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“Questions of Belonging: To Whom Do We Belong?”
Matthew 9:35-10:8 September 15, 2019

In March, a writer for the business news publication 
Quartz, Jenny Anderson, wrote a powerful personal 
piece titled: “The Only Metric of Success that Really 
Matters is the One We Ignore.” Anderson begins with 
the description of her brother’s memorial service and 
how observing the depth of his community painfully 
highlighted this absence in her own life. Anderson 
writes honestly about the decisions she has made 
and how they’ve defined her life: “Endlessly working 
and improving, on a permanent quest to do as much 
as possible in the unforgiving confines of 24 hours. 
It was the only way I knew how to be. Compete. 
Excel. Win.” Her brother’s illness and decline were 
an epiphany; Anderson writes, “Watching my nieces 
lose their father, I got a glimpse of what community 
looks like. It was the people who turned up before 
they were asked, to do things they didn’t have time 
to do. Neighbors who collected kids from school and 
came to hospitals to sit. Friends who stayed. Groups of 
people who materialized to make lunch for four kids 
for months because their parents couldn’t’ This was 
community. And what I would come to learn, slowly, 
is that community is about a series of small choices and 
everyday actions: how to spend a Saturday, what to do 
when a neighbor falls ill, how to make time when there 
is none. Knowing others and being known; investing 
in somewhere instead of trying to be everywhere. 
Communities are built, like Legos, one brick at a time. 
There’s no hack.” The entire piece is worth your time, 
but Anderson’s concluding definition of community 
is especially powerful—not just “having friends who 
bring lasagna when things fall apart and champagne 
when things go well…community is also an insurance 
policy against life’s cruelty; a kind of immunity against 
loss and disappointment and rage.” i

Sadly, in our time, many find themselves without 

genuine community. The statistics are consistent and 
tell an unnerving story. We rarely have family dinners, 
belong to fewer organizations that actually meet, 
know our neighbors less well, meet with friends to 
socialize less frequently, and volunteer far less than 
previous generations. Not only are sports leagues and 
neighborhood associations losing members, so are 
churches. And the numbers of people who attend 
worship virtually is steadily growing. More and 
more Americans are worshipping the same way they 
are shopping, in front of a television or computer 
screen. Alone. The demise of community is not a 
neutral phenomenon. It has a demonstrably negative 
impact on individuals physically, psychologically, and 
spiritually; isolation and detachment do not constitute 
a fulfilling way to live our lives. All of us suffer from 
the shifts toward individualism and disconnection that 
sociologists describe. Whether it is the proliferation of 
screen, the increasing pace of life, the overemphasis on 
personal success at the expense of communal identity, 
the ideological echo chambers of social media, or 
other cultural realities, the fact is that almost all of 
us experience this lack of authentic community— 
sometimes in the dull pain of an absence we can’t 
quite put our finger on, other times as a sharp string of 
loneliness.  Like Anderson, we know that our priorities 
aren’t providing deep meaning, but like hamsters on 
the wheel, we keep running because we don’t know 
what else to do. 

Does this sound at all familiar? Maybe it even 
makes you a little uncomfortable? Me too. Here’s the 
good news: I believe that Christian community offers 
an answer to the pain we feel in the age of isolation. 
And you’re already here. You see, community is a 
foundational part of our faith. But how we do that 
is not a simple or settled matter. Building genuine 
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community is more complicated, and more fulfilling, 
than simply occupying the same space at the same time 
for an hour each week. It involves a common purpose, 
a willingness to be inconvenienced, a vulnerability to 
others, an openness to newness. 

This morning’s scripture passage from the Gospel 
of Matthew suggests that it has been this way since 
the very beginning of the Christian movement. The 
movement of the gospel message into the world began 
with Jesus calling his disciples together, giving them 
authority and a mission, and then sending them out. 
And, when Jesus sends his disciples out, he sends them, 
not as independent agents, but together. Community 
is woven into the fabric of their call.

It is a defining moment in the lives of the disciples 
and in the formation of the church. The call of the 
disciples demonstrates a basic and fundamental 
Christian truth. We need each other. I am afraid that 
this truth has been neglected or forgotten far too often 
in the church in recent decades. One of the reasons that 
I am so hopeful about the future of the church is because 
I believe that we are learning the value of community. 
We are learning that we need one another. We are 
learning that the impulse to division is a snare of the 
evil one. We are learning that genuine community does 
not require conformity. We are learning that the God 
whose grace and mercy brings us together is far more 
powerful than all that seeks to separate us. In other 
words, we are leaning that we belong to each other.

I firmly believe that in learning these lessons we 
find the seeds of renewal for the church. I also believe 
that Second Presbyterian Church, in our worship and 
in our ministry, can be a catalyst for this renewal. In 
choosing unity in diversity and strengthening our 
commitment to the one another, we can lead the way 
in creating places of genuine, vulnerable community. In 
the midst of endless back-and-forth shouting matches 
between warring camps, we can turn our attention to 
all that draws us together. We can choose to be a place 
of belonging.

In recent years, I have found great wisdom in the 
voices of emerging faith leaders who see an alternative 

to church battles that provide far more heat than light.  
One of those voices belonged to Rachel Held Evans, 
a theologian and writer who tragically died in May at 
the age of thirty-seven. Rachel’s writing was full of love 
for the church and, out of that love, she challenged the 
church to deeper engagement. “Let’s learn to argue 
better. I have no problem with Christians arguing 
with one another. Really. We’re brothers and sisters, 
for goodness sake! Of course we’re going to argue. 
But surely we can allow differences to exist without 
questioning one another’s commitment to the faith 
and without rooting for one another’s demise.” I pray 
that Rachel was right. The future of the church depends 
on it. 

When Jesus sent his disciples out, he knew this 
truth: discipleship is like life. Something that none of 
us will ever be able to do all by ourselves. And, thanks be 
to God, none of us has to do this alone. This morning, 
we welcome 21 new members into the life of this faith 
community. They bring gifts of time and commitment 
and faith. They come seeking a place to belong, to 
grow, to serve, to worship. In welcoming them, we 
open ourselves to the newness that they bring. We 
affirm that we belong to each other. This morning, we 
celebrate the sacrament of baptism—speaking God’s 
words of welcome and God’s promise of belonging. 
We make promises that those received today belong 
to us, and we belong to them. Here is what I know: 
The Spirit of God is present wherever each person is 
welcomed as a beloved child of a gracious God. Each 
person. No exceptions, no requirements, no cookie-
cutter blueprints, no self-righteous superiority. Every 
person welcome because each one is needed to make 
the community complete.

The second book of the Bible, which we call 
Exodus, actually has two names. Exodus is a Greek title, 
given by those who translated the Old Testament from 
Hebrew. In Greek, the word Exodus means “a way out”, 
and so is extremely appropriate the story of the people’s 
liberation from slavery in Egypt to the Promised Land 
of Canaan. A way out. But there is another name for 
the book, a Hebrew name, Shemot, which comes from 
the opening verse of the book, The verse reads, “These 
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are the names of the children of Israel who came to 
Egypt. Shemot. These are the names. Exodus. A way 
out. Liberation happens in the midst of community.

When Jesus called together this group of twelve 
ordinary people from different walks of life, he renamed 
them. Matthew writes, “these are the names of the twelve 
apostles. In the space of a few short verses, these disciples 
have become apostles. The word means “those who are 
sent out.” Sent to preach. Sent to teach. Sent to heal. 
Sent to embody the gospel ministry as a community. 
They would always belong to God, but Jesus knew a day 
would come when he would no longer be there to guide 
them, when they would depend on each another, belong 
to one another. When these sheep would be without 
their shepherd and when the gospel truth itself would 
rest in their hands. He trusted them. He empowered 
them. And with these twelve ordinary followers, the 
church was born. We are their descendants, their heirs, 
and our mission is the same; as is this truth: it takes a 
community to be the church. These are the names…the 
people to whom we belong…those who form our faith 
and sustain our hope and enliven our spirits and empower 
us to serve. These are the names…Matthew, Meghan, 
Max, Melanie, Shadreck, Sherrie, and Stephanie, Andy, 
Abbie, Amy, and Audrey, Bill and Benjamin, David 
and Deborah, Kathy and Karen and Clay and Crystal. 
Brooks and Daisy and Elijah. Penelope and Luke. 
Children of the covenant. You belong. Shemot. These 
are the names. Amen.

____________________________________________
i https://qz.com/1570179/how-to-make-friends-build-a-
community-and-create-the-life-you-want/


