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Let us pray. Guide us, O God, by your Word and Spirit, that in your light we may see light, in your 
truth find freedom, and in your will discover peace. Through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.  

Our second reading is from 1 Peter 2, starting with verse 11. Let us listen together now for God’s 
Word to us.  

Beloved, I urge you as aliens and exiles to abstain from the desires of the flesh that wage war 
against the soul., Conduct yourselves honorably among the gentiles, so that, though they 
malign you as evildoers, they may see your honorable deeds and glorify God when he 
comes to judge., 

For the Lord’s sake be subject to every human authority, whether to the emperor as 
supreme or to governors as sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to praise those 
who do right. For it is God’s will that by doing right you should silence the ignorance of the 
foolish. As servants of God, live as free people, yet do not use your freedom as a pretext for 
evil. Honor everyone. Love the family of believers. Fear God. Honor the emperor.  

(1 Peter 2:11-17) 

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

The church always exists within a larger community—a culture, society. And it always shares some 
things in common with the world it inhabits and other things are diSerent. And that balance shifts in 
both directions, and has throughout history depending on time and place.  

Remember Jesus said, “You are a city on a hill.” But what it means for the church to be a city on a 
hill is endlessly variable and it’s one of the most important questions that the church can ask itself. 
What does it mean for us here and now to be a city on a hill?  

Because the church is fundamentally a community of witness. It is not an aSiliation or a club. It is 
not an advocacy group or an interest group. It is not even, believe it or not, a Religion with a capital 
R.  

The church is a community of witness. The church exists to show something to others, to present 
something, to demonstrate something, to embody something to the world that the world might not 
otherwise ever see or even imagine. A city on a hill cannot be hidden.  

So sometimes the church has things in common with the world that it exists in and other times it’s 
quite diSerent, and the shape of the church’s witness will change. When there is a great deal of 
overlap between the church and its society, witness looks a particular way, and when there is no 



  2 

overlap or very little, the church’s witness looks diSerent. A Yankee fan has a very diSerent life living 
in Boston than he does in New York City.  

And this is what is going on in the book of Daniel. Daniel is a Seminole in Gator country. There is 
almost no overlap for Daniel between the world of his faith and the world of his exile in Babylon. So 
there’s a sharp contrast for him. And that sharp contrast inevitably leads to conflict.  

So as we heard in the first reading, it’s just the beginning, kind of the table setting part of the book of 
Daniel. We learn that Daniel and these three friends are some of the best and the brightest of those 
who had been exiled from Judah after it was conquered. And the king, Nebuchadnezzar, wants to 
raise up Judah’s best and brightest for service to him. And so he’s going to set them aside for three 
years and train them and he’s going feed them well with the royal diet. There it is, the first point of 
tension, the first point of conflict for Daniel and his friends: the diet that is prescribed by the king 
does not accord with their religious practice. So they ask for an exception, they’re granted an 
exception, and they, eating just vegetables and water, grow healthier, stronger, wiser than all of the 
others in that cohort.  

Daniel and his friends serve well without compromising their integrity as faithful Jews. In a way, 
that’s a summary statement of the whole book of Daniel. In the story that I shared with the kids of 
Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, the king creates a gold statue, making everyone bow down and 
worship. These three refuse and they get thrown into a furnace, but God spares them.  

The story you know best, later on in Daniel, is of another king, Darius, who issues a decree that no 
one can pray to anyone except him, and Daniel, who has a habit of praying three times a day with 
his windows open, doesn’t stop his prayers to the God of Israel, and as a result is thrown into a den 
of hungry lions, and God spares him there too.  

Now, it’s easy for us to imagine that if we ended up in a situation like Daniel and his friends, that we 
would get creative: we would look for little ways that we can wriggle out of some of these dangers 
by making small compromises—you know, bending the dietary rules just a little bit, just for a short 
time. When everyone’s bowing down to this gold statue, to go through the motions, but not really 
mean it, of course. And you know, when it’s time to pray, shut the windows and pray in secret so no 
one notices.  

When we find ourselves in that place where there is very little overlap between our understanding of 
what it takes to be faithful and the world around us, when our sense of faithfulness does not line up 
with what society or culture or the powers that be are asking of us, there is usually a whole menu of 
small compromises in front of us for us to choose from. Nothing too oSensive, nothing that makes 
us feel like an outright rejection of our faith or our identity. And we do this all the time. I do this all 
the time. This is modern life in the modern world. We make these, what you might call “micro”-
compromises left and right. Just to get by in a world that is unimaginably diSerent from the world of 
Jesus, never mind the world of Daniel.  
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My point is not to highlight what big failures we are, though that would be a very Calvinist thing for 
me to say, but rather to point out how easy it is to compromise when our core convictions 
encounter friction. And we do this for very practical reasons. We do it in order to function well in the 
world. We do it because we have goals that we want to advance. We do it because we have 
obligations that we need to fulfill. And in a world that is becoming less and less religious, we also do 
it so that we don’t draw undue attention to ourselves. We don’t want to stand out. We do it to go 
with the flow, and we do it so that we don’t miss out on everything that’s happening around us.  

Daniel stood against demands that genuinely contradicted his faith. Daniel faced demands that he 
violate his core religious practices. He faced demands that he do what for him amounts to idolatry. 
He faced the demand to engage in some kind of false devotion, lifting up prayers to someone who 
isn’t God.  

In fairness to us, our situation is very diSerent. We are not in the same situation as Daniel, where 
there is zero overlap between his worldview and the world that he lives in. For us, we don’t live 
necessarily in a Christian society, but we do live in a post-Christian society, which means there still 
is a lot of overlap for us. There still is a lot about our society and culture that feels familiar and 
comfortable and like home to Christians.  

What this really means for us is that we’re not likely to face those do-or-die choices that Daniel 
faced. It’s likely to be a lot less clear for us when we are taking those small steps away from 
faithfulness, when we are making those small compromises.  

But make no mistake, we are pulled in the same directions as Daniel and his friends.  

We are pulled away from our core religious practices—not by a wicked ruler, but by the crowd, by a 
pleasure-seeking culture that rejects sacrifice and discipline and virtue.  

We are pulled toward idolatry—not of the golden statue variety, but we know how to make gods out 
of almost anything, out of all kinds of things that have no business being gods. We make gods of 
things by the way we shape our lives around them and by the time and money and the energy that 
we give to them.  

And we are also pulled toward empty devotion. No one tells us to whom we can or can’t pray, but 
we inhabit an increasingly prayerless world, a world that tempts us to live prayerless lives. A 

s exiles, we now find ourselves in a situation where that overlap is increasingly imperfect.  

1 Peter is a letter written to the exiles of the Christian church and it counsels the church to cultivate 
a way of life that will at times go against the grain of Gentile society, saying this: “Abstain from the 
desires of the flesh that wage war against the soul…. Conduct yourselves honorably among the 
Gentiles…. As servants of God, live as free people. Yet do not use your freedom as a pretext for evil. 
Honor everyone, love the family of believers, fear God, honor the emperor.”  

We cannot live a compromise-free life in exile. The world is too complex, life is too unpredictable, 
you and I are too imperfect. But we can live as free people. By that I don’t mean to live with 
complete license, the freedom to do whatever we want.  
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We can live in freedom from the forces that keep pulling us this way and that, the forces that urge us 
to accelerate our compromise, the forces that threaten to undermine our faithfulness and harm the 
witness of the church.  

And this is really the core insight of the book of Daniel. Daniel and his friends rise to influence and 
prominence, not in spite of their faithfulness, but because of their faithfulness. It is through Daniel’s 
steadfast commitment—not through clever calculation—that Daniel achieves what he does. And 
he achieves a lot.  

King Nebuchadnezzar ends up being deposed, but in the book of Daniel we hear essentially a song 
of praise that Nebuchadnezzar oSers for Daniel’s God. And the next king, Darius, after Daniel is set 
free from those lions, also praises Daniel’s God and calls God “the living God, enduring forever.” 

Daniel lived honorably and free, and he bore compelling witness to his God in a land that preferred 
other gods.  

For the church today, this reminds us that what God asks of us, what God needs from us, is not to 
work our way to the top, making countless compromises along the way, to gain power and influence 
so that we can then use our power to bring about the world that God wants.  

What God asks of the church—what God needs from the church—is faithfulness, nothing more and 
nothing less. God needs the church to bear compelling witness to God’s unchanging love in a world 
that prefers other gods.  

And not coincidentally, this is also what the world needs from the church.  

The church is not the only institution falling on hard times these days. Libraries are falling on hard 
times. They have to compete with all kinds of new digital technologies and the entertainment value 
that they bring, which books of course can’t hold a candle to.  

So imagine that your local public library has decided that they don’t want to fade into irrelevance, 
they don’t want to exist on the margins anymore, so they are going to fully embrace the digital 
revolution. They’re going to get rid of all of their books, and they’re going to fill the space with 
screens of all kinds, big screens, little screens, touch screens, all of it.  

This library now has absolutely nothing of value to oSer to the community. It is oSering nothing that 
the community doesn’t already have.  

We do not need our libraries to promote the use of screen time and digital entertainment. We need 
them to remind us of something that we are in danger of forgetting. We need them to remind us of 
the joy of reading, and the feel of a book, and the human conversation about goodness and beauty 
and truth that has been going on since long before us and needs us to continue. We need libraries, 
in short to bear witness, to bear witness to a better way of absorbing and participating in the rich 
cultural and intellectual history that we have inherited.  

The world does not need a Christian church that reminds the world of itself and oSers the world 
what it already has. The world does not need a Christian church that reflects its own values back to 
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it. The world does not need a Christian church that employs the world’s own tools, and that not very 
well.  

The world needs the church to be a reminder of something that the world is in danger of forgetting.  

The world needs the church to be a reminder that we believe too readily in the promises of power. 
The world needs the church to be a reminder that we resort too naturally to the dehumanization of 
others. The world needs the church to be a reminder that we give our hearts too easily to false gods, 
a reminder that we run too quickly after empty goods, a reminder that we care too deeply about 
things that will not last.  

Daniel didn’t seek power. Daniel sought only faithfulness. Daniel lived free and he lived honorably, 
with fearless commitment to what is good, and this is why he made a diSerence: not because he 
tried to make a diSerence, but because he tried to be faithful.  

The church does not become faithful by making a diSerence in the world; the church makes a 
diSerence in the world by being faithful.  

The church is above all else a community of witness. We are not here to become big and influential. 
We are not here to become prominent and impossible to ignore. We are here to show something to 
the world—to present something, to demonstrate something, to embody something for the world 
that the world might not otherwise ever see or even imagine.  

A city on a hill cannot be hidden.  

We can go along to get along and simply show the world another version of itself. We can be a 
library with no books and nothing to oSer.  

Or we can be what the world needs us to be, what God has called us to be: free, when so many 
forces are pulling us that would take us captive; honorable, when honor is despised as weakness; 
and faithful, the embodiment of God’s unchanging love for this world.  

Let us pray. God, we pray that in the midst of all of the forces that pull at us, the challenges that we 
face, the frictions we encounter, as we seek to live faithfully as your church, that you would take 
away from us the desire to be powerful, the desire for status and prestige, and give us only the 
desire to be faithful. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen. 


