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Let us pray.  

As we hear your word, O God, help us to trust in you with all our heart and not to rely on our own 
understanding. Speak to us, we pray, and make straight our paths. Amen.  

Our second reading is from 1 Peter. Let us listen together for God's word to us.  

Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, 

To the exiles of the dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia, who have 
been chosen and destined by God the Father and sanctified by the Spirit to be obedient to 
Jesus Christ and to be sprinkled with his blood: 

May grace and peace be yours in abundance. 

… 

Prepare your minds for action; discipline yourselves; set all your hope on the grace that 
Jesus Christ will bring you when he is revealed. Like obedient children, do not be conformed 
to the desires that you formerly had in ignorance. Instead, as he who called you is holy, be 
holy yourselves in all your conduct, for it is written, “You shall be holy, for I am holy.” 

If you invoke as Father the one who judges impartially according to each person’s work, live 
in fear during the time of your exile. You know that you were ransomed from the futile 
conduct inherited from your ancestors, not with perishable things like silver or gold but with 
the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without defect or blemish. He was destined 
before the foundation of the world but was revealed at the end of the ages for your sake. 
Through him you have come to trust in God, who raised him from the dead and gave him 
glory, so that your trust and hope are in God. 

Now that you have purified your souls by your obedience to the truth so that you have 
genuine mutual aRection, love one another deeply from the heart., You have been born 
anew, not of perishable but of imperishable seed, through the living and enduring word of 
God. 

(1 Peter 1:1-2, 13-23)  

This is the word of the Lord.  
Thanks be to God.  

So this letter that we call 1 Peter is very clearly, very explicitly addressed to the exiles of the 
dispersion. So at this point, the church is very young, but the church is growing quickly, and it is 
spreading throughout the Roman world. And the people of the Christian church at this time are not, 
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strictly speaking, exiles. They've not been forcibly removed from their homes and made to live in a 
foreign land, but instead, as they have spread and tried to develop their communities in these 
various places, they find that the local authorities are often not very fond of the Christian 
communities there. They're often puzzled by these churches So the church lived with a kind of 
rootlessness. They lived like strangers in their own country. They lived like exiles.  

Now, in so many ways, the situation of the American church today has very little in common with 
the experience of the early church. Today, Christianity is a known quantity. It's widely practiced. It's 
broadly accepted. We Christians in the United States live in safety and security, and the free 
exercise of our religion is guaranteed by our Constitution.  

But in other respects, our situation today might in fact resemble the early church in some surprising 
ways. The world is changing now. It has been changing for decades in ways that are very often 
unfavorable to the church. Institutional religion is losing influence and clout in society. The church 
is moving away from the center and toward the margins.  

Which means that exile may be for us a useful metaphor in thinking about what we are going 
through as the church in the United States. Not a true exile, that's a profoundly diUerent thing for 
people to be uprooted and forced to leave their homes, but for us, the kind of exile perhaps that that 
early church was experiencing.  

Exile is a recurring theme in the story of the people of God, and it starts at the very beginning. Adam 
and Eve are exiled from Eden. Shortly after them, Cain kills his brother Abel and is forced to wander 
in exile for the rest of his life. The patriarchs—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—were told that the land 
they lived in would one day be theirs, but it wasn't theirs yet, and so they lived like nomads. The 
Israelites were enslaved in Egypt, a land that was not their own. And when Israel finally establishes 
itself in Palestine, they still live amid the tensions of great powers and the conflicts that would 
inevitably happen between Egypt and Babylon and Assyria. Eventually the northern kingdom is 
conquered by Assyria, the southern kingdom conquered by Babylon. And when these exiles are 
over, still Israel lives under the oppression of foreign rulers. First the Persians, then the Greeks, than 
the Romans.  

Dispossession and dislocation are a central part of Israel's experience. And so over time, these 
things come to be understood as central to their relationship with God and what it means to be 
faithful to the covenant in a world that does not know or honor their God.  

We're starting a new series today called The Church in Exile. And we will look at the ways that our 
experience today as the church in the United States might resemble the experience of exile that we 
see in scripture. We'll look at a few diUerent Old Testament figures that were used to illustrate the 
challenges of exile: Esther, Daniel, and Jonah. All with an eye towards seeing what faithfulness 
looks like now in a changing world.  

The thing about exile is that it's not something we would choose. Why in the world would we choose 
exile? Given the choice between belonging and being a stranger, we know which we prefer. Given 
the choice between comfort and discomfort, between being settled and being unsettled, between 
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having influence and being powerless, between being at the center of things and being sidelined, 
we know, which we prefer.  

We don't want to be on the wrong side of that balance, and so we don't want the church to be on the 
wrong side of that balance either. We naturally strive for the things that we want and we steer clear 
of the things that might tip that balance in the wrong direction. And as the church, having worked so 
long and so hard for generations, for millennia, to establish ourselves, it makes sense that if we 
suddenly begin to feel that our position, our influence, our power, our stability are slipping away, 
then we would experience this as a profound loss, as something that is very bad for the church of 
Jesus Christ. And this is exactly what has been happening in particular for the mainline Protestant 
tradition since the 1960s. By mainline Protestant, I mean the historic Protestant traditions like 
Presbyterians.  

Some of you can remember what the church was like in the couple of decades after World War II. 
This was the high watermark in the United States for the church of participation and vitality. Many of 
our churches, maybe even most of our churches in the Presbyterian church, were built during those 
20 years after the war. This was the high watermark of society's accommodation of Christian 
practice: there were no sports on Sundays; Wednesday evenings were kept free for church 
activities; and blue laws preserved the sanctity of the Sunday Sabbath. This was also the high 
watermark of governmental deference and policy influence: pastors and theologians had the ear of 
politicians and presidents.  

Now, some of us don't remember back quite that far. But we too can see the changes that have 
taken place and we too can feel the loss.  

And given enough time, that loss begins to harden into a sense of failure. And then it can 
metastasize into despair.  

By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down and there we wept when we remembered Zion—when 
we remembered our home, when we remembered the way things were. On the willows there we 
hung up our harps, For there our captors asked us for songs and our tormentors asked for mirth, 
saying, "Sing us one of the songs of Zion—sing us one of the songs of home; sing us one of the songs 
of the way things were." How could we sing the Lord's song in a foreign land?  

So much of the church’s mental and spiritual and physical energy these last several decades has 
been spent trying desperately to go in reverse, trying to restore the standing that we once enjoyed, 
trying to bring about an end to our modern exile.  

1 Peter is a letter addressed to the exiles of the Christian church. What kind of advice do we find 
there for a church in exile? It says, "Do not be conformed to the desires that you formerly had in 
ignorance." It says, "Be holy in all your conduct." It says, "Live in fear of the one who judges 
impartially." It says, "Set all your hope on the grace that Jesus Christ will bring."  

Notably absent from this advice to the exiles is advice about how to grow or how to restore position 
and prestige, or how to influence public policy, or how to move back toward the center of things. 
And that's because this is not advice for ending the church's exile. This is advice for living faithfully 
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in their exile without promising that things will ever be otherwise, without perhaps even imagining 
that things will ever be otherwise, which should give us pause.  

When we look back on the way things were and the way things have changed, we use words like 
loss and decline to describe it And we are measuring that loss against a time when the church 
enjoyed the kind of privileges that we dream of, the kinds of privileges that we strive for. But have we 
stopped to ask if those privileges are what make for faithfulness? Have we considered the 
possibility that being at the center of things does not empower the mission of the church, but rather 
distorts it?  

There is a faction of American Christianity that has found itself very close to the center of things in 
recent years. And we would do well to consider the shape that that version of our faith has taken as 
it walks the halls of American power.  

A prominent oUicial who is central to the current war eUort recently prayed openly for the death and 
the damnation of our nation's enemies, in the name of Jesus Christ. In the name of Jesus Christ.  

A close spiritual advisor to the president, just days before Easter, likened his political fortunes to 
the suUering, death, and resurrection of Jesus himself.  

If this is the shape that Christianity takes when it's close to the center, ss that really where the 
church wants to be?  

These are just recent examples—egregious, yes, but history is chock full of examples of the church 
getting close to power and experiencing the distortion eUect of power. The closer the church gets to 
the center of things, the more it becomes subject to those forces. And the more likely it is to be 
distorted beyond recognition.  

Now, I'll reiterate, the center is where we would all like to be. And so it's natural for us to assume 
that the center is where the church ought to be. And if the church does in fact find itself at the 
center, it's natural to conclude that the center is where God wants the church to be.  

Which is why we need to be reminded of our exile, and to be reminded that it is the experience of 
exile that allows the church's faithfulness to come alive.  

Think of it like this. The music industry for decades has been dominated by the major labels. These 
are the labels that sign all the big artists that fill arenas on their tours, the rock stars, the pop stars. 
But not every musician has the kind of following or the style of music that would be needed to sign a 
record deal with a major label. So there has always been an undergrowth of independent record 
labels that sign artists that are never going to make it big, but have a stable, devoted following and 
have an artistry to their music that is worth preserving. We call these bands “independent” bands, 
or “indie” bands.  

Every now and then, one of these independent artists or bands breaks through and they make it big. 
They get signed to a major label and they do the arena tour and all of that. And that's great for them 
and their aspirations and their success, but it would make no sense at that point to call them an 
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independent band. You can't be a big group and independent at the same time. The two can't go 
together.  

Or imagine you're looking for dinner one night and you feel like Mexican food. And you see two 
Mexican restaurants and one of them says "Authentic” Mexican food, and the other one says, 
"gourmet” Mexican food. You're going to choose authentic because you know if they're calling it 
“gourmet” Mexican food, they're doing it wrong. And if they call it street food, that's even better.  

You can't be a major rock star and an independent artist. You can't be gourmet and Mexican food. 
And maybe you can't be the faithful church and be close to the center of power.  

Maybe the church can only truly be the church when it's in exile, when it dwells outside of the 
center of things, when its own experience more closely mirrors the experience of Jesus himself. And 
the moment that the church begins to gravitate back toward the center, it begins to lose its identity 
as the church. 

In the 20th century, as Hitler was rising to power in Germany, the pastor and theologian Dietrich 
BonhoeUer could see clearly—and earlier than most—what was happening to the German 
Christian church. And what he saw was a church that was all too willing to make compromises in 
order to remain close to the center of things. And one of the ways that BonhoeUer criticized the 
church was by framing it in terms of cheap grace and costly grace. By “cheap grace” he meant a 
kind of cultural Christianity. And by “costly grace” he meant a life of true and diUicult discipleship. 
Two diUerent ways of being Christian in the world—the one is easy and asks very little, and the other 
is hard, and it demands sacrifice.  

BonhoeUer writes this, speaking of cheap grace: "The whole world has become 'Christian' under 
this grace, but Christianity has become the world under this grace as never before." He says, "Is the 
price that we are paying today with the collapse of the organized churches anything else but an 
inevitable consequence of grace acquired too cheaply?" (Dietrich BonhoeUer, The Cost of 
Discipleship). 

A whole century before BonhoeUer, the Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard looked at the 
Lutheran church in Denmark, a church he loved very much, a church he belonged to, and he saw 
that the church in Denmark was growing much too comfortable being at the center of things. And 
he wrote this: “Imitation, the imitation of Christ, is really the point from which the human race 
shrinks. The main diUiculty lies here; here is where it is really decided whether or not one is willing 
to accept Christianity. If there is emphasis on this point, the stronger the emphasis the fewer the 
Christians.” 

He goes on, saying, "If there is a scaling down at this point [that is, on the emphasis on the imitation 
of Christ] (so that Christianity becomes, intellectually, a doctrine), more people enter into 
Christianity." 

And he goes further: "If it is abolished completely [that is, the imitation of Christ], then Christianity 
spreads to such a degree that Christendom and the world are almost indistinguishable, or all 
become Christians; Christianity has completely conquered—that is, it is abolished!" 
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What he is saying here is that the imitation of Christ, the life of true discipleship, is the sticking 
point. And if we just remove that sticking point, then the whole world becomes Christian. And 
Christianity means nothing. He says, “This is a cheap edition of what it means to be a Christian” 
(Søren Kierkegaard, “Judge for Yourself!”). 

What we want and aspire to and strive for—things like position and influence and comfort—are not 
the things that make for a faithful church. “Do not be conformed to the desires that you formerly 
had in ignorance. Instead, as he who called you is holy, be holy yourselves” (1 Pet. 1:14-15). Holy 
does not mean perfect or sinless or pious. Holy means distinctive. It means set apart.  

The 20th century preacher William Sloane CoUin once said, "There are two things that improve with 
being stepped on: a Persian rug, and the faith of the church." 

I think it's not only accurate to think of this moment that we are living in as the church as a kind of 
exile, I think it's also good to think of it this way. I think it's healthy for us to think of it this way. I think 
it's needed.  

It's an opportunity for us to rediscover our distinctiveness, our holiness: to sing the Lord's song in a 
foreign land; to retrain ourselves to follow Jesus at a time when it no longer means paddling 
downstream, but now it means going against the current; to hear God calling us, not to the center of 
things, but to faithfulness, calling us to see again with new clarity what it means to imitate Christ, to 
be his disciples, to bear witness to his kingdom, and to embody his self-giving love.  

Let us pray. God, it has always been hard to be the church. And like all those generations that have 
preceded us, we want to be a faithful church. So help us to see what you are calling us to do and to 
be. Help us to embrace this moment of exile so that we might be renewed in faithfulness and filled 
with hope. We pray in Jesus' name. Amen. 


