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Let us begin with a history lesson: Juneteenth is a national holiday that 
emerges from the American Civil War, a war fought between regions of this 
country over the right of states to enshrine the practice of slavery into law. 
The Emancipation Proclamation was signed by President Abraham Lincoln 
in 1863. Two years later, the 13th amendment to the U.S. Constitution, an 
amendment to end the legal practice of slavery was proposed in Congress 
in January 1865. While this amendment, when ratified, technically ended 
the practice of slavery in America, it’s more accurate to say slavery as a 
practice was transformed, and if you’re interested in what I mean, I’d refer 
you to the document 13th, directed by Ava DuVernay and available on 
Netflix. The Civil War ended on May 26, 1865 in Appomattox, VA, but 
enslaved citizens in Texas weren’t freed until June 19, 1865. (The fact that 
it took this long, is not a neutral act.) 
 
(If you’re anything like me, you might be wanting to feel self-important and 
dismissive about this lesson of how things were done in the South, but 
don’t let that northern smugness kick in. Massachusetts was the first 
American colony to legalize slavery, in 1641, and often made slaves of both 
indigenous people taken captive in war and by purchasing enslaved people 
from Africa. Slavery in is our history, as Bay Staters, and as members of 
the UCC. The person we know as Phillis Wheatley was a member of our 
denomination, of the United Church of Christ.There is a statue of her in the 
Old South Meeting House and on the Commonwealth downtown, she was 
the first African-American author of a book of poetry in our country’s 
history, and she began her legacy in this country as an enslaved child. The 
name we know as Phillis comes from the slave ship that transported her 
from Africa to Boston, and the name Wheatley is the last name of the family 
who owned her.)  
 
So we know more about our history, and we have this holiday that reminds 
us of systems: slavery, capitalism, violence. While I think these are toxic 
and destructive systems, I also think systems are necessary. I like 
organization, and my favorite kinds of systems are ones that create equity, 



justice, and peace for all involved. These are rare, but I believe in them 
because I think they are good for all of us and they have a lot to teach us.  
 
Systems that are more popular make us feel shielded by our identity. We 
lump ourselves into groups and these groups give us a sense of self, and 
make us feel safer. Whether we’re New Englanders, or Republicans, gun 
enthusiasts or academics, socialists or parents, citizens of some country, 
believers of one religion or another, they all give us a place to belong. They 
can also help us distinguish who is “we” and who is “they”, who is “us” and 
who is “them”. The harmful thing about this distinction is that when that 
us/them duality is strong enough, it can lead to any number of harmful 
behaviors: if they are not God’s chosen, and we are, what do we think 
about their freedom? How much value do we give their life? It’s easy for 
“them” to become less important, less human even, than we are, and then 
we can do all kinds of things to them. 
 
To people, created by God, loved by God, containing God. Just like us. 
 
Does this sound like Jesus, Pilgrims? In the variations of stories we have of 
the life, teachings, and ministry of Jesus, was Jesus the one who would 
uphold the identities, dualities, and systems that reify power imbalances? 
We know who Jesus is. It’s not just flipping tables in the temple that teach 
us that Jesus is into undermining and breaking down systems of identity or 
community that isolate and disconnect us from each other; Jesus gathered 
with those in society who were vulnerable, whom others turned away from, 
and made connections with them. The woman at the well; the tax 
collectors; the woman with the bleeding illness, the sick and infirm, the 
differently abled, who in their own society were known as crippled; and at 
the end of Jesus’ life, even those known as enemies of Jesus. Jesus was a 
model for us of how to jettison the system that gets in the way of our ability 
to love our neighbor.  
 
This passage of Paul’s letter sets the faith in Jesus, and the freedom that 
comes from it, against the law. I want to be careful here, because the 
juxtaposition of law and faith in christianity has been used by many for 



centuries to justify anti-Semitism, and I’m not interested in doing that. 
Rather than reading this passage as an argument of Jewish law versus 
Christian freedom, let’s read it in a way that makes us all more free, while 
still preserving religious diversity. In the context of this letter, the Roman 
Empire had no problem with Jewish communities practicing their faith 
tradition, which was different from the Roman tradition, so long as it didn’t 
disrupt the Roman Empire. Jewish citizens of the Roman empire, like many 
others, rolled up under the collective submission that prominently featured 
worship of Caesar as the one lord of all. If, instead of pitting Jewish law 
against Christian faith, we connect Jewish and Gentile worshippers of 
Christ and posit that any distinction between Jew and Gentile is irrelevant 
among followers of Christ because Christ is what unites them, then 
regardless of identity, we can see why Christ-followers are a threat posed 
to disrupt Empire, posed to disrupt the systems that keep us under control. 
 
It’s the move of the system in power to ask that when others join the 
system to let go of their identity that makes them a subculture. We can see 
it in the context that birthed Christianity: so long as followers of Christ were 
enough like “good Romans” there was no problem. It happens in our 
culture, too. Those who are in power determine what assimilation looks 
like, and the general message is, in your diversity, you should look more 
like us. I have heard countless people say to me, “When you come to this 
country, you should speak English, why are you still speaking something 
else, this is what it means to be American.” (They fail to consider that 
English is not the indigenous language of this land, but that’s not the point.) 
And it’s easy to hear that in the statement Paul makes in his letter, we are 
all one in Christ, so let go of your status or identity as an enslaved person 
or as a female-identifying person, just let it all go. But I don’t think that’s 
what Paul is saying, and I don’t think that’s the message of Christ; I think 
the message of Christ is that when we cling to systems or identities that 
make it hard for us to love, we make systems larger than Christ is in our 
lives. When we make our status or identity or belonging in a system more 
important than our self-awareness as followers of the Way of Christ, more 
important than loving members of our community, then we engage 
essentially in idolatry.  



 
What gets in your way of being able to give love? What system or self-
identity are so attached to that you struggle to love others around it. Do you 
look at queer or trans folks in the market and think, I don’t mind your 
lifestyle, but don’t shove it in my face. Do you hear me preaching racial, 
social, and reproductive justice week after week, and think, I just wish she 
were less political. Have you ever wondered to yourself, why is everything 
about race? These are clues, Pilgrims, that attachment to a way of being is 
taking up more space than it should. We hear words like heteronormativity, 
like white supremacy, lilike Christian nationalism, and perhaps we think that 
because we’re not wearing white hoods or forcing our values into others’ 
laws or ways of being, we’re fine. But if our systems or identities are more 
important than caring for each other, they might be getting in our way of 
giving love. Us being one in Christ doesn’t just mean that those on the 
margins have to set down their attachment to identity and system; it also 
means that those among us who are accustomed to being centered will 
have to decenter ourselves as we love others who have been chronically, 
systematically, and institutionally unloved and dehumanized by systems 
that support us.  
 
Christ undermined every system They saw that mistreated the people. It is 
up to us to carry this radical love, a love that is willing to undermine and 
disrupt systems, as Christ’s followers. May we be brave enough to look at 
ourselves and acknowledge when we struggle. May we be inspired by 
Christ’s model to treasure the diversity among us and to love one another 
without making our identity bigger than it should be. May the Holy Spirit 
breathe into us the courage to show a love that moves mountains and 
disrupts oppression. And may the people of God be aided and supported in 
this work. Amen 


