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Those who know me very well and particularly those who have lived with me know that I 

probably have a touch of undiagnosed Obsessive Compulsive Disorder.  Things that are out of 

place make me a little crazy.  Things done out of proper order can ruin a whole day for me.  

When I arise in the mornings, I must do things in a certain order and if my routine is interrupted, 

I am helpless.  When I was a boy and collected baseball cards, I kept them in very specific 

combinations of rubber-banded stacks.  When I went off to college, I kept my burgeoning record 

collection (remember records?) in alphabetical order by artists.  Not so long ago, when my cd 

collection became unwieldy, I shifted to an organizational system of genre, artist, and date.  Woe 

betide the family member who “reshelves” my cds out of order! 

 

In the years since we’ve had enough money to buy books before we’re actually going to read 

them, Connie and I have kept a bookshelf with just those unread volumes.  Her two shelves are 

in no particular order but mine are divided between books that are just for fun and books that are 

part of my continuing education for this position or my government work.  Additionally, both of 

those shelves are kept in acquisition order; those of you with accounting experience could think 

of it as a FIFO, First In, First Out, system. 

 

All of which explains, to me anyway, how my sermon prep took a sharp turn early this week.  I’d 

selected the Scripture passage to focus on some weeks ago.  On Monday, I wrote the first part of 

the candle litany and selected hymns.  Then, on Tuesday, I finally finished a book I’d been 

wrestling with for some time and which I’d owned for about a year: Race – A Theological 

Account by J. Kameron Carter, and I realized how beautifully Carter’s thesis expounded upon 

the key teaching of our passage: “To set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the 

Spirit is life and peace.”  And so, although I’d had no intention of preaching again this month on 

racism and White Privilege, what I have for you this morning are some thoughts on Carter’s 

book, on how it illustrates not just our passage this morning but other teachings from Paul and 

from the rest of the New Testament as well, and on what that means to us on this Communion 

Sunday morning. 

 

Carter begins his theological look at race with a question, which I am paraphrasing here: how is 

it that in the Western culture which prides itself on its Christian roots that a concept of race has 

developed and grown and led to the evils of racism?  After reminding his readers of both 

Western imperialism and the Western Church’s missiology which has so often served that 

imperialism by discounting the full humanity of non-European peoples, he offers his basic thesis, 

“that modernity’s racial imagination has its genesis in the theological problem of Christianity’s 

quest to sever itself from its Jewish roots…  having racialized Jews as a people of the Orient and 

thus Judaism as a “religion” of the East, Jews were then deemed inferior to Christians of… the 

West.” 

 

Carter organizes his work into a Prologue, “the Argument at a Glance,” a Prelude, three major 

parts, with Part II separated from Part III by an Interlude, a Postlude, and an Epilogue.  Part I 

focuses on how Modern Philosophy has contributed to the problem of Race, with special 

attention given to the works of Michel Foucault and Immanuel Kant.  Part II deals with Modern 

Theology’s influence on issues of Race, particularly in the realm of the History of Religions 

School and individuals such as Barth, Tillich, and their students.  Part III shows the reaction of 

such historical Black authors as Briton Hammon, Jarena Lee, and Frederick Douglass.  While 
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each of those arguments are interesting, where Carter’s work really took flight for me was in the 

Prelude, Interlude, and Postlude, each of which uses the works of one of the great Church 

Fathers to push against the modern conception of race and it is these sections I want to briefly 

describe. 

 

Carter’s Prelude takes as its basis the work of Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyons in the late Second 

Century.  Irenaeus made many important contributions to the theology of the early Church but he 

is probably most remembered for his book, Adversus Haeresus, Against Heresies, written around 

180.  As a reminder of how early that was, Irenaeus was a student of Polycarp who was himself a 

student of the Apostle John.  The primary heresy that Irenaeus wrote against was the brand of 

Gnosticism preached by one Valentinus.  Valentinus taught, among other things, that humankind 

consisted of three classes: the spiritual, the psychic, and the material.  With this “ethnic 

reasoning,” the Valentinians, according to writer Denise Buell, “legitimize(d) various forms of 

Christianness as the universal, most authentic manifestation of humanity, and… offered 

Christians both a way to define themselves relative to “outsiders” and to compete with other 

“insiders” to assert the superiority of their varying visions of Christianness.”  The Valentinians 

also denied that Yahweh was the God preached by Jesus, relegating the God of Abraham to 

“demiurge,” the creator of a badly flawed universe.  They not only decoupled Christianity from 

Judaism, they also promoted themselves, as the spiritual brand of human, over all others. 

 

They also denied that Christ and Jesus were one, claiming only that the Christ-spirit inhabited the 

man, Jesus, for a time.  In writing against them, Irenaeus said: “According to them the Word did 

not originally become flesh.  For they maintain the Savior assumed a psychic body, formed in 

accordance with a special dispensation by an unspeakable providence, so as to become visible 

and palpable.  But flesh is that which was of old formed for Adam by God out of the dust, and it 

is this that John has declared the Word of God became.”  Even as the Valentinians ignore Jesus’ 

and the Old Testament’s most basic teaching, that one should love God and neighbor, Irenaeus 

pushes back, utilizing the words of his teacher’s teacher to re-center Christianity in the faith of 

Abraham, Moses, and the still-recent life of Jesus of Nazareth. 

 

What the Valentinians did, in essence, was to put Flesh ahead of Spirit, although they would 

certainly have denied that.  In enshrining their own group as the “true humanity” and in 

denigrating the God of Abraham and Jesus, they claim to be above God and above all Creation.  

They are following what Paul would have described to the Romans as the path of death – they 

are “in the flesh.”  Irenaeus, on the other hand, is “in the Spirit” as he promotes the teachings of 

Jesus with all his might.  The “ethnic reasoning” by which the Valentinians began to lump 

humankind into groups to their own benefit, is the ultimate thinking “in the flesh” and leads 

easily into the racialization of humankind and so into the evil of racism. 

 

For his “Interlude on Christology and Race,” Carter turns to one of the Church’s great 

theologians who lived from circa 335 to circa 395 and was Bishop of a now lost city in south-

central Turkey, Gregory of Nyssa.  Gregory, his elder brother Basil of Caesarea, and their friend 

Gregory of Nazianzus are collectively known to students of Church History and Theology as the 

Cappadocian Fathers.  So respected was the thought of Gregory of Nyssa, that by 787, as the 

ranks of the “Church Fathers” were considered, Gregory was called “father of the fathers.”  

Although Gregory is best known for his contributions to the theology of the Trinity and his 
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influence on the formation of the Nicene Creed, he was also, quite uniquely for his time, an 

abolitionist.  As Carter points out, “the world would have to wait another fifteen centuries – until 

the nineteenth century, late into the modern abolitionist movement – before such an unequivocal 

stance against slavery would appear again.” 

 

Gregory’s most direct statement on the theological absurdity of slavery comes from his massive 

commentary on Ecclesiastes.  Ecclesiastes 2:7 describes part of the journey of the Preacher 

towards wisdom.  He is seemingly lamenting his youthful folly when he writes, “I got me slaves 

and slave-girls, and homebred slaves were born for me, and much property in cattle and sheep 

became mine, above all who had been before me in Jerusalem.”  For Gregory, this is part of the 

Preacher’s acknowledgement of his false loves and mistaken commitment to the social order, 

what Paul would call being “in the flesh.”  Gregory writes that “the Preacher was arrogant and 

smugly comfortable in that arrogance.”  Then he gives his own analysis: “‘I got me slaves and 

slave-girls.’  For what price, tell me?  What did you find in existence worth as much as the 

human nature?  What price did you put on the rationality?  How many dollars did you reckon the 

equivalent of the likeness of God?  How many euros did you get for selling the being shaped by 

God? ‘God said, let us make man in our own image and likeness.’  If he is in the likeness of God, 

and rules the whole earth, and has been granted authority over everything on earth from God, 

who is his buyer, tell me?  Who is his seller?  To God alone belongs this power; or rather, not 

even to God himself.  For his gracious gifts, it says (in Romans 11:29), are irrevocable.  God 

would not therefore reduce the human race to slavery, since he himself, when we had been 

enslaved to sin, spontaneously recalled us to freedom.  But if God does not enslave what is free, 

who is he that sets his power above God’s?”  Through being “in the flesh,” as Paul puts it in the 

same Letter to the Romans cited by Gregory, the death-dealing of slavery is perpetuated.  

Gregory called on deaf ears to live according to life in the Spirit. 

 

In the “Postlude on Christology and Race,” Carter takes up the argument of another Church 

Father on tyranny, which Carter equates with the imperialism and colonialism of the Euro-

American West against those peoples whose flesh is dark.  Maximus the Confessor was a monk 

and theologian in and around Constantinople, living from around 580 to 662.  As his title 

implies, he was at one time tortured for his defense of the faith during the Monothelite 

controversy before his positions were upheld by the Third Council of Constantinople.  Carter’s 

interest in him, however, is not tied to the Christological controversy of his day but to his 

surviving letter to a friend from 626 known as “On Love.”  Carter writes, “When human beings 

live in accordance with love, and thus in accordance with the Triune God who is love and from 

whose will creation arises, they live virtuously, (Maximus) argues.  That is, they participate in 

the divine life.  When human beings do not live in accordance with love, Maximus says, tyranny 

is introduced and sets in motion a history of oppression tied to power, and expresses… self-love 

rather than… love of human kind.”  Or, as I would link it to Paul’s letter to the Romans, living in 

love is living in Christ, while living in tyranny is a mark of living in the flesh. 

 

Carter goes on to show that Maximus takes his understanding of tyranny a step further by 

reminding his readers that “having taken on the form of poverty and the form of the slave, God 

in Christ is the impoverished slave.”  Thus, in trampling the rights of the poor wherever they are 

found, the imperialism and colonialism of the Euro-American West strike against the very Christ 

they claim to worship. 
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It is not enough for a preacher, even during Lent, to simply point out how humankind’s sinful 

tendencies to divide against each other and attempt to subjugate each other run contrary to the 

calling of God upon our lives.  We must also remember how blessed our lives can become when 

we focus on living in the Spirit, in Christ our Redeemer.  When we seek the way of love and 

truly love God and neighbor, our lives become richer as we enter into the family of God’s love, 

what Christians have called since the time of the earliest followers, “the Communion of the 

Saints.”  As I was bouncing the ideas in this sermon off my friends at our Wednesday lectionary 

meeting, Fr. John Forman told me about a church sanctuary in San Francisco, ironically called 

St. Gregory’s Church and named for Gregory of Nyssa.  There, the Communion of Saints is 

celebrated in a mural that encircles the dome of the sanctuary, featuring a twelve-foot high icon 

of Christ, dancing, with many saints dancing around him.  Those saints run from the expected 

figures of Gregory of Nyssa and Francis of Assisi and others to such unexpected figures as 

Malcolm X and Cesar Chavez and Martin Luther King and Gandhi and Rumi, some Christian, 

some not, many the victims of slavery and tyranny.  But despite their race, despite their history, 

despite their creed, all dance in the presence of the Risen One.  Their lives, Paul might say, were 

lived in the Spirit and not in the flesh, part of the invisible communion that links all who follow 

the way of love and unity and justice. 

 

Now it is time for us to join them in our observation of Communion, our remembrance of Jesus’ 

last supper with his friends.  As we do so, we do so, thanks be to God, in the company of friends 

from all over the world, who do not look like us, those whose beliefs may differ from ours in 

ways that make no more difference to God than the color of our skin.  As we celebrate the way 

that the Spirit has descended upon us and the way in which Jesus, as he promised, has abided 

with us, let us renew our commitment to trust and to obey, the path that leads away from human 

difference and toward that greater communion.  Let us pledge to surrender ourselves to the love 

of God and the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit.  As it was in 

the beginning, is now, and ever shall be, world without end.  Amen. 

 


