
San Lorenzo Community Church United Church of Christ 
Sermon:  To Serve a Dream 
Preached by Rev. Annette J. Cook 
Sunday, November 13, 2016 
 
 

Page 1 of 5 
 

A reading from the Letter to the Romans 12:9-21 from the New Testament Translation, The Message 
translated by Eugene H. Peterson. 

9-10 Love from the center of who you are; don’t fake it. Run for dear life from evil; hold on for 
dear life to good. Be good friends who love deeply; practice playing second fiddle. 

11-13 Don’t burn out; keep yourselves fueled and aflame. Be alert servants of the Master, 
cheerfully expectant. Don’t quit in hard times; pray all the harder. Help needy Christians; be 
inventive in hospitality. 

14-16 Bless your enemies; no cursing under your breath. Laugh with your happy friends when 
they’re happy; share tears when they’re down. Get along with each other; don’t be stuck-up. 
Make friends with nobodies; don’t be the great somebody. 

17-19 Don’t hit back; discover beauty in everyone. If you’ve got it in you, get along with 
everybody. Don’t insist on getting even; that’s not for you to do. “I’ll do the judging,” says God. 
“I’ll take care of it.” 

20-21 Our Scriptures tell us that if you see your enemy hungry, go buy that person lunch, or if he’s 
thirsty, get him a drink. Your generosity will surprise him with goodness. Don’t let evil get the 
best of you; get the best of evil by doing good. 

This ends the reading from the Letter to the Romans. Thanks be to God. 
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So the Good News that we have just heard is that right now, as you are, you can be a part of 
something, something big, something bigger than us, something Godly and deep and divine.  You see, 
you are a part of the Body of Christ and the Body of Christ is One, unified, whole, reconciled, true. 

Now the bad news, the tricky part is that the Body of Christ includes an awful lot of people who 
are every bit as difficult as we are. The Body of Christ includes people who have hurt us, abandoned us, 
crushed our spirit, stolen our faith, set evil into motion and allowed evil to take root. Yes, the Body of 
Christ includes even our enemies. 

This past week has been horrible, awful, difficult, gut-wrenching, mind-numbing, depressing – at 
least it has been for me.  “Disappointed” doesn’t even begin to cover the depth of despair.  
“Hopelessness” doesn’t even touch the edge of the abyss I have experienced.  

So as I opened my Bible again to continue my study for this scripture, to prepare for this sermon 
– this text from the disciple Paul as he writes to the church in Rome – I have to tell you, I opened my 
Bible and shut it. Quickly.  Not today. I can’t read it. I can’t go there. Not now.  Not yet.   

There is too much at stake.  I am in fear of being made “illegal” because of my sexual 
orientation.  I fear my marriage may be invalidated – that “I” may be invalidated.   

All of the progress of women’s health is now under siege – a right to control my own body, to 
make the decisions for my own health – all under siege. 

I work with two nonprofit who serve and support the Muslim community – one as a spiritual 
center for learning and growth and the other as a legal advocacy and anti-hate campaign – and I fear for 
their lives and their children and their right to practice their religion. 

Millions of Americans have been able to get health insurance for the first time and now that 
right to access for health care and medical treatment is at risk. 

Don’t even get me started on the proliferation of guns and the potential unfettered access and 
public display of guns in our communities. 

Hate speech has been normalized.  Xenophobia has been mainstreamed. Racism, sexism, 
misogyny and inciting revenge and violence have apparently become central values. 

I don’t think I’m over-reacting.  There is too much at stake. I am afraid and I am angry. 

 In an article yesterday in the New York Times by Teju Cole, he reminded us of the play written 
by Eugene Ionesco, a French-Romanian playwright. 

It is a Sunday afternoon in a provincial town in France. Two men meet at a cafe. One of them, 
Berenger, is half-drunk. He is being berated by his companion, Jean. All of a sudden, they hear a great 
noise. When they and other townspeople crane their necks to figure out what’s going on, they see a 
large animal thundering down one of the streets, stamping and snorting all the way. A rhinoceros!  
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Not long after, there’s another. They are startled. It’s outrageous. Something must be done. 
What they begin to do is argue heatedly about whether the second rhino was the first one going past a 
second time or a different one, and then about whether the rhinos are African or Asiatic. 

Things become more disturbing in the second act of the play. The rhino sightings continue to be 
the subject of pointless dispute. Then, one by one, various people in the town begin to turn into rhinos. 
Their skin hardens, bumps appear over their noses and grow into horns. Jean had been one of those 
scandalized by the first two rhino sightings, but he becomes a rhino, too.  

It is an epidemic of “rhinoceritis.” Almost everyone succumbs: those who admire the brute force 
of the rhinos, those who didn’t believe the sightings to begin with, those who initially found them 
alarming. One character, Dudard, declares, “If you’re going to criticize, it’s better to do so from the 
inside.” And so he willingly undergoes the metamorphosis, and there’s no way back for him. The final 
holdouts from this mass capitulation are Berenger and Daisy, his co-worker. 

Eugène Ionesco wrote “Rhinoceros” in 1958 as a response to totalitarian movements in Europe, 
but he was influenced especially by his experience of fascism in Romania in the 1930s. Ionesco wanted 
to know why so many people give in to these poisonous ideologies. How could so many get it so wrong? 
The play, an absurd farce, was one way he grappled with this problem. 

What do you do when evil settles into everyday life? What do you do when people are unable to 
unwilling to recognize it and name it?  

Robert Frost wrote a poem called “Mending Wall.” Maybe some of you know it. It is the story 
about two New England farmers who go out every spring to mend the rock fences between their 
properties that have broken with the freeze and thaw of the winter, a rock fence, built from the 
scragged rocks of the land, stacked stone. 

The neighbors have been doing it for years, going out and mending those fences in the spring. 
They have done it based on the old supposition that good fences make good neighbors.  “Maybe it’s the 
mischief of spring in me,” muses one, “but I’m beginning to wonder, Why good fences make good 
neighbors?  After all, my apple trees are not going to come over and eat the cones under his pine trees. 
Do we really need these fences anymore?” 

And then Frost has that farmer say this: 

Before I built a wall I’d ask to know 
 What I was walling in or walling out, 
 And to whom I was like to give offense. 
 Something there is that doesn’t love a wall, 
 That wants it down. 

Something there is that doesn’t love a wall that wants it down.  
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Despite my fears, I yearn for love and wholeness and reconciliation.  Despite my despair, I work 
to dismantle the walls – the walls of prejudice, the walls of fear, even the walls within my soul that urge 
me to retaliate and join the cycle of violence and evil. I still want to dream of a church that uses the 
power of love to reconcile us, make us whole, fill us with joy. 

And that’s the moment I was willing to open this scripture today.  In this beautiful translation 
the scriptures read in part: 

“9-10 Love from the center of who you are; don’t fake it. Run for dear life from evil; hold 
on for dear life to good.” 

This work of being a Christian was never going to be easy but now it seems it has become 
harder. 

We can either build a wall or we can build a community.  We can either horde our resources and 
build a personal empire or we can release our talents and dream of a church.  We can either circle the 
wagons in an attempt to block out the world or we can speak up, march on, do good, be just, embody 
love. 

There will be days when these are hard choices.  We will want to lash out and hurl insults. We 
will want to unload the venom we feel coursing through our veins.  We will want to plot our revenge 
and catch our enemy unaware.  There will be days when we do not want to be the church – and those 
are the days that we need church even more.   

My seminary classmate and now professor, author and nationally-renown preacher and 
theologian, Barbara Brown Taylor once wrote "The only way to conquer evil is to absorb it. Take it into 
yourself and disarm it. Neutralize its acids. Serve as a charcoal filter for its smog. Suck it up, put a 
straitjacket on it and turn it over to God, so that when you breathe out again the air is pure." That’s our 
job. That’s what Paul asked of the church in Rome. He is asking no less from the church in San Lorenzo.   

But this is not work we can do alone. This is work that can only be done together – as a 
community, as a village, as the Body of Christ.  All of us – the happy ones, the angry ones, the broken 
ones, the ones who voted for change, the ones who didn’t vote at all, the ones who have not yet known 
the love of God and the ones who believe in the power of transformation.  We are all in this one Body. 
Hope and reconciliation is our only path. 

To dream of a church growing and thriving is hard work – it is our hard work.   Yet we have 
dreamed of one – we have dreamed of a church with a community impact, with a thriving children and 
you ministry, with opportunities for fellowship and service, with a witness of place and space, with 
welcome and hospitality and growth.  We have dreamed of a church that now we embody, that now we 
serve. 

So, in the end, I was brave and courageous, I was bold and audacious, and I opened my Bible 
again and listened to the words – the words I try to believe and the words I try to live into.   
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9-10 Love from the center of who you are; don’t fake it. Run for dear life from evil; hold 
on for dear life to good. . . . Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.” 

Which I think is another way of saying. Dream of a church. Create that dream. Grow it. And then 
serve that dream with all that you have and all that you are. 

Amen. 


