
 
 

  

 
Sermon for Sunday, September 22, 2019 
 
   THE EMBASSY AT 9450 CLAYTON ROAD 
 

Perhaps you, like me, have a favorite verse of scripture – that particular passage that immediately 
connects you to God. My special verse comes from our epistle lesson for today. 
 

I was at a particularly difficult moment on my seminary journey – I was loving my studies. But I 
was also full of doubt. There were some basic doctrines that I was struggling with – the virgin 
birth, the authority of scripture, the physical bodily resurrection, the stories of an angry God who 
seems to condone violence and judgement. And at a deep level, I doubted my worthiness – and 
my gender. In the early 1970s, a lot of people believed that women had no place in pastoral 
ministry, and part of me wondered if they were right.  
 

And so, one morning, during a worship service, I went inside to a deep and dark place – rejecting 
a God who punishes and excludes, this demanding external God of my childhood, who expected 
me to be good all the time, and was central to the patriarchal parts of the Bible. No, my heart 
said, you are not my God. At that moment, an emptiness filled me, and I started to cry. And then 
I heard the voice, the warm voice of Jesus in my head: If anyone is in Christ, that person is a 
new creation. The old is past and gone, and the new has come. I felt reborn. 
 

This verse in II Corinthians comes at a moment when Paul is speaking to a church in crisis and 
division, in a world growing more and more diverse amidst the violence and corruption of the 
Roman empire. And he calls those struggling believers to a new vision of hope and identity. 
Remember, he says, you are in Christ – a strange turn of phrase for sure. How can we be “IN” 
Christ? What does it mean to be baptized into Christ – to be submerged, surrounded, rooted IN 
Christ?  
 

Well, first of all, it means that we are not our own, nor are we ever alone. Nor can we separate 
ourselves – standing apart from the passion, the values, the delights and demands of a living 
God. We are called to immerse ourselves in the teachings and stories, the example and the 
promises of Jesus. We are called to immerse ourselves into the frustrating diversity of the church 
– because, for better or for worse, we are together the resurrected Body of Christ. To be “in” 
Christ means to live and move and have our being inside the grace and truth of Jesus, hemmed in 
by God’s strong arms – restless until we find our rest in God’s dependable promises. For me, on 
that dark day years ago, it meant taking a huge leap of faith into the mysterious abyss of 
ministry, trusting that God would catch me and lead me. 
 

But then Paul suggests that when we take this leap into a life embedded in Christ, everything 
changes – not once, but again and again and again. The past is gone – not forgotten, not thrown 
away – but no longer in control of our lives. And instead something new emerges – a new 
freedom, a new identity, a new creation. Friends, this constant re-creation and newness is what 
life in Christ promises – for us as individuals, for us as church, and for the broken, aching world 
around us. 
 



 
 

Now, quickly, Paul makes this pie-in-the sky promise concrete. What does this new creation look 
like? Reconciliation – a word that literally means to unite by “making otherwise.” We know that 
we have become a new creation fully embedded in Christ, when we take our a-partness and 
become one – one with God and with each other. AND, when we become ambassadors of 
reconciliation in Christ’s name – we become one, out there, in the real world. 
 

Churches, like families, sometimes have trouble acting out God’s dream of reconciliation. My 
favorite church fight happened in the small congregation my husband and I served as co-pastors 
when our children were small. The issue? The heavy draperies in Fellowship Hall were falling 
apart. And so the women’s Association, which ran everything in the church, was given the 
assignment to replace the drapes. The older women, wanted to replace the old drapes with new 
drapes – formal, heavy, decent. The younger women disagreed. They were tired of heavy and 
formal. They suggested we buy some pretty floral sheets, save some money, lighten up the room, 
and make the curtains ourselves. Well, this disagreement got nasty pretty quickly. The older 
women felt disrespected, and the younger women felt dismissed. So, one day I called a meeting 
of the key players, sat them down, and locked the door – and told them we were not leaving until 
they figured this out. Well, that forced them to talk with each other, instead of about each other – 
and they finally came to a united decision. It dawned on the older women, that if they went with 
the floral sheets, the younger women would do all the work. And the money they saved could 
fund a mission project they all could agree on. Reconciliation – coming together for common 
purpose – everyone getting something and nobody getting everything. A new creation of 
relationships between the generations. 
 

Now I purposely share this rather silly story, because it shows both the dangers and the 
possibilities of differences in the church. Perhaps one more example of a new creation within 
church life can deepen our understanding of the wisdom and hard work that reconciliation in 
Christ requires. Starting in 1978, our Presbyterian denomination started fighting about the 
ordination of gays and lesbians as pastors, elders, and deacons. In the 1990’s I was drawn into 
that struggle because of the role I played in the presbytery and because the issue hit home – my 
brother in law died of AIDS in 1994, and then the wonderful Associate Pastor who shared 
ministry with me in Bethesda decided that he needed to tell the truth about his life – and so, he 
chose to come out as a gay man to the Session, and to the world. 
 

My point in telling this story is not to convince you one way or another about the biblical and 
spiritual understanding of homosexuality. It is to tell you how this fight at a national level almost 
did in the Presbyterian Church USA. In our presbytery, there were six of us Pastors – three 
opposed to the ordination of homosexuals and three of us in favor – who decided we need to 
figure out a way to have civil conversations full of respect and truth telling. And so we began 
meeting together once a month – not to argue, not to try to change minds – but just to listen to 
each other. What were the stories in our own lives that informed our opinions? What was it about 
our understanding of God and the Bible that led us to such different places? And how could our 
conversations help shape a more civil and honest conversation at the presbytery and national 
level. In other words, we were trying to experience and model reconciliation in a church that had 
forgotten how to be “in Christ” together.  
 

Well, across the country, it was this kind of effort at civil dialogue that finally got our 
denomination to a point where we could resolve this difficult issue. After 35 years of struggle, 
the General Assembly made a decision, and the majority of presbyteries agreed with it. Neither 



 
 

side “won”. Instead we decided as a denomination that reconciliation demanded a compromise, a 
“co-promise”, if you will. We decided that agreeing to disagree about a non-essential of the faith 
is how we can stay together “in Christ.”  
 

The resolution was not to force or demand change - the decision was to leave the choice about 
ordaining gay and lesbian officers to local congregations and presbyteries to decide – a process 
that was echoed 4 years later around the issue of gay marriage. What this means is that you, at 
Ladue Chapel, have the freedom to decide who to ordain as elders and deacons, and what 
marriages can be performed in your sanctuary. Of course, by the time we figured all of this out in 
our Presbyterian decently-and-in-order way, the rest of the world had moved on. And our grown 
children and grandchildren looked at us, and wondered what all the fuss was about! 
Friends, we live in families and congregations and communities and a world that are being torn 
apart by deeper division than I have experienced in 70 years of living. We are entering an 
election year where judgmental name calling, and political partisanship promises to get ugly and 
destructive.  We have millions of young people marching in the streets demanding that we save 
God’s sacred earth, and stop gun violence in their schools. Immigration battles have immobilized 
our Congress, and the power of military technology threatens global terrorism and war. And in 
this congregation, you are beginning conversations about your future that may well include some 
differing visions and needs.  
 

If ever we need to answer God’s call to be ambassadors of reconciliation, it is now. If ever we 
need to understand ourselves woven inextricably together in Christ, it is now. And if the church 
of Jesus Christ cannot model and live out an ethic of dialogue and respect and reconciliation, 
how can we expect this nation to change its rancorous and fragmenting ways?  
 

There is a true story that captures this vision of a new creation. It involves two farmers. One day 
the dog of one farmer got loose and mauled to death the two-year-old child of his neighbor. The 
devastated father cut off all relationship with his dog loving neighbor, and the two men lived in 
cold, defiant enmity for years. Then one day a fire devastated the property of the dog owning 
farmer – destroying his barn and all his equipment. He was unable to plow and plant – and so his 
future seemed doomed. Except that the next morning he woke up and found all his fields plowed 
and ready for seed. Upon investigation, he found that his grieving neighbor had done this good 
deed. Humbly the rescued farmer approached his neighbor and asked him if he had plowed the 
fields. The former enemy was clear in his answer, “Yes, I plowed your fields so that God can 
live.” (As told by William P. Barker). My friends, hard core Christian love is not about affection 
or agreement. It is about respect and reconciliation. It is about letting the past go and welcoming 
a new creation born out of the power of grace and community. 
 

So, Ladue Chapel, let’s become Christ’s embassy at 9450 Clayton Road, baptized together in 
Christ. And then let us go – out there - to be ambassadors of Christ in our homes, our work, our 
community and our broken world. 
 
May it be so – for you and for me. Amen 
 
The Rev. Dr. Susan R. Andrews 
Ladue Chapel Presbyterian Church 
TEXT: II Corinthians 5: 16-20 
 


