
Sunday, September 20, 2020 

Grace Congregational United Church of Christ 

   Sermon                   Pastor Alberta 

Tensions to Peace 
Scriptures - Philippians 1:21-30; Matthew 20:1-16 

 

“I can't be a pessimist because I am alive. To be a  pessimist 

means that you have agreed that human life is an academic 

matter. So, I am forced to be an optimist. I am forced to believe 

that we can survive, whatever we must survive.”   

  

These words by James Baldwin provide the beginning narrative of 

the song “Turntables” by Janelle Monae, performed on the 

documentary All In: The Fight for Democracy.  Check it out on 

Netflix.   

 

Monae is a singer/songwriter, actress, rapper—a young Black woman 

from Kansas City, Kansas—my hometown.  Listen to part of the 

lyrics to her song “Turntables:” 

 I keep my hands dirty, my mind clean 

 Got a new agenda with a new dream, uh 

 I'm kickin' out the old regime 

 Liberation, elevation, education 



 America, you a lie 

 But the whole world 'bout to testify 

 I said, the wholе world 'bout to testify 

 And the tables 'bout to 

 T-t-tablеs 'bout to 

 Turn, turn, turn (Turn) 

 Ain't no stoppin' 'til they 

 Turn, turn, turn (Turn) 

 

Music has always caused tensions, released tensions, and 

promoted peace.  RAP - Rhythm and Poetry - has not always 

been pleasant to the ear, yet the artist lyrics are reflective of the 

world from their eyes.  Rhythm and Poetry, Hip-Hop music is one 

avenue of hearing the voices of inner-city African Americans and 

Latino Americans.  A reminder, as James Baldwin said, that life 

is not an academic matter- we are not pursuing a grade to 

graduate, but in search of our tribe/ our community/ our people to 

help us focus on living without chains, in peace. RAP, Hip Hop, 

Rock are just some of the genres in which we communicate life. 

 

Jazz has a very mysterious origin with its African style 

drumbeats; Caribbean rhythms; barnyard sounds connecting it to 

work songs Black field laborer’s would sing; and the repetition of 

the call and response from the Black Baptist church;  the popular 

brass and woodwinds found in New Orleans during and after the 

Civil War; the ragtime piano; and the lyrics that can be very 

sensual or a parody of operas and operettas poking fun at the 

racial divide between White and Black folks.   The tension still 

remains … White bands playing Black music-who gets the 

artistic credit?  What is fair? 

 

The psalmist in Psalm 105 says: (from the Message) 

 Hallelujah! 

 Thank GOD!  

    Tell everyone you meet what God has done! 

 Sing songs to God, belt out hymns, 

     translate God’s  wonders into music! 

 Keep your eyes open for GOD, watch for God’s works; 

    Be alert for signs of God’s presence. 



Be alert for signs of God’s presence. Be alert to how God uses 

every-thing and anyone to identify the tension and set a course 

toward peace.  

   

Louis Armstrong, in his 1963 book Swing That Music, could have 

rightfully admonished Nick La Rocca, the Original Dixieland Jass 

(j-a-ss) Band’s cornet player and composer who claimed he 

personally invented jazz.  Armstrong chose to be very gracious 

and called the Original Dixieland Jass Band, “the first great jazz 

orchestra” and praised Nick La Rocca’s instrumentation and his 

ability to make old songs sound new.  History reports Nick La 

Rocca did not use kind and gracious words towards Black 

musicians; some writers of Jazz history say point blank La Rocca 

was a racist following a long tradition in the U.S. of White artists, 

dependent on African-American culture, publicly degrading  the 

music in order to justify their exploitation of it.  We can survive 

whatever we must survive.  Hope says:  “I keep my hands dirty, 

my mind clean; got a new agenda; with a new dream.” 

 

In the epistle to the community of faith at Philippi, Paul is writing 

from confinement, bound in chains in his home guarded by 

Roman guards because he spoke against the established law. Paul 

- a privileged, educated, wealthy Jewish man.  The good 

relationships he has established with the leaders of the time make 

his home arrest tolerable. He can have visitors and shares the 

ways of Jesus with the guards.  I am not diminishing that he is a 

prisoner.  He has a white-collar confinement for what we would 

say is a white-collar crime—nonviolent public discourse.  

 

 America you a lie-but the whole worlds about to testify;  

 the tables bout to turn. 

   

Non-violent public discourse in whatever genre/form of 

communication used, causes tension—in minds and hearts, and 

can result in physical chains, confinement.   

 

Paul gives thanks in whatever situation he finds himself and 

remembers to thank those who provide him financial and spiritual 

support.  In this letter, Paul shares the reality that the threat of 



death from the Empire/ from the power structure of the day, is 

imminent. James Baldwin chose to be an optimist and MLK 

chose to share I have a dream; and knew the chances of him 

living to see the dream to fruition was questionable.  Nonviolent 

public discourse in any form causes tension; speaking truth to 

power causes tension; liberation/elevation/education—the process 

to peace requires the breaking of chains around our minds, our 

hearts and our bank accounts.  
 

Paul reminds the community at Philippi that they are all in this 

together- they too are struggling against the social and political 

establishment of the day.  We are all in this together: coronavirus; 

economic instability; fear for our children; racial and ethnic 

oppression.   

 

Paul’s letter is to encourage the Philippians to be a good citizen of 

Philippi; followers of Christ are expected to be involved in the 

affairs of the cities; affairs of the state; affairs of the country. Paul 

says be worthy of the gospel of Christ.  Jesus provided nonviolent 

public discoursement which caused tension and resulted in his 

death.  MLK provided nonviolent public discoursement which 

caused tension and resulted in his death.  Paul reminds the 

community of faith at Philippi to conduct yourselves as followers 

of Christ; to live your life / to imitate Christ.  Paul is telling them 

to get involved in politics, to make sure the decisions that are 

made about the distribution of resources and who makes 

decisions imitate the gospel of Christ.  

 

Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg said:  

 “Fight for the things that you care about,  

 but do it in a way that will lead others to join you.” 

 

Politics, the affairs of the city, the State and country – these are 

activities followers of Christ are expected to be aware of, to be 

involved in. Our participation in political activities is one of the 

ways our faith is on display. It is how people see Jesus today. We 

are to be the tension for the process of peace, equality and equity. 

Liberate/ elevate/ educate! Our faith- who we are as people of 



God; as followers of Jesus is seen in our vote; our vote is our voice; 

one of the genre’s we use to communicate. We follow the one killed 

for nonviolent discourse on a cross over 2000 years ago. 

   

Paul is reminding us what our responsibilities are as followers of 

Christ.  We all live in the liminal state between life and death.  

Choose life; be optimistic; turn the tables and when necessary upset 

them.   

 

Now, the gospel of Matthew has the parable about what is fair.  Is 

that really what that parable is about?  Remember the parables of 

Jesus were to point people to the characteristics of God and how to 

live in community with diverse persons in harmony.   

 

Is “fair” when everybody gets the same resources, or is “fair” when 

everybody has access to the same resources? Is it fair that I give more 

because I have more?  Is it fair that everyone has a living wage?  Is it 

fair that this is dependent upon how many hours they work?  Is it fair 

that if I work for a private individual or company, everyone knows 

what everyone else gets paid?  Is it fair that if I am being generous, I 

flaunt it?  What about respect for persons?   What about maintaining 

peace in the community—is it right that my generosity causes 

division? Is it right that you will choose to soothe my discontent by 

saying, “The first will be last and the last first?” Does that statement 

promote peace? Does it promote harmony? What characteristic of 

God is the most important? 

 I keep my hands dirty, my mind clean 

 Got a new agenda with a new dream, uh 

 I'm kickin' out the old regime 

 

God is always turning the tables; flipping the script; putting a leaf in 

the table; making space for the least expected; surprisingly generous 

without fanfare. God is always pressing it down, shaking it up and 

together; running it over; making it tight and tense for the purpose of 

breaking the chains to allow the birds of peace to soar.   

 

In 1887, with the encouragement of his graduating classmates of 

Andover Theological Seminary’s commencement ceremonies, Ernest 

W. Shurtleff presented the lyrics to the song titled, “Lead On, O King 



Eternal.”  Its old fashioned tone is militant, but it sings of the 

leadership of someone far wiser and more loving than earthly 

leaders; we are reminded of what the kingdom of God is like: It is 

a realm of peace—not won with weapons or militant actions, but 

through a life marked with “deeds of love and mercy;” and it lifts 

our eyes to the cross as our standard—a symbol of light, joy, and 

hope for final victory over sin, death, and the power of evil. 

 

The genre may be antiqued, but the precepts are not. Listen to the 

lyrics: 

 

        Lead on, O King eternal, the day of march has come. 

        Henceforth in fields of conquest your tents will be our home. 

        Through days of preparation your grace has made us strong;  

        and now, O King eternal, we lift our battle song. 

  

        Lead on, O King eternal, til sin’s fierce war shall cease,  

        and holiness shall whisper the sweet amen of peace. 

        For not with swords’ loud clashing or roll of stirring drums,  

        with deeds of love and mercy the heavenly kingdom comes. 

 

        Lead on, O King eternal; we follow, not with fears,  

        For gladness breaks like morning where’er your face appears. 

        Your cross is lifted o’er us, we journey in its light:  

        The crown awaits the conquest; lead on, O God of might. 

 

        Lead on, O God of might. 

Shalom! 

 



Philippians 1:21-30 (NRSV) 

 

For to me, living is Christ and dying is gain.  

If I am to live in the flesh, that means fruitful labor for me;  

and I do not know which I prefer.  

I am hard pressed between the two:   

my desire is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better;  

but to remain in the flesh is more necessary for you.  

Since I am convinced of this, I know that I will remain  

and continue with all of you for your progress and joy in faith,  

so that I may share abundantly in  you boasting in Christ Jesus  

when I come to you again. 

 

Only, live your life in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ,  

so that, whether I come and see you or am absent and hear about you, 

I will know that you are standing firm in one spirit,  

striving side by side with one mind for the faith of the gospel,  

and are in no way intimidated by your opponents.  

For them this is evidence of their destruction, but of your salvation. 

And this is God’s doing.  

For he has graciously granted you the privilege  

not only of believing in Christ, but of suffering for him as well—

since you are having the same struggle that you saw I had  

and now hear that I still have. 



Matthew 20:1-16 (NRSV) 

The Laborers in the Vineyard 

 

For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner  

who went out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard. 

After agreeing with the laborers for the usual daily wage,  

he sent them into his vineyard.  

When he went out about nine o'clock,  

he saw others standing idle in the marketplace; and he said to them, 

“You also go into the vineyard,  

and I will pay you whatever is right.” So they went.  

When he went out again about noon and about three o’clock,  

he did the same.  

And about five o’clock he went out  

and found others standing around; and he said to them,  

“Why are you standing here idle all day?”  

They said to him, “Because no one has hired us.”  

He said to them, “You also go into the vineyard.”  

When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his manager, 

“Call the laborers and give them their pay,  

beginning with the last and then going to the first.”  

When those hired about five o’clock came,  

each of them received the usual daily wage.  

Now when the first came, they thought they would receive more; 

but each of them also received the usual daily wage.  

And when they received it,  

they grumbled against the landowner, saying,  

“These last worked only one hour,  

and you have made them equal to us  

who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat.”  

But he replied to one of them, “Friend, I am doing you no wrong; 

did you not agree with me for the usual daily wage?  

Take what belongs to you and go;  

I choose to give to this last the same as I give to you.  

Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me?  

Or are you envious because I am generous?  

So the last will be first, and the first will be last.” 


