I hope we are that city.

In everything we do, I hope we are.

But I also think that we’ve only talked about the easy parts of this—the parts that don’t challenge
us too much.

I mean, if we’d done a survey before this service, I think most’ve us would’ve already agreed
that we oppose any version of Christianity that pledges allegiance to a so-called “Christian”
political party, to any president who makes claims to have the power of Jesus behind him, to any
suggestion that God needs the white race to protect itself from being replaced by other cultures in
order to preserve true Christianity.

I think most of us came into this series feeling opposition, if not even an almost un-Christ-like
level of disgust, with all of that.

SO... let’s talk “cultural boundaries” today.
And let’s think about what that could mean for us beyond even just racism and white supremacy
(though, friends, we do need to keep having those conversations too).

But what else could “cultural boundaries” refer to?

What other cultural identities do we have?

Do we have cultural identities in what we eat?

Do we have cultural identities in what we read?

Do we have cultural identities in what kinds of cars we drive?
Do we have cultural identities in what we wear?

Do we have cultural identities in what we wear to church?

Do we have cultural identities in what music we sing, play, and listen to?



Do we have cultural identities in what we believe could be the only possible right choice for new
flooring in this sanctuary?

Do we have cultural identities in all of these areas, and more?
And might some of these cultural identities have grown out of something other than Christ?
Might some of them have grown out of how much money we have, or don’t have?

Might some of them have grown out of preferences and sensibilities that come from being a
congregation where so many of us have had the privilege of going to college?

Might some of them have grown out of how much power and influence we’re used to having in
our city, our church, or maybe even the broader church?

Do we have cultural identities that have grown out of our civic and religious statuses?

Might we even...dare I say it...have cultural identities that have grown out of what we believe it
means, and must continue to mean, for us to be the right brand of Christian, or for us to be
Mennonite, or for us to be the right kind of Mennonite?

I don’t know enough about the church our consultant told us about to know for sure what parts of
their identity might’ve been preventing them from imagining that their identity in Christ might
be inviting them to build a ministry with their many attendees with developmental disabilities.

But I doubt it was mainly because they were finding too much identity in being Democrats, or
Republicans, or white supremacists, or Christian nationalists.

I suspect it likely had a lot more to do with whether a service that served and included many
folks with developmental disabilities would contain the liturgies, the sermons, the music, the art,
and even the clothing—that felt right for a certain level of socioeconomic status, that felt for
knowing one was a certain brand of Christian...and not like all those others other Christians...

Because I suspect this church was like all churches, in that we ALL have ways that we give into
the temptation to believe that certain parts of how we do things as a church are what make us the
right kind of Christians.

I guess I know that because I know how true it has been of me, having grown up as a “Certain
Kind of Mennonite.” Because I can’t even count the number of times I have crossed my arms,



inwardly harumphed, and turned my Sunday lunch into a bowl of bitterness and complaints
because my identity was in being that Certain Kind of Mennonite, more than it was in Christ.

I mean, in retrospect, I know I’ve been places where God’s Spirit was moving beautifully, but
because the people around me weren’t singing in four-parts, because they were openly weeping
in response to the sermon too much, because they were coming forward to receive prayer or
annointing in a way I found too “alter call-y,” because they were singing songs that had never
spoken to me and my closest friends before, because they had stage lights that reminded me too
much of a music concert, because they...you name it...I closed myself off from seeing what God
had gifted that community and how they, using their own gifts, and making do despite their own
limitations, were amplifying and extending as God’s gift to me and to many.

I mean, as Mennonites, we’re pretty good with cultural differences if we experience these things
on another continent; we’re proud of how good at it we are, even!

You might even say that loving how other cultures worship differently IN OTHER PLACES is
part of our identity, but, might it help that in those situations, these expressions of the Spirit are
safely tucked far away from our home churches?

Because if you’re like me, it’s a lot harder to smile at how exotic and adorable it all is when we
experience the Spirit moving in ways that threaten our identities in our own church buildings and
sanctuaries.

The tendency to do this Is Real.
It’s all around us.
It’s in our DNA.

So please know, I don’t say this to shame any of us for our very human tendencies to find our
identity in what feels most familiar, predictable, and under control at church—because, when it
comes to church, these incredibly strong preferences often come from the fact that we HAVE
experienced God in the beautiful ways of doing and being church that come to be part of our
identities.

But I also know us—us here at AMC—to be a people who, deep down, desire more than that
from God.

I know we want to be a people of God who are dynamic, ever-evolving, and ready for godly
change.

I know we are as people who want to be gracious about differences: open-hearted. Open-minded.
Sensitive to all those gosh-darned surprises of the Spirit, a diverse body where we incorporate



the many beautiful and wildly different gifts and sensibilities of all who are feeling called to
know Jesus from an Anabaptist perspective.

I know this is who we are, and I know that whenever this part of who we are is winning the day,
we are choosing to live out our identity in Christ, above all the other really powerful identities
we carry.

And since we so desire it, but since it is still so hard, thank God for how memorable today’s
teaching is from Jesus: AMC, you are the salt of the earth! Remember that now!

Because if salt loses its saltiness, how will it become salty again.

But I have faith that you won’t, because AMC, you are the light of the world!

You are already a city on top of a hill, IN SO MANY BRIGHT AND BEAUTIFUL WAYSS!

So, you are dedicated, even when it’s hard, to not put a basket, or even a dark lampshade, on top
of your light.

Because you are committed to letting your light shine.

To shine before ALL people, so that they can see the good things you do—especially the good
things you would never even have imagined yourself to do!--so that it will be exceptionally clear
that what you do does not come from your identity as someone who is middle class, upper
middle class, urban-minded, highly educated, influential in the city, influential in the church, or
showing all the marks for being The Right Kind of Christian or the Right Kind of Mennonite.

Hide it under those bushels?
No!

When you let your light shine, you have the opportunity to let it shine with such surprising
brightness, with such openness and imagination that it breaks free of all your other identities, and
all anyone can say in the end is...well, that was weird...so surely, that must’ve come from God.

Which means that you, and everyone who joins you in that light because it now includes them

too, have this opportunity come together to say, to say TOGETHER, “Praise be! Praise be, to
our Incredible Parent who is in Heaven!

Friends, fellow aspiring lights, fellow citizens of this city on this hill:



Where do you see God's light shining at Albany Mennonite Church? Is it the kind of light you
would've chosen for AMC if you had "gone shopping for God-lights" for our congregation?

Do you ever find yourself tempted to put lampshades on any of our church's God-lights because
they aren't the "right" lights according to any of the identities you hold dear (including your

Mennonite identity, as you understand it)?

What surprising lights might God be inviting you to help uncover and amplify with this church
family? (If it’s something you can barely believe you 're feeling called to, consider that a possible

good sign!)



