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Sermon   preached   at   St.   Stephen’s   on   August   18,   2019  
  
Jesus   said,   “Do   you   think   I   have   come   to   bring   peace   to   the   earth?    No,   I   tell   you,   but   rather  
division!”  
  
If   I   appear   to   be   a   less   familiar   face   to   you,   my   name   is   Katie   Nakamura   Rengers.    I’ve   visited  
Saint   Stephen’s   a   few   times   in   the   past   –   John   is   a   good   friend   of   mine   from   seminary   –   and   I’ll  
be   spending   several   months   here   as   an   interim   priest   associate.    I   was   hoping   for   a   positive,  
uplifting   Gospel   story   today,   one   that   I   could   use   to   tell   you   a   little   about   myself   and   my   faith.  
This   one’s   a   bit   harder,   but   let’s   see   where   it   takes   us.   
  
Conflict.     How   does   that   word   make   you   feel?    Does   it   make   you   itch   a   little?    Are   you,   quote,  
“conflict   averse?”    Do   you   lean   in,   maybe   even   enjoy   it   a   little?    Do   you,   perhaps,    cause    conflict?  
I’ve   done   a   bit   of   all   three   of   those.  
  
My   first   experience   of   conflict   was   in   preschool,   which   I   attended   here   in   Birmingham.    It   was   the  
end   of   the   day,   and   our   teachers   had   us   cleaning   up   while   singing   that   children’s   song,   “clean  
up,   clean   up,   everybody   do   your   share.”     I’m   a   rule   follower   by   nature,   and   as   I   was   dutifully  
cleaning   up   I   spied   another   little   girl   who   was   still   busy   playing   at   the   toy   kitchen.    “You’re  
supposed   to   be   cleaning   up,”   I   told   her.    “No,”   she   replied.    So,   I   picked   up   her   wrist   and   gave  
her   a   hard   bite   on   the   forearm.     Unfortunately,   what   I   intended   as   retributive   justice   was  
interpreted   as   a   senseless   act   of   violence   and   I   found   myself,   not   for   the   last   time,   in   time   out.   
  
Fifteen   years   later,   I   was   graduating   from   high   school.    It   was   the   year   2003   and,   if   you   were  
Episcopalian   in   2003   you   know   that   was   the   year   the   whole   denomination   freaked   out.    Up   in  
New   Hampshire,   a   man   named   Gene   Robinson   was   elected   the   first   openly   gay,   partnered  
bishop.    Talk   about   conflict.    Petitions   circled   on   both   sides,   flags   were   waved,   lawsuits   were  
filed.    It   took   us   decades   to   move   past   it.    As   an   18   year   old,   I   was   disgusted   by   all   this   conflict.  
It   had   never   occurred   to   me   that   bishops   were   elected   through   such   a   secular,   business   like  
process.   I’d   always   assumed   that   God   spit   fire   from   Heaven   onto   their   heads   and   anointed   them  
without   any   needless   human   interference.    It   took   me   years   to   get   over   my   disillusionment.  
  
Of   course,   eight   years   into   my   priesthood,   I’ve   accepted   conflict   as   an   inevitable   aspect   of  
church   life.    In   fact,   like   my   preschool   experience,   much   of   our   conflict   involves   the   kitchen.  
“Reverend   Katie,   tell   so   and   so   that   he   needs   to   be   more   mindful   of   cleaning   up   after   coffee  
hour.”    At   times,   I’m   the   one   being   told   that    I’ve    disrespected   the   kitchen,   “Reverend   Katie,   I   hate  
to   say   this   but   you   left   the   kitchen   in   great   disarray.”    I’ve   mitigated   conflict   between   the   organist  
and   senior   warden,   between   the   long-time   parishioner   who   donated   what   they   thought   was   a  
beautiful   piece   of   furniture   to   the   church   and   the   well-meaning   newcomer   who   thought   it   was  
ugly   and   threw   it   away.    Then   there’s   the   more   serious   conflict   –   about   money,   human   sexuality,  
whether   the   church   should   sign   a   petition   regarding   the   treatment   of   immigrants,   or   how   to  
welcome   ex-felons   back   into   the   church   family.  
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There   are   people,   such   as   the   younger   adults   I’ve   spent   much   of   my   priesthood   ministering   to,  
who   perceive   the   church   as   doing   little   else   other   than   fighting   with   each   other.    When   asked  
why   they’ve   stopped   attending   church,   quite   often   someone   will   say,   “because   Christians   are  
such   hypocrites.    They’re   supposed   to   be   following   the   all-loving,   inclusive   way   of   Jesus.    But  
instead   all   they   do   is   fight.”  
  
And,   in   many   ways,   they’re   right.  
  
But   I   think   there’s   another   way   to   look   at   this,   and   here   it   is:   whenever   a   community   of   people   is  
gathered   together,   there   will   be   conflict.    And   the   more   diverse   that   community   is,   -   racially,  
ethnically,   politically,   economically,   etc   -   the   more   unlike   minded   we   will   be   and…   the   more   we  
reflect   the   Kingdom   of   God.    So   the   more   representative   of   the   Kingdom   we   become,   the   more  
we   put   ourselves   at   risk   of   conflict.    And   I   believe   that’s   a   risk   Jesus   calls   us   to   take.    In   today’s  
Gospel,   Jesus   says,   “they   will   be   divided   two   against   three   and   three   against   two.”    Elsewhere   in  
the   scriptures,   Jesus   says   “where   two   or   three   are   gathered   together   in   my   name,   I   am   with  
you.”   
  
After   all,   Jesus’   followers   are   constantly   in   conflict.    Martha   asks   Jesus   to   tell   Mary   to   help   her  
clean   up   the   kitchen!    James   and   John   argue   over   who   will   be   greatest   in   the   Kingdom.    Paul  
and   Peter   are   practically   on   non-speaking   terms   over   really   important   theological   matters   –   like  
whether   and   how   to   welcome   outsiders   into   the   new   church   community.  
  
Perhaps   I’m   thinking   about   this   theme   of   conflict   because   it   seems   that   every   time   I   listen   to   the  
news,   some   commentator   or   sociologist   is   talking   about   how   Americans   are   more   divided   today  
than   we’ve   ever   been   since   the   Civil   War.    I   hope   that’s   an   exaggeration,   but   maybe   it’s   true.    It  
certainly   seems   like   there’s   a   lot   of   division   of   the   kind   Jesus   talks   about.    What   would   it   mean  
for   the   Church   to   be   a   beacon   of   hope   in   a   divided   world?    Where   two   or   three   are   gathered   –  
or,   for   that   matter,   where   two   or   three   hundred   are   gathered   at   a   place   the   size   of   St.   Stephen’s  
–   there   will   be   conflict.    But   also,   where   two   or   three   hundred   are   gathered   together   in   the   name  
of   Jesus,   he   will   be   with   us?   
  
To   close,   here’s   an   example   of   where   I’ve   seen   the   Church   in   action   as   a   beacon   of   hope.    I  
mentor   a   small   group   of   younger   adults   using   a   program   called   EfM.    We   meet   for   two   hours  
every   week,   share   a   meal,   study   scripture   and   reflect   theologically   on   how   that   scripture   speaks  
to   our   life   and   the   world   we   live   in.    In   the   fall   of   2016,   we   realized   that   the   election   was   going   to  
be   divisive   in   our   community.    About   75%   of   us   were   praying   for   one   result,   and   the   other   25%  
was   hoping   for   another.    So   I   sent   an   email   to   the   group   saying,   “If   you’re   part   of   that   25%  
minority,   would   you   send   me   a   poem,   news   article,   or   personal   story   that   our   group   could   use   as  
a   prompt   for   theological   reflection   this   week?”    One   of   those   good   people   sent   me   a   cartoon,  
whose   subject   matter   was   the   Confederate   flag.    Talk   about   conflict   and   division!    The  
conversation   that   ensued   was   amazing.    It   began   with   the   flag,   moved   to   the   theme   of   symbols,  
on   to   symbols   that   change   over   time,   and   ended   up   with   the   symbol   of   the   cross,   and   how   Jesus  
changed   it’s   interpretation   from   one   of   death   into   a   symbol   of   life   and   unity.   
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At   the   end   of   the   year,   the   person   who   sent   me   the   cartoon   said   to   the   whole   group,   “I   love   this  
church,   because   it’s   the   only   place   I   can   come   and   talk   openly   and   vulnerably   about   the   things  
that   matter,   even   if   they’re   controversial.”  
  
My   prayer   for   Saint   Stephen’s   is   that   we   remember   to   be   that   beacon   of   hope   in   a   divided   world.  
A   place   that   is   unified   by   it’s   faith   in   Jesus.    That   faces   the   reality   that,   “where   two   or   three   are  
gathered”   there   is   sure   to   be   conflict.    But   also   that,   where   those   two   or   three   are   gathered  
together,   Jesus   will   be   with   us.   
 


