Weaving the Tapestry of Community:
Going to the Ends of the Earth
Romans 14:13-21

Walk together.


In writing to the Christians at Rome about how to be a true community, that’s one of the things Paul suggests.


It’s something the Romans seem to have trouble doing. Their differences keep tripping them up.

For example, they don’t agree which food is OK to eat. Some folks think it’s just fine to eat meat, while others believe it’s better to be vegetarian.

They also don’t agree about which special days should be observed. Some people believe they should observe particular holy days, while others don’t see any reason to treat those days as special.


Paul doesn’t give us any real hints as to who belongs to which group. He doesn’t focus on the sources or causes of the differing perspectives—such as ethnic divisions. He doesn’t even spend much time on the differing perspectives themselves. Instead, he focuses on the attitudes people have about others who believe differently about these issues.


Paul invites those who’ve made different decisions about how to honor God to recognize that everyone in their community is attempting to honor the same God—even if they differ in behavior. He argues that members of the community are just as accountable to God for their attitudes toward those with whom they disagree as they are for the decisions they’ve made that divide them from each another.


In his attempt to help the Romans learn to walk together, Paul gives them two pretty straightforward suggestions. Don’t judge others—even those who are different. And don’t do anything that will cause someone else to stumble.


Paul shares that he agrees with those in the Roman community who don’t worry about keeping rules about diet or fasting. That’s a big leap for the man who’d once spent most of his time trying to enforce laws of faith.


If we go back many years before Paul and the Roman community, we find another group of people who are attempting to become a community. These people have escaped from enslavement and now are trying to walk together toward a place of freedom and the fulfillment of a divine promise.


God gives these people a set of ten commandments. These commandments are a good first step in helping to create a new community out of a group of slaves who were used to blindly obeying the orders of their masters. The commandments become a legal covenant between God and the people of Israel—one that reflects the relationship between the liberating God and the freed slaves.


The first of these commandments is different in Judaism and in Christianity. In Jewish tradition, what we Christians call the preamble—“I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage”—isn’t separated from the first commandment: “You shall have no other gods before me.”


One writer says: “It is almost as if God is saying ‘look how much I have done for you and how little you have to do for me.’ And the little that you have to do for me is going to help you create and sustain your new community.

“But the people of Israel forgot the relation part, the commitment part, and after a few years the commandments were separated from the commitments. So God sent the prophets of Israel to remind the people that God had not intended to replace the rule of lash with the rule of laws. That the community that the commandments made possible was sustained through a right relationship with God, through commitments.”

When Jesus came onto the scene, he followed in that prophetic tradition. And his early followers found inspiration in the prophetic words of Isaiah, Amos, and Ezekiel.

But those early followers of Jesus soon divided themselves between those who believed a careful adherence to the law was essential to the new movement and those who believed that the relationship Jesus emphasized was what was important.


And this is where we find Paul. He’d moved from being a religious leader who valued the law more than just about anything else to becoming a follower of Jesus who values a relationship with God.


One commentator writes that Paul “knew how ridiculous it could become to keep on making laws to fit every activity we want to control. He also knew how the law sometimes serves to magnify, to blow out of proportion the negative things we do, calling more attention to sin than to salvation.”


So in writing to the Romans, Paul calls for tolerance and understanding for those who disagree. Instead of creating more and more commandments, he wants more commitment to one another and to the new Christian community in Rome. And he wants the members of this community to learn to walk together as they attempt to live out their faith.

Stars Hollow, Connecticut—home of the television series Gilmore Girls—may seem far removed from the Rome of Paul’s day. And yet perhaps we can find some surprising similarities between the two—especially when it comes to the challenges to community they face.


Stars Hollow is one of those quirky small towns where a collection of colorful characters are thrown together.

There’s Lorelai Gilmore, who moved to Stars Hollow as a sixteen-year-old single mother who was estranged from her wealthy parents. Lorelai’s smart and determined. She always has an opinion to share or an aside to throw in. She has a big heart and big dreams—for herself and her daughter.

And there’s the other Gilmore girl—Rory, who’s Lorelai’s daughter. She’s bright and conscientious. She cares about the feelings of others and often worries about her own future. She knows she can always count on her mom, as well as the larger community that’s helped raise her.


There’s also Luke, who owns the local diner and who’s gruff exterior covers a kind spirit. There’s Taylor, the grocery-store owner and perpetual mayor who loves nothing more than a new law or regulation. Then there’s Kirk, who’s had dozens of jobs—ranging from delivery man to photographer to DJ to mailman to realtor-in-training.

There’s Rory’s best friend, Lane, who’s wants to be a normal teenager but whose extremely religious Korean mother has other ideas for her. There’s also Lorelai’s best friend, Sookie, who’s a genius in the kitchen but sometimes has a harder time with her personal life.

And there are Miss Patty and Babette and Maurie and Michel and Gypsy. . . . Well, you get the idea.


The efforts of this odd assortment of people to be community are at the heart of the Gilmore Girls. Without ever having seen an episode of this television series, you probably can guess what a challenge that proves to be.

People argue over how to celebrate Founders’ Day or how Luke should run his diner. They take sides when couples break up or issues come up in town meetings. They push back against Taylor’s never-ending proposals for new regulations. And they gossip about who’s done this or that.


But at the end of the day, the community in Stars Hollow holds together because its members are willing to put the needs of others ahead of their own wants or feelings or preferences. Two rather unusual funerals illustrate this quality of community.


When Luke’s uncle dies, Luke must plan his funeral. No one in town liked Uncle Louie because he was a loner who had a hard and rude exterior. And no one seems willing to help Luke with the plans, which shocks Lorelai. But in the end, the town comes together to honor Uncle Louie because it’s important to Luke—and Luke is important to them.

The whole town comes together for another funeral. This one is for Cinnamon, Babette’s cat. To an outsider, the gathering may seem ridiculous.

And that’s exactly how it strikes Lorelai’s mother when Lorelai misses the funeral of a distant relative to attend Cinnamon’s wake.


Her mother asks: “You skipped your own cousin's funeral for a cat's funeral?”

Trying to explain, Lorelai says: “Not my cousin, Mom. My father's grandmother's sister's girl who I've never— ”
But that doesn’t satisfy her mother, who reminds Lorelai that she’d said she couldn’t miss work.

Again Lorelai tries to explain, “Well, I couldn't at the time, but I worked it out.”
“For a cat?” he mother asks.
Trying to end the conversation, Lorelai points out that it’s late and she has a bit day coming up.
“Oh, what?” her mother counters. “You're going to a raccoon’s wedding?”

While a cat’s funeral seems like a joke to Lorelai’s mother—and perhaps to us—the members of the Stars Hollow community attend the event without questioning the logic behind it. If this is what a member of their community needs, then there’s no need for questions. Everyone’s willing to walk with that person.


The central role of community makes the theme song that was selected for the Gilmore Girls seem especially appropriate. Carol King’s lyrics include these words:
“I would go to the ends of the earth, cause . . . to me that’s you’re worth.”


And maybe that’s one of the real values of community. Within a community we’re willing to walk together—even if that means going to the ends of the earth in order to put someone else’s needs first.


As we attempt to be community to each other, may we always be willing to walk together—regardless of what it calls us to give up and where it requires us to go—even to the ends of the earth. Amen.
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