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But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, 

in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of 

darkness into his marvelous light. Once you were not a people, but now you are 

God’s people; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received 

mercy. (1 Peter 2:9-10) 

 

Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; love one another 

with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honor. Do not lag in zeal, be 

ardent in spirit, serve the Lord. Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere 

in prayer. Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality to strangers.  

Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. Rejoice with those 

who rejoice, weep with those who weep. Live in harmony with one another; do not 

be haughty, but associate with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. 

(Romans 12:9-16) 

 

  

Bishop Will Willimon was our United Methodist minister to Duke University for many years, 

then he was elected a Bishop and served in North Alabama. He tells about a little tribe of Native 

Americans who lived long ago in Mississippi. The tribe lived near a swift river, a river in which 

the current was so strong and deadly that no person could cross without being swept downstream 

and drowned. They lived there for many years, but then came the day when another tribe, a 

hostile tribe, attacked their village.  

  

They couldn’t move anywhere except into the swift river, and they knew that their only hope was 

to try to cross it. So they gathered the youngest and oldest members of their tribe. The strong 

ones placed these weaker ones on their shoulders – it was the only thing they could do! – and 

they risked wading into the river. Amazingly, the weight of their fellow tribespeople on their 

shoulders kept them from losing their footing and they were able to cross the swift stream and 

escape without harm. 

  

This solution for saving their tribe is an excellent metaphor for what it means to be “church.” 

Individually, in the strong currents of life, we would perish. In contrast, when we care for and 

carry one another, we make it safely to the other side. Immediately, I suspect, many of us think 

of carrying and caring for others! Yet, for each of us, there are times we are the ones who must 

be carried.  
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By and large, those of us gathered here are helpers. We are caring people! We are those who 

seek to embody the love of Jesus Christ for those in need. When God’s love is moving within us, 

we want to reach out to those in need, we want to pray for them, bring them meals, support their 

spouses and children, visit them, call them and send them thoughtful cards. As I look out at you 

today, I recall many of your acts of caring and love and support. I know many stories of your 

care. As a pastor, I’m in a position to know that more than most of you! But I don’t know all of 

the stories because so many of you go about your acts of love quietly, without a single person 

being the wiser.  

  

But, as the song says, “love is a game of give and take.” While most of us love to be givers, we 

find it very difficult to be on the receiving end. Perhaps we don’t like to feel vulnerable. Maybe 

we don’t want to be indebted to others. Perhaps we see it as a sign of weakness. We don’t want 

to bother people. We are nurtured on the notion that we are self-reliant. We are tricked into 

believing we can handle things ourselves if we just try a little harder. We don’t like to appear 

weak, and so we think isolation is safer than community.  

  

Sadly, the result is often that we reject the love, the prayers, the support, the caring of those God 

has placed in our lives in the body of the church. We might simply be afraid to let others know 

and love us. Yet the truth is that when we belong to Christ, we belong to one another. We are to 

extend ourselves sacrificially in love, and we are to humbly accept the love and help of others. 

Love is reciprocal: it’s give and take. This dynamic is what it means to be the church – we are 

the body of Christ, knit together in God’s love.  

  

Interestingly, this is where Billy Graham saw his greatest failure. He was very successful in 

helping others see their need of Christ, and make a commitment to Christ, and that’s where it 

stopped. In reflecting on his ministry, he confessed that he was unable to find ways to knit these 

people into the body of Christ, the Church. The result was that after an intensely emotional 

experience, they simply drifted away.  

  

How fascinating that John Wesley was acutely aware of this danger two centuries ago, and 

successfully addressed it! Jack Harnish, in a recent blog, quotes Wesley’s Journal from Steve 

Harper’s well-known book, The Marks of a Methodist, on how mature Christians are shaped only 

in community. Long ago, Wesley wrote: “I am more convinced than ever that the preaching like 

an Apostle, without joining together those that are awakened, is only begetting children for the 

murderer. How much preaching there has been for these twenty years in Pembrokeshire! But no 

regular societies, no discipline, no order of connection; and the consequence is that nine in ten of 

the once-awakened are now faster asleep than ever.”  

  

Harper writes, “No one can develop a mature spirituality alone. To be a Christian is to be called 

into community. For Wesley it was important to make the communal dimension of the spiritual 

life tangible for the early Methodists. He used the ‘Christian conference,’ the United Societies, 

the bands and class meetings to do it.” Wesley brought people into community! 

  

When we belong to Christ, we belong to one another. Sometimes I think we have a phobia about 

letting our vulnerability be known to others. One of my greatest sorrows is that when people are 

hurting they sometimes drop by the wayside. I remember a woman in a church I once served who 
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was facing a time of real need. She had always been there for others, the one who would 

organize help for others, but now she needed help. But she wouldn’t let people know! She told 

me, “Gary, I’d rather die than have people know!” And it did almost come to that – until, finally, 

she let me talk with others and they came to her aid. 

  

Henri Nouwen said it so well: “So much of our pain remains hidden even from our closest 

friends.” How often have you gone to someone and said, “I’m anxious, I’m needy, I’m angry: I 

need your help!” There is vulnerability in that confession that makes us fragile. So, as self-reliant 

people, we would rather do it ourselves, “tough it out” on our own. Yet, when our lives get 

“tough,” the last thing any of us should do is to “check out of” the community of faith! Because 

that’s when the church can really be church for you and me. We need to learn to accept the help 

of others – receiving their prayers, their concerns, their presence, their love. Because when we 

belong to Christ, we belong to one another.  

  

One of the grand certainties of our faith is what I call “the help of others.” We belong to one 

another in the community of faith. I know it’s tempting to hide ourselves away because privacy 

and pride are a strong part of all of us. Yet, we also need to belong. We need to belong to God 

and we need to belong to each other. Peter reminds us, “You are a chosen people, a royal 

priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God... Once you were not a people, but now you 

are the people of God. Once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.”  

  

Let me ask you: where would you be without the help of others? Not one of us lives in isolation! 

God has given us to one another! We need the support, the encouragement, the correction, the 

prayers of our sisters and brothers in our Bible studies, in our fellowship groups, our GRIP 

groups, our youth groups, our early morning study groups! Every single one of us needs to stand 

on the shoulders of our friends as we pass through the swift currents of life – and sometimes we 

need to be the one who carries someone else.  

  

In the Christian community one of our primary connections is through prayer. Henri Nouwen, 

that insightful writer on Christian spirituality, made another prescient observation when he said: 

“To pray for one another is first of all to acknowledge, in the presence of God, that we belong to 

each other as children of the same God.” To pray for others means to tear down the countless 

walls that we have erected between ourselves and others. It is to turn from competition to 

community.  

  

I know of a preacher in another state who has struggled with cancer for several years. He pastors 

a large church, is a fine preacher, and is a man who had helped take care of others whenever they 

had a need. Now, he’s in the position of needing the care of others. He says: “Seldom a day goes 

by but what somebody says to me ‘Is there something we can do for you?’ I always answer the 

same way because the answer is always the same. ‘Absolutely. Yes, there is something you can 

do for me and countless others who share my predicament. You can pray.’”  

 

He says, “Prayer is not magic. It may not cure all our cancers, or make us successful, or even 

cause all our children to grow up into perfection. Prayer may change us more than it changes 

things. Prayer does create a bond between us and the human race. Prayer is communion in the 



4 

 

fellowship of Christ. Prayer binds us together with Christ in one heart and one mind, the power 

of which has never yet been told.”  

 

And that’s what Peter is trying to tell us. He reminds his readers, “Once you were not a people, 

but now you are God’s people.” Once we were nobodies. But now, through the love and 

suffering of Christ, we are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people. 

That’s heady stuff! In Christ, God has adopted us. Because of that, we are no longer the same! 

We are changed as we now are grafted in to the body of Christ! We belong to each other.  

  

You who are broken, come! After all, God uses broken things. God uses broken soil to produce a 

crop, God uses broken clouds to give rain, God uses broken grain to give bread, and God uses 

broken bread to give strength. Peter, of all the disciples, understood that. Jesus came to repair his 

denial and to put him together again following his resurrection. You, who are broken, come to 

the Living Stone, for Christ can use such as you!  

  

You who are wounded, come! It is one thing to feel loved by God when our life is together and 

all our support systems are in place. Then self-acceptance is easy and life is relatively good. But 

what happens when we crash and burn, when we sin and fail, when our dreams are shattered, 

when a job is lost, when illness and grief come stalking into our daily lives? You who are 

wounded, come! For God does not need perfect people, but wounded healers like you! 

  

You who know your need, come! We regularly send mission teams to Haiti and Costa Rica – and 

every time they come back with similar stories. They find congregations in third world countries 

to be far more alive and spiritually alert than their counterparts in the United States. One African 

bishop explained it this way: “You don’t need God in your country. By contrast, churches under 

daily persecution turn to their faith because they have no place else to go.” Of course, they are all 

correct. We all need to see that while we are needy, we are not helpless. We are brothers and 

sisters in Christ who are given to one another.  

  

We are not just an organization of belief. We are not simply an organization dedicated to service. 

We’re not exclusively a location for spiritual growth. We’re certainly not a social club. We are 

the body of Jesus Christ – a community of love, care and support.  

  

Do you remember Sam Rayburn, the former Speaker of the House of Representatives? Many of 

you do. He was in Congress for many years and became one of the most respected and esteemed 

members of Congress during that period of time. Rayburn used to just wear out House 

committees he served on by continually asking the question, “Is this the right thing to do?” But 

toward the end he became very ill and it was necessary for him to give up his position. He 

decided to move back home to Bonham, Texas, where he had grown up and lived all his life, 

where his parents were dirt farmers, had taken him to church every Sunday, and taught him 

spiritual values that shaped his entire life.  

  

Knowing he was very ill, someone asked him why he didn’t go, instead, to the Walter Reed 

Army Hospital in Washington, D. C., or to the National Institutes of Health in Bethesda, 

Maryland, or maybe to the Sloan-Kettering Institute in New York City. “Why in the world would 

you go back to a little nowhere place like Bonham, Texas?” the person asked. Sam Rayburn’s 
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reply was priceless. “Because in Bonham, Texas,” he said, “people know when you are sick and 

they care when you die.” Mr. Sam went home, and he did die, and he was buried just outside 

Bonham and people came by the hundreds and hundreds because they knew him – and cared.  

It was a value Rayburn learned at home and at church. And “Supporting One Another” is one of 

our core values here. We need to have it be more at the core of our identity. Individually, in the 

strong currents of life, we would perish. Yet when we carry one another, we make it safe to the 

other side. We may sow in tears but, when we allow ourselves to hold one another as we cross 

this stream of life, we will reap in joy! We are to “Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with 

those who weep.” For we belong to Christ. And we belong to each other. Blest be the tie that 

binds us together. May we pray?  

 

“We share each other’s woes, our mutual burdens bear;  

and often for each other  flows the sympathizing tear.” 

 

  


