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Before | begin, thanks to whoever left the socks in my church mailbox this week. They say,
“Easy like Sunday Morning.” I’'m wearing them now. But | hope the gift wasn’t premature—
because today’s sermon is anything but easy.

This morning, | want to talk about something deeply painful, deeply personal, and urgently
timely: the conflict between Israel and the Palestinians. Or more precisely, the deeper roots of
violence that erupt when Abraham’s children fight.

Christians, Jews, and Muslims all trace our lineage back to Abraham. We are siblings in faith:
Jews and Christians through Sarah, who gave birth to Isaac; Muslims through Hagar, who gave
birth to Ishmael. And like many families, we haven’t always gotten along.

What | offer today isn’t a political analysis but a spiritual perspective—one that asks: What

might we do differently if we truly believed in the God of Abraham, the one who promised to
bless not just one nation but all the families of the earth?

One root of our conflict lies in how we understand identity.
Let me illustrate with two simple sequences. First:
333 M3

What stands out? The “M.” This is what | call distinctiveness through exclusivity. You’re the Only
One. Separate from all others.

Now this one:
a ab abc abcd abcde

Which is most distinctive? It’'s “abcde”—because it contains more of the possibilities than any
other set does. This is distinctiveness through inclusivity. You are most fully yourself not by
separating from others, but by including them.

If your identity is rooted in exclusion—if you're the M in a sea of 3’s—then any suggestion of
similarity feels like a threat. If you’re the Only One, then no others can be like you. Yet, if your
identity is formed through inclusion—your ideal looks like abcde— then the more you share in
common with others, the more distinctive you become.

Let me give you a real-life example. Did FCC’s identity became more distinct—or less—when
we declared ourselves “Open and Affirming” in 1997. Inclusion didn’t dilute us. We became
more distinct by including more people in the fold.

So what kind of identity is more likely to lead to violence? One rooted in exclusion and
scarcity—or one built on connection and abundance?



Before moving on, | invite you to take a few moments and consider this question: Where in
your life do you find yourself clinging to M-identity thinking—the need to stand apart, to be
right, to feel more secure by setting others beneath you?

Amazing Grace?
Our instincts aren’t merely personal. They’re theological.

For centuries, all three Abrahamic faiths have, at times, encoded this kind of exclusivity into our
doctrines—preaching a grace that’s limited, love that has borders. Christians are no exception.
We've said—sometimes loudly, sometimes quietly—that unless you believe in Jesus the way we
do, you are outside the bounds of God’s love.

But grace is not truly graceful unless it is extended to all. God’s love doesn’t operate on the
principle of scarcity. It is not a zero-sum game.

When we limit grace to our tribe, we do violence to the very heart of God.
This dynamic appears clearly in Deuteronomy:

For you are a people holy to the Lord your God. The Lord your God has chosen you out of all
the peoples on the face of the earth to be God’s treasured possession. It was not because you
were more numerous than any other people that the Lord set his heart on you and chose
you—for you were the fewest of all peoples. (Deuteronomy 7:6-7)

Elsewhere, Deuteronomy goes even further to reject any notion that Israel earned God’s favor
through merit. In Deuteronomy 9:4—6, God warns Israel not to think they are receiving the land
because of their righteousness—on the contrary, God calls them a “stubborn people.”

The message is clear: Israel was chosen not because of greatness or goodness, but because of
God’s sheer grace and love.

It’s a beautiful vision—until you read what immediately precedes our reading from
Deuteronomy 7.

When the Lord your God brings you into the land that you are about to enter and occupy, and
clears away many nations before you... then you must utterly destroy them. Make no
covenant with them and show them no mercy ... break down their altars, smash their pillars,
cut down their sacred poles, and burn their idols with fire.” (Deut. 7:1-5)

Why?

For you are a people holy to the Lord your God. The Lord your God has chosen you out of all
the peoples on the face of the earth to be God’s treasured possession ...

In other words: “You're the ‘M’—eliminate the 3s. My love and grace are for you, not them.”

Is this the Word of the Lord?



Shall we all say, “Thanks be to God?”

It’s a deeply troubling passage. As Christians, we may be tempted to say, “Well, that’s the Old
Testament. Jesus replaced all that with love and mercy.”

But think about it.

For many Christians, grace works like this: If you believe in Jesus—the right way—you’re
forgiven and saved. And everyone else?

They don’t just get driven out. They burn. Forever.
That’s 3 3 3 M 3 theology—on steroids.

Jesus may have expanded the circle of “M”’s, but in the theology of many Christians, the same
exclusivist structure remains. Only now, the consequences are eternal.

So what do we do with this?
Do we reject Deuteronomy’s vision of chosenness? Or that of Jesus?
Let me offer an alternative—one that comes from Genesis, not Deuteronomy.
In Genesis, God calls Abraham to leave his home and journey to a new land. God promises
Abraham many descendants—more numerous than the stars of the sky or grains of sand on the
shore—and that they will become a great nation. But the key is this:
“In you, all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” (Genesis |2:3)
Israel is chosen not to dominate, but to bless.

Not to remain set apart, but to draw others in.

Being chosen isn’t about privilege. It’s about purpose. It’s not “We’re special and you’re not.”
It’s “Through us, may all be blessed.”

Have you read The Shack? In it, God appears to a grieving man named Mackenzie Phillips in the
form of an African-American woman, who invites him to call her “Papa.” At one point, she says,
“Mackenzie, I'm especially fond of you.”

Mackenzie is stunned—knowing how broken and far from God he feels. But later, when Papa
says the same thing—"I'm especially fond of him”—about someone who has caused Mackenzie
and his family great harm, he protests. And Papa simply replies:

“Mackenzie, | have no favorites. I'm just especially fond of each one.”

Being “especially fond” of someone, in God’s eyes, doesn’t mean singling them out above the
rest. It means cherishing them.



Yet, what does it actually mean to say that God is “especially fond” of everyone? What does
that kind of grace look like in practice?

As a Christian, | believe Jesus didn’t come to start a new religion but to fulfill the ancient
promise. And when he cries, “Father, forgive them,” on the cross, he’s not speaking to his

followers. He’s speaking of his executioners—Romans and Jews alike.

If the cross reveals the heart of God, it’s not a sign of salvation for some—it’s a sign of mercy
extended to all.

Paul writes:

“There is no longer Jew or Greek, slave or free, male or female; for you are all one in Christ
Jesus.” (Galatians 3:28)

Is it any wonder that Paul never once mentions hell in any of his writings?

That’s because Paul believed that all of us belong to Christ—not only those who believe in him,
but all whom God has created and cherished. In Paul’s gospel, there is no M. Only God’s
Beloveds.

So what does any of this have to do with the conflict between Israel and the Palestinians?

A better question might be: What doesn’t it have to do with it?

If you choose Deuteronomy’s version of chosenness, you may see Israel’s modern conflict as an
extension of its ancient struggle. You may also turn a blind eye to the genocide taking place in
Gaza in the name of self-defense. And if you think Jesus saves only those who believe, then
Gaza is tragic—but not nearly as tragic as what awaits the Gazans, the Jews, and anyone else
who doesn’t proclaim Jesus to be their Lord and Savior in eternity.

But if you choose Genesis’s version of grace, the whole framework shifts.

You see Israel’s mission not as conquest but as blessing.

You believe that God is “especially fond” of every soul—Israeli and Palestinian, Christian and
Muslim, friend and enemy.

And suddenly, Jesus’s call to love our enemies, do good to those who hate us, and pray for
those who persecute us—these are not side notes in the Christian life.

They’re the centerpiece of it.
Because God has no favorites.
God is just especially fond of everyone.

| have no illusion that this sermon will change the Middle East.



But my hope—the hope | hold fiercely—is that the inclusive faith of Abraham, and the radical
grace of Jesus, might be alive and well here, in Eugene, Oregon.

It was alive and well enough in Omaha, Nebraska, to bring a synagogue, a mosque, and a church
together to create the Tri-Faith Initiative. That same spirit once brought together more than
just the three Abrahamic faiths here in Eugene through Peace Village.

So what might the future hold?

Just because so much of the world has chosen to live in a Bad News story doesn’t mean we
can’t create a Good News one. We may not “bless all the families of the earth,” but we can
bless the families right here in our community.

Perhaps the New Jerusalem the scriptures envision descending from heaven to earth won’t
arrive all at once—or only in some distant land. Perhaps it first touches ground here, in little ol’
Eugene.

Imagine this:

What if, instead of simply calling ourselves “progressive” Christians, we named ourselves
Christian Pluralists—people who walk fully in the path of Jesus while recognizing, as Jesus did,
that God’s pasture is wide enough to welcome sheep from many folds? (John 10:16)

What if we used Laura and Bob lllig’s beta version of the “Sidekick” software not only to help
members find common interests here at FCC, but eventually to connect with members of

Temple Beth Israel, the Islamic Center of Eugene, the Buddha Eye Temple, and others—to have
some fun, share a meal, or build something together?

What if we created a Multi-Faith Lectionary—using the Common Lectionary as a base, but
inviting perspectives from other faith traditions? What might happen if thousands of preachers,
across the country and around the world, began proclaiming not only what distinguishes us, but
also what binds us together?

These are a few of the seeds I've been carrying. | plan to return to them in a sermon series this
fall—possibly titled “The Faith of Jesus in a Pluralistic World.” By then, | suspect you’ll have ideas
of your own. | hope you'll share them.

Because if the New Jerusalem really is coming, we don’t have to wait for it.

We can help build it.

Right here.

Together.

So maybe these socks weren’t so premature after all.



