
“Minds Renewed” 

August 27, 2017 

Scripture: Romans 12:1-8; Matthew 16:13-20 

 

 

 “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds.” 

That strikes me as a central concern for Paul. He is constantly calling the people he writes to let 

go of their attachment to the world and take on a new life. For Paul, the “world” meant Roman 

society. It was a society that was rigidly divided between people of different social statuses, 

different occupations, different ethnic backgrounds. To conform to that world meant cutting 

yourself off from everyone who didn’t fit within your proscribed circle of colleagues, your social 

cohort.  

 

 That would have been a life that Paul, as a diasporan Jew, could appreciate. While he 

would have had contact, perhaps professionally, with Gentiles, he certainly wouldn’t have 

socialized with them. Some he may have considered superior and others inferior. And I’m sure 

he was reminded every day of his life where he stood within that social hierarchy. Letting go of 

that and encouraging others to let it go can be pretty dangerous.  

 

 Paul wrote a lot about his experience of being imprisoned. He says it was for the sake of 

the gospel but he never really says specifically what it was about the gospel that alarmed the 

authorities. I suspect it had something to do with his encouraging others to abandon the social 

order and be transformed through new relationships. I’m convinced Paul believed that was the 

heart of the gospel, as he says in his letter to the Galatians: “There is no longer Jew or Greek, 

there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female, for all of you are one in 

Christ Jesus.”  I can’t imagine a more radical statement of transformation that that. 

 

 In fact, it’s so radical we need to relearn it over and over. Over the last couple of weeks 

I’ve been trying to understand how anyone in the 21st century can still hold ideas like white 

supremacy and anti-Semitism. Why do these ideas persist in our society? How can a new 

generation of racists be rising up to march in the streets and express these ridiculous views 

seriously? I read recently the Anti-Defamation League has recorded at least two dozen anti-

Semitic acts of violence or vandalism in the last two weeks across the country. What happened in 

Charlottesville only seems to have emboldened that element. 

 

 The roots of anti-Semitism and white supremacy run very deep in our society. Our 

country was founded by Christians from Europe, some of whom were looking for the freedom to 

practice their faith openly. But many more came to find prosperity and they brought with them 

all the practices and assumptions they had learned in Europe. Among them was the legacy of 

anti-Semitism. Anti-Semitism is Christianity’s original sin. From the time Christians were given 

dominance in the Roman Empire in the 4th century, Jews became targets for persecution and 

violence. It didn’t matter what other enemy the Church might have had, Visigoths from the north 

or Muslims from the south, Jews were always a constant target. Whenever a group is singled out 

for mistreatment in our country, it’s only a matter of time before a swastika is painted on a door 

or in a playground.  

 



 That’s our world. That’s the world to which we must not conform. And conforming isn’t 

limited to endorsing such evil. Our silence when it rises, our attempts to explain it or marginalize 

it, whatever we do to give the impression that anti-Semitism is just like any other prejudice only 

normalizes it and gives it traction. We must denounce it wherever and whenever it’s expressed. 

That’s how we begin to transform. 

 

 White supremacy was always assumed in European society and was also brought to this 

country early on. Of course the practice of slavery was well underway by the 1600’s when the 

colonies began to be formed here. But the Virginia Slave Codes of 1705 may be the first time 

whites were given certain rights that blacks were denied; free black people were prohibited from 

owning firearms or from employing whites. A division that elevated white people over black 

people, regardless of their economic status was given legal authority. So even before the country 

was established the foundation for white supremacy was firmly in place.  

 

 The Slave Codes were written in response to Bacon’s Rebellion of 1676. A group of 

trappers and farmers, mostly poor, as well as servants both white and black rose up against the 

government in the Virginia colony seeking fairer treatment. The rebellion was put down, but it 

became clear that the combined might of poor people of every color was a threat to the wealthy 

in power and could not be tolerated. The Codes were a way to divide and conquer the poor, to 

convince white people they had nothing in common with black people.  

 

 And we can see that division continuing to work today. White people were marching in 

Charlottesville in part to claim they have rights black people should not have based solely on 

skin color. That, too, is our world; a world to which we must not conform. 

 

 Paul calls us to have renewed minds, to engage these claims of superiority and reject 

them. He calls us to be transformed by discovering the unity we share; a unity revealed in Christ. 

But that renewal of mind can only happen through our willingness to face the realities of our 

society head-on. We can’t allow our defensiveness or embarrassment to prevent us from being 

honest about who we are, how we have conformed to this world of hatred and bigotry so we can 

begin to be healed of it.  

 

 Paul understood, I think, how hard that process is. He went through it and every now and 

then in his letters a bit of the old Paul leaks through. Transformation is a process; it doesn’t 

happen all at once. But it can never happen if we aren’t willing to be challenged for the ways 

we’ve conformed and allow our minds to be renewed, to be made over again. So I encourage you 

to find ways to do that. Whether it’s through reading some of the excellent books we have 

available here at the church or listening to conversations on podcasts or presentations on TED 

talks or, and this is important, committing to attend the workshop coming up in October on 

confronting systemic racism.  

 

 We can be transformed because we aren’t beyond hope. So long as we’re willing to be 

honest and willing to be open we can change. And when we change, we can begin to change the 

world. 

 

Amen 


