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Let us pray:  May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable in your sight, O Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer.  Amen.

Wow, what a tall order for us in scripture today!  In his letter to the church at Philippi, Paul first asks that those who gather together as what we might call the congregation be “in full accord and of one mind.”  That we read this on the morning of our annual meeting is kind of a fun challenge, isn’t it?  Paul doesn’t only suggest that we unite together, but that we aim to be of the same mind as Christ Jesus.  I wonder if there is any among us who would lay claim to that truth for them . . . May I ask, “do any of you think that attaining to be of one mind with Jesus is possible?”  … Maybe our response to such a question is to be reminded that we are, after all, “made in God’s image.”  Have you ever really thought much about what this means?  

It was when she was well into her twenties that my older daughter, Keira, thanked me for not letting my girls have a cell phone until they were older and were walking a longer distance home from school each day.  Even then, she had what we call a “dumb phone,” without access to the internet.  The girls’ dad and I had decided it would be better if they not be in constant contact with “the world,” because we had heard of the ways that young people can be manipulated online.  What Keira mentioned in her thanks, though, was more specific.  She was glad that she and Emma were not subject to the constant comparisons that arise when individuals see the carefully curated images of life, of self that are presented on social media.  There was enough of that in face-to-face encounters in middle and high school years.  I am grateful to have been pointedly vindicated for having deprived her and Emma when they were young.  I wonder, though, if any of you have more recently heard of an alarming trend.  Have you heard of “looksmaxxing?”  Such a premium on physical attributes has been placed that there are young people, as early as in their teen years, who are having plastic surgery—even performing bone breaking procedures on themselves—in order to achieve what they have understood to be “perfect” facial features and carefully sculpted physiques.  You can imagine correctly that very little good has come of this practice.  

And this morning, maybe we can pause for a moment to wonder why it is that many of our young people and their older counterparts focus so closely on physical appearance.  We are, after all, made in God’s image.  What does this mean?  

I like how Dr. Paul O. Myhre of the Wabash Center for Teaching and Learning in Theology and Religion parses out the content of Psalm 25.  “In this psalm, the writer engages in a poetic reverie punctuated by reflections on the nature of God and recognition of human nature. It is a prayer that starts with trust in God and an abiding hope in the capacity of God to impact one’s life for the better. It ends with an affirmation of God’s essence as good and upright.”  The emphasis here is mine, as I wonder what message is most important for humanity to learn about who God is, who we are, and what about our relationship is worthy of our closest focus. Maybe we should be looking at our being made in God’s image as an invitation to be “good and upright.”  In case you worry, or even simply pause to think this may be beyond our reach, we can look to the instructions we discover in the lines that follow.  God is our teacher, and Dr. Myhre explains that ““Show me,” “teach me,” and “guide me” are English translations of the Hebrew text. Great teaching has a capacity to do all three.”  How else does God teach us to be?  What else does God teach us to do?  We can look to our lesson from the Philippians today, in what we know as the Philippian hymn, to know what allowing God to be our teacher can lead to:  the same mind . . .  the same love.  

We receive many different messages, though, about how we are to be, to act in the world, not all of which originate with God, of course.  Where we know God “in three persons, blessed Trinity,” always in relationship as one, and always seeking loving relationship with humanity, some of our human teachers or leaders would steer us toward fierce individualism.  It seems more often than not, that when we focus on self above community, we lose our way—even individually.  To be made in God’s image means to be made for community.  Ryan Schellenberg, who is Associate Professor of New Testament at Methodist Theological School in Ohio, names “Unity as resistance.”  In an era in which we are told too often to “look out for number one,” whether individually, as states, or as nations,” Paul has taught us that to follow Jesus means “to set aside selfish ambition and self-interest and instead set their hearts on what is best for others.  Paul’s vision of harmony through mutual service and care offers a refreshing alternative to modern discourses of self-care and boundary-maintenance, which assign to each individual a moral imperative to prioritize and protect the self.”  

To follow Jesus as a model for our humanity, for our model of what it means to be made in God’s image is really kind of astounding, and Paul is so bold as to suggest that we aim to be of one mind with Jesus.  What we learn of God’s nature, of God’s character in Psalm 25 is that God is filled with covenantal, unchanging, merciful love. This is a love that forgives even our greatest sins and invites us to forgive others.  So, what does love look like?

I feel almost apologetic to admit that I did more reading of others’ insights than I typically do, having been preparing this sermon over weeks.  To understand love in action, I was delighted to read of a challenge posed to the theologian John Dominic Crossan.  I will quote from Crossan’s book-length reflection called A Long Way from Tipperary: “I often receive very strong audience reactions for speaking about Jesus and justice rather than Christianity and love.  The New Testament agape, which we translate as ‘love” and often interpret as charity, is best translated as “sharing,” as a commitment to share the goods of this world as belonging to God and not ourselves, as a theology of creation and not just of emotion.  That is why the common shred meal of earliest Christianity was called an agape.  It was the Lord’s Supper, not ours.  In other words, love (as agape) is simply another word for that divine justice discussed above.  “The why,” one objector insisted “can’t you say love rather than justice?  If they are the same, say love, not justice!”  They are the same, but maybe love is a word so abused by two thousand years of. Christian history that it needs to be warmed in the hands of God for another two thousand before it is safe for further use.”  
Jesus had a lot to say about what love looks like, as he shared the beatitudes and then expanded on them.  To love is to be in community, ensuring that all of God’s creation benefits in like manner from God’s great gifts.  I guess we can see how humanity’s frequent focus on self, and even on the physical self most particularly, can be at odds with a call to love, to justice.  This living as one made in God’s loving image is so difficult, isn’t it?  So, how can we do what is so hard?  We can look to the model of Jesus—but brace yourselves, because while we have this model of how to be our best selves, loving and giving, it ain’t easy.  “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, 6 who, though he was in the form of God,
    did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, 7 but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, 8 he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death—
even death on a cross.”
To love means to humble oneself.  To follow Jesus means to humble oneself.  But we can remember, too, that in emptying himself so that he might serve, Jesus also is raised to become exalted.  We hold up his name, his leadership, his lordship today, with Paul hoping and praying that in doing so we work out our own salvation.  In God’s image, as one in community, may each of us and this body that is the First Congregational Church of Blue Hill, United Church of Christ live and love to serve.  Amen







