“A New Identity” 
by Rev. Peter Dennebaum, First Congregational Church (UCC) in Washington DC
Gods’ peace with you!

Like always: Let us read the sermon text together; it is our text! And when we read it together, please feel free again to speak out loud the word, phrase or sentence, which has become important to u. But now let us read the 25 verses of Paul’s epistle to Philemon. 
Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus, and Timothy our brother, to Philemon our dear friend and co-worker, to Apphia our sister, to Archippus our fellow-soldier, and to the church in your house:

Grace to you and peace from God our Mother and Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. When I remember you in my prayers, I always thank my God because I hear of your love for all the saints and your faith towards the Lord Jesus. I pray that the sharing of your faith may become effective when you perceive all the good that we may do for Christ. I have indeed received much joy and encouragement from your love, because the hearts of the saints have been refreshed through you, my brother.

For this reason, though I am bold enough in Christ to command you to do your duty, yet I would rather appeal to you on the basis of love—and I, Paul, do this as an old man, and now also as a prisoner of Christ Jesus. I am appealing to you for my child, Onesimus, whose father I have become during my imprisonment. Formerly he was useless to you, but now he is indeed useful both to you and to me. I am sending him, that is, my own heart, back to you. I wanted to keep him with me, so that he might be of service to me in your place during my imprisonment for the gospel; but I preferred to do nothing without your consent, in order that your good deed might be voluntary and not something forced. Perhaps this is the reason he was separated from you for a while, so that you might have him back for ever, no longer as a slave but as more than a slave, a beloved brother—especially to me but how much more to you, both in the flesh and in the Lord. So if you consider me your partner, welcome him as you would welcome me. If he has wronged you in any way, or owes you anything, charge that to my account. I, Paul, am writing this with my own hand: I will repay it. I say nothing about your owing me even your own self. Yes, brother, let me have this benefit from you in the Lord! Refresh my heart in Christ. Confident of your obedience, I am writing to you, knowing that you will do even more than I say. One thing more— prepare a guest room for me, for I am hoping through your prayers to be restored to you.

Epaphras, my fellow-prisoner in Christ Jesus, sends greetings to you, and so do Mark, Aristarchus, Demas, and Luke, my fellow-workers. The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit.

AMEN

Whatever word, phrase or sentence has become important u – please feel free to say it loud.  Repetitions are welcome!

Do we have members of the search committee here, who picked me last year? … You know the sermon text from today; it was the text I preached about on the DVD I was on tour with. At that time I had parts of Steven Spielberg’s movie included into the sermon -- to visualize the radical message of liberation in this text. When we are back in our new building I will be able to offer u also visualization – thx to Meg and her 10th and G Task Force we will get the curtains for darkening the church, the screen from the ceiling and the projector. The construction is already on street level, only 13 months until we probably we have our first service on October 16th next year … 

For me important in this text has become the phrase “no longer as a slave but as …a beloved brother”. This phrase is on the 2nd text page @ the end of this first big paragraph. “  “No longer as a slave but as …a beloved brother”. 

There resonates something, when I hear this phrase “no longer as a slave, but as a beloved brother”.

“Mitakuye Oyasin – This Lakota expression for “We are all related” was the sermon title I picked two weeks ago. We had a story from Luke as sermon text. And the text bequeathed how Jesus healed at a Sabbath a nameless woman and got therefore into troubles with the leader of the synagogue. But for Jesus not the law was important, for Jesus was important that she was “a daughter of Abraham”, the woman was for Jesus a relative. And he treated her as a relative. Today it is not a daughter, today it is a brother. His name is mentioned: Onesimus. Paul, himself in trouble, imprisoned in Ephesus in the year 54, asks for a favor for the slave Onesimus. Paul certainly wants to get his message across to the whole congregation. But officially, and the first and only time he addresses an epistle to a woman. Her name is Apphia. 
Overlooking the readings of the last 3 weeks I think we can state that Jesus in two cases and today Paul call for a society, in which people treat each other as relatives: 3 weeks ago the nameless woman, who gets healed by Jesus on a Sabbath, because she is a relative of Abraham, the father of all people. Last week Bonnie preached about the workers in the vineyard – all workers gets the same wage – because ALL people have the same value, are relatives of each other. And today Onesimus, the slave who shall be treated also as relative, as brother.  
I don’t know how u read these texts, but I read them political. To explain this: After having seen the desperate situation of our native UCC churches in South Dakota this summer I called the program coordinator of the Association. I explained that I would call, because I would read the bible political and could therefore not accept the poor circumstances they would need to live in. And that from this, my faith I would like to figure out for me as Christian what would be the right thing to do. She immediately said: “What do u mean with ‘political’?” I was literally able to hear the fear in her voice. So I said: I don’t preach pro Democrats or pro Republican. I preach Christian Faith. We have to challenge both parties with our faith bases values and requirements for the society we want to live in. I am a political person in the meaning of what Aristotle [Aeris-tótl] described with the greek saying, that man is a “zoon politicon”, a person, which is a social, for community born being. Maybe it was my explanation, maybe the mentioning of Aristotle [Aeris-tótl] – but my dialogue partner was obviously relieved. 

So: When I read the bible political, because I think it is according to our being and faith, I do something what most people refuse to do.
I refuse to read these biblical texts only as nice romantic naïve, historical novels without any political impacts. 
I refuse to privatize my faith. 

I refuse to allow the powers of evil to reign the world I live in. 

I don’t know how u read these texts. Maybe u r happy with the world u live in. Maybe u think that everything is ok. Maybe u think that our biblical texts have nothing to say about the society u live in. Maybe u agree with those, who only want to hear sermons about sweet little Jesus. The Jesus, who don’t harm anyone, but preaches so wonderfully moving stories – without any social effect for us today. And the ones, who understood Jesus message politically? What about martin Luther King Jr.? Well – history! Long time ago! How nice that 1968 is already 41 years ago. I was 1 year old, when he was killed. Now we have a Memorial Day, we will get here in DC a sculpture. They hope to open the Memorial next year in August, 2 months before we will move back to our building. Randy, I call u sometimes a wise man, right? Do u remember our conversations about memorials? I have not forgotten your outspoken opinion about them. Memorials are a double edged thing. Instead of taking on responsibility by ourselves we transfer everything into the past. This works very well. Especially in religious contexts, inclusive our own: Jesus as surrogate of God dies for our sins. This can be freeing, but I assume that most people use the opportunity to escape sideward’s into the bushes, instead of taking on their religious responsibility to design the society they live in according to their faith values. But memorials could also be constant reminders, a thorn against the negléct. We will see how we will deal with the Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial. 
How would a society look like in which we treat each other as relatives? Again I ask: “If we would call the Afro-American cashier our aunt, the Mexican waiter sister, the Chinese street cleaner father? How would we need to change our financial and social system, if we would treat EVERYBODY on earth as relative???”   
Biblical texts have revolutionary power. It just depends if u are willing to accept and FEEL the liberating call. But if u are convinced that you live already in a liberated society and that this society IS already the realized divine call you cannot allow these texts to affect u. I know that we usually don’t sing the 4th verse of The Star-Spangled Banner – because of its strong anti-British tendency. But it proofs how strong our nation is influenced by Christian values and the conviction to fulfill God’s mission. Please assure yourself, here the text; 
4. O thus be it ever
When free-men shall stand
Between their lov'd home
And the war's desolation;
Blest with vict'ry and peace,
May the Hea v'n-rescued land
Praise the Pow'r that hath made
And preserv'd us a nation!
Then conquer we must,
When our cause it is just,
And this be our motto:
"In God is our trust!"
And the star-spangled banner
In triumph shall wave
O'er the land of the free
And the home of the brave!
Our country is build on religious believes. With school start again millions of students say again morning for morning : “I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America, and to the republic for which it stands, one nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.”
But our country is not the kingdom of God, or as we would say gender-just: Our country is not the KINDOM of God. This is the reason why we Christians are not communists – communists believe that there is the possibility to develop the perfect society. But capitalists do the same. They want to make us believe that this is the way to be according to God’s will, a law of nature and not changeable at all. History has proofed that human failing does not allow a divine kindom on earth – not a communistic one, not a capitalistic one. Everything is in progress, everything develops. And this pertains also to our country. Economy and social system needs to be adjusted according our faith values in each time. 
I will go next week deeper into this subject. Who ever comes to church on a regular basis gets the advantage of serial contextual learning 
The brother and sisterhood of all human kind, the liberation out of slavery only can succeed, when we acknowledge our slavery. If we think that we live already in the land of the free and God’s kindom we will not hear the message. The condition of liberation is the analysis. Next week I will put up two flip charts. And then I will ask you how a society would like, if u as people of faith could design it. Design your own faith values based society!
To prepare you already for this conversation I want to introduce you today to Leonard Ragaz. You know that the German reformed tradition is one of the four UCC roots. But it were the immigrants from Germany and Switzerland of the 18th century who influenced the UCC. The reformed tradition in Switzerland underwent in the 20th century a very interesting and inspiring development. Leonard Ragaz was one of the reformed representatives. He died half a year after the end of WW II, in December 1945. From my perspective Ragaz could have been very good THE theological basis for First Church. From my perspective Ragaz could be our “house theologian”. 

The kingdom of God is for him not from this world, but promise for it. We are called to prepare the way for it. Quote Ragaz: “Already the coming of the kingdom is a matter for humans. It is primed, but it doesn’t come without people, who wait for it, who ask for it, who work for its coming, fight for it, suffer for it.”   

The justice of God’s Kingdom is for Ragaz a cooperative – as the first Christian Congregations formed cooperatives. But Ragaz didn’t reserve the cooperative thinking for the religious space, he extended the idea, generalizing it for all parts of life – inclusive the economy. Ragaz envisioned us not anymore as economy subjects, but economy citizens.  Ragaz never accepted the congregational system as limited to the religious sector, he fought for an economy in which we, the people would reign in congregational-cooperative spirit and with congregational-cooperative structures. This cooperative idea was for Ragaz the alternative to the sole reign of the capital. Ragaz became this way one of most important Christian critics of capitalism. Ragaz fought for a third way between capitalism on one side and communism on the other side. He became therewith co-founder of a movement, which became known as “Christian Socialism”, (in which tradition I stand too). 

The radical implementation of the congregational-cooperative idea to the whole political arena brought Ragaz also in a critical distance to the sole reign of one political party. His motto was “As little state as possible”, but as much free self regulation as possible. If u ask me: This sounds pretty American…
Leonard Ragaz did not known the Shock Doctrine, published by Canadian author Naomi Klein. …We will need to talk about this doctrine anyhow sometime. … But Ragaz addressed already in the beginning of the 20th century the violent character of capitalism. He said: “When capitalism bonds with violence it is according to his character. If socialism bonds with violence it is fall, betrayal and self liquidation.” Ragaz was therefore an engaged advocate for a just peace. 
Ragaz was also a pioneer of an ecological theology: „Who ever believes right in the resurrection of Jesus, believes also in the resurrection of all creation – the resurrection of nature. Nature has its own value and right. We humans are called to deal with her in partnership, congregational-cooperative spirit and NOT to exploit or to destroy nature. Destructive is technique, which doesn’t serve man, but profit maximization. Ragaz critized the capitalism, for whom nothing is sacred then the profit itself – merciless and insensitive to the beauty of mountains or valleys. 
Ragaz’ main theme was the message of God’s kingdom and God’s justice for the earth. This made him so passionate in his advocacy for the victims of injustice and violence, but also already for the threatened creation.
1903, as pastor at the Muenster in Basel, he preached his famous Brick Layer Strike Sermon. Here he said: “If the official Christianity watches cold and uncomprehending the becoming of a new world, the salt of the earth would have become addled.” 
Paul asked today the Congregationalists he wrote to, to turn the beliefs of their time upside down. For the congregation 2000 years ago it was as unthinkable to abolish slavery as it might be for you to abolish an economic system, which you might think is God given – but it is not. The dance around the Golden Calf is in full swing. Next week you will hear more. But next week you will be first invited to describe the society YOU think God is calling YOU do design and fight for.  … It is Labor Day weekend. Nothing more appropriate I could have preached today to you than about the work which needs to be done in God’s vineyard. 
AMEN
BENEDICTION 
Go now forth: 
Have courage in your heart - God is with u!
Have love in your heart– God backs u up!
Have passion in your heart – it is God, who calls you!

May the Spirit lead and protect u! AMEN
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