Weaving the Tapestry of Community: Lighten Up a Little
Philippians 2:1-11


In the New Testament Paul’s deep commitment to spreading the gospel emerges clearly. But something else might seem a little less explicit. What’s Paul’s strategy for spreading the good news through the Roman world?


A closer look at his letters might give us the hint we need. In his messages to the early churches, Paul’s belief in the important role of community becomes clear. Paul has faith that the gospel can be spread through vital communities of believers.


He writes to one of those communities in the letter from which today’s reading comes. The congregation in Philippi is close to Paul’s heart, and the message he sends reflects the warmth he feels for the believers there. The members of this church have supported Paul—from the beginning of his ministry to his current imprisonment.


Paul recognizes that the Philippians face a number of external challenges—from selfish and unscrupulous preachers to destructive opponents and dangerous enemies. But an internal challenge seems to concern Paul even more. That challenge threatens the unity of the community in Philippi.


I love the paraphrase of the first verses of today’s reading that Eugene Peterson offers in The Message:

If you’ve gotten anything at all out of following Christ, if his love has made any difference in your life, if being in a community of the Spirit means anything to you, if you have a heart, if you care—then do me a favor: Agree with each other, love each other, be deep-spirited friends. Don’t push your way to the front; don’t sweet-talk your way to the top. Put yourself aside, and help others get ahead. Don’t be obsessed with getting your own advantage. Forget yourselves long enough to lend a helping hand.


It seems to me that Paul—who takes the role of community so seriously—is asking the Philippians to do something that may seem surprising. It seems that he’s asking them to lighten up a little. Not about the importance of their faith or their role in spreading the gospel, but about themselves.


It sounds like they’re taking themselves and their place in their community pretty seriously. They want to make sure they’re at the front of the line. They’re willing to do what it takes to get to the top. They’re obsessed with what’s best for them.


But Paul knows what the desire for power, prestige, and position can do to a community. So he uses the ultimate example of another way of living. He points to Jesus to show what it means to live a life that’s free from worrying about status and open to offering radical service.


What does this example—which Paul offers in the form of a poetic hymn—have to say about how to live in community? Maybe the most important message is the need for humility.


In Paul’s world, humility isn’t a virtue. To be humble means to ignore culture’s concern for status and to stop acting on the basis of social distinctions. But, according to Paul, that’s exactly what Jesus did.


Instead of trying to push his way to the top for his own advantage, Jesus refused to take, what one writer has called, a “shortcut to glory.” While he might have grasped such glory, Jesus realized there was work to do—people to heal, lessons to teach, a community to create. So he chose to give up what might have been best for himself—at least in the eyes of the world—in order to live a life that would benefit others.


We might think we’ve come a long way from Paul’s world, but I’m not sure our culture today places any greater value on humility. We still seem surrounded by messages that encourage us to look for shortcuts that will help us get ahead.


But Paul’s words challenge us to consider how taking such shortcuts will impact ourselves and those around us. One author describes it this way:


We all have our dreams, our hopes, our aspirations. But they will come with a cost. They always do. There may be shortcuts to the next town, but there aren’t shortcuts in the life of faithful discipleship.


The reason there are no shortcuts is that most of the process of realizing our dreams is the shaping of our own soul in obedience to God. . . . Our soul is shaped in the crucible of distress and loss as we try to bring life to others. We are like Christ in this particular, then, if we realize that the road to our usefulness in the world comes not through a shortcut.


As we think about which road we’ll choose to travel, I think Paul would encourage us to take seriously the example Jesus has given us—an example of living humbly and serving others. But I also think Paul might well encourage us to lighten up a little—to stop taking ourselves so seriously. To stop listening to the messages that tell us we should be number one. To stop scrambling to grasp at power or status.


When it comes to lightening up a little, maybe we can take a lesson or two from the animated television series The Simpsons. Set in the fictional community of Springfield, USA, this long-running series is a parody of American culture and the human condition. It depicts issues and themes faced by many people in modern society.


One of the show’s most influential yet subtle themes is that of religion. A study by a California State University faculty member showed that religious content appears in nearly seventy percent of the series’ episodes.


The Simpson family—Homer, Marge, Bart, Lisa, and Maggie—represent the religious practices and beliefs of many Americans. They attend church on Sundays. They say grace at meals. They read and refer to the Bible. And they pray out loud—although sometimes only under desperate circumstances.


As one student of this series explains: “The Simpsons is not a show about religion, but it’s about a family in which religion plays a part, and in that sense it’s really reflective of what most Americans do and feel about religion.”

 
And the Simpson family lives in a town where religion is an important part of life. The series shows Christians of all stripes, as well as Jews, Buddhists, Hindus, and Muslims. It has tackled such theological issues as salvation, divine omnipotence, end times, miracles, heaven and hell, cults, religious exclusivity, and the nature of the soul.


Mark Pinsky, author of The Gospel According to the Simpsons, notes: “Organized religion, the church, the preacher—they take their whacks like every other institution that The Simpsons deals with. . . . At the same time, sincere religious faith and belief [are] never satirized.”


The Simpsons also never questions the existence of God. Pinsky points out an inside joke in the series. Like most cartoon characters since the advent of Walt Disney’s creations, everybody on The Simpsons has four fingers—everybody except God, that is. Whenever God appears, God has five fingers. “So,” says Pinsky, “it’s a sly joke that the writers are making that God is real, but The Simpsons characters are not real.”


Of The Simpsons’ nearly five hundred episodes perhaps the one titled Homer the Heretic can help us explore the need to lighten up a little.


On a very cold Sunday morning, Marge Simpson tries to gather her husband and children to go to church. But after glimpsing the nasty weather and struggling with his pants, Homer refuses to go.


He then proceeds to have what he declares to be the best day of his life. He sleeps in late, dances in his underwear (in a scene that plays homage to Tom Cruise in the film Risky Business), makes his own brand of waffles, wins a radio trivia contest, watches an action-packed football game, and finds a penny. Homer attributes all his good fortune to skipping church to do his own thing.


Meanwhile, Marge and the kids shiver their way through a rambling sermon and then find themselves trapped in the church because the door has frozen shut. After the church’s groundskeeper finally frees them with a blow torch, Marge’s car refuses to start because of the freezing temperature.


When they finally do get home, Marge is horrified to learn that Homer never intends to go to church again. Despite her best efforts, she fails to change Homer’s mind.


That night as Marge prays for her husband, Homer falls asleep. And, in a dream, God appears to him. When God confronts Homer for forsaking the church, Homer counters: “I’m not a bad guy. I work hard, and I love my kids. So why should I spend half my Sunday hearing about how I’m going to hell?” In the dream, God sees Homer’s point and agrees to let Homer worship in his own way.


In the week that follows, Homer starts his own religion tailored to his own personal tastes. He even makes up false holidays—such as the Feast of Maximum Occupancy—to get out of work.


Homer’s wife, pastor, and next-door neighbor all try to convert Homer back to Christianity, but they all fail.


The next Sunday morning Homer once again stays home when the rest of his family leaves for church. While smoking a cigar, he falls asleep on the sofa. The cigar ignites some magazines, and soon the whole house is ablaze. Homer wakes up, but thick smoke quickly overtakes him.


Homer is saved by the unexpected gift of community. The Hindu manager of Springfield’s Kwik-E-Mart spots the fire and calls the town’s volunteer fire department, which includes Krusty the Clown, who happens to be Jewish, and two of Homer’s childhood friends. In the meantime, the Simpsons’ evangelical next-door neighbor sees the fire and rushes to rescue Homer, pulling him free of the burning house just as the fire department arrives.


After the blaze is extinguished, Homer fears that the fire was a sign of God’s vengeance. But his neighbor quickly suggests that God wasn’t punishing him but rather working through the hearts of his friends and neighbors—despite the differences they may have with him.


As a result, Homer decides to give church another try. When the next Sunday rolls around, Homer accompanies his family to the morning worship service. (Of course, he sleeps through the service, but that’s a story for another sermon.)


The Simpsons’ lens of humor allows us to focus on a lesson that seems surprising similar to what Paul tries to share with the Philippians. While everything around us and within us may encourage us to go our own way so that we can do what we want or gain what we think we deserve, traveling that road may not lead us in the best direction. But if we can lighten up a little, we may just discover that being a part of a community—even when that means that we have to give up our own way—is one of the best gifts we’ll ever receive. Amen.
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