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“Called Back to Community” 
Sermon by Pastor Scott Klimke 

 
 There’s the carrot and the stick. We get both in the Sermon on the Mount. Ten or so days ago, when I first 

preached for you, the stick was out big time. Judgment, hell, and jailtime were all used to goad us back in the 

direction of the community-first lifestyle we call faith active in love. Today there’s a little bit of stick too. If turn 

a deaf ear to Jesus, we’ll get stuck where we don’t want to get stuck; a present, a status quo, where moth and rust 

eventually consume everything. But as there’s stick today, there’s also more carrot. The way things have always 

been aren’t the way they’re always going to be, says Jesus. God has a superior alternative on the way, a superior 

alternative that has now begun to take place in Jesus’ resurrection from the dead, and we want to hold on and out 

for this superior alternative. We want to lean in its direction. We want to anticipate it in word and deed. 

 Now we in fact hold on and out for God’s superior alternative in the same way we avoid the fires of hell. 

It’s called faith. More accurately, and quite importantly, it’s called the Holy Spirit’s gift of faith. God sent Jesus 

so we would be freed from our sins and God then sent the Holy Spirit so that we might not waste our freedom in 

Christ on anything other than faith. Even when we’re dealing with sticks and carrots, as we have been a lot in 

recent days, we can’t forget this. The opportunity to avoid hell and enter into the Kingdom of God instead is a 

privilege, a grace, a gift which God alone has made possible in Jesus and the Holy Spirit’s gift of faith. And each 

time we gather together to hear the word of God and to share in God’s sacraments, the Holy Spirit renews the 

opportunity we’ve been given by God’s grace through another infusion of faith. When this is understood, each 

bite at the carrot, each dodge of the stick, is another opportunity, another grace, another gift. Long after Jesus rose 

from the dead and the Holy Spirit was sent at Pentecost, God keeps giving, and hopefully, we start to give thanks 

through words and deeds of faith more and more. 

 If this is to happen, the faith we’re given by the Holy Spirit must grow and adapt to avoid repeating past 

mistakes and to rise to meet new challenges. The technical term for this growth and adaptation in our faith life is 
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repentance. Repentance gets faith right after we’ve gotten faith wrong. When all is as should be, we’re repenting, 

we’re growing and adapting in the faith given to us by the Holy Spirit, all year long. But so it might happen at 

least some of the time every Church year gives us two seasons particularly devoted to repentance—first Advent 

and then Lent. But like so much the Church tries to encourage, I’m not certain repentance is understood all that 

well. Does repentance get faith right after we’ve got faith wrong? It does, but what does that tell us! Does 

repentance involve a change of heart and mind that turns us back in God’s direction? It does, but what does that 

tell us! Often, when we talk about repentance, we nibble around the edges so much that I fear we might miss the 

heart of the matter. And so, let me do my best to bring us to the heart of the matter as far as repentance is 

concerned. Above all, repentance is about exchanging individual wins for team wins. Repentance is about giving 

up on hardcore individualism and investing in hardcore community instead. When we repent, what we do through 

the ongoing help and aid of the Holy Spirit is recognize in word and deed that I only win, when we win; with we 

being the entire team of Creator and creation. And once we’re looking for repentance to be understood in this 

fashion, we can see it and hear it all over the place in our appointed readings from Scripture. 

 To start with our reading from Joel, the prophet, through his call for repentance, calls us back to the team 

coached by God and makes it clear that repentance is to be a group activity; a team activity to stick with that 

metaphor. Psalm 51 builds us this when it images the gift of a clean heart through the Holy Spirit as a gift that 

will help others join God’s team through their own repentance. With respect to our reading from 2nd Corinthians, 

St. Paul details the lengths to which he and others have gone so that no obstacles might stand in the way of others 

joining the winning team of God through repentance. And in our reading from Matthew, Jesus dangles carrots 

before us so we might move away from self-interested behavior and towards behavior that’s truly team-interested. 

 If you’re going to give out financial help, Jesus says, make sure its to help others not to make yourself 

look good. If you’re going to pray, Jesus says, make sure your concern isn’t individual wins, but the team wins 

which benefit both you and others. And if you’re going to fast, doing your own version of a sackcloth and ashes 

routine, don’t do it for show, Jesus says. Do it to refocus yourself on the community-first way of God. For me, it 

all travels in the same direction. Repentance is about exchanging individual wins for team wins. Repentance is 
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about spitting out the lie of hardcore individualism and swallowing the superior alternative of life in community. 

Repentance, all of our scriptures say, is about realizing in word and deed that I only win when we win, with we 

being the entire team of Creator and creation. And yet, as all our scriptures track in the same way on Ash 

Wednesday, I’m not certain it’s immediately clear that all of our traditions do the same. On a day when we’re 

called to avoid at all costs ostentatious, self-serving behavior, should we really be covering our foreheads with 

hard to miss, stick out like a sore thumb, ashes? 

 If the point is to be ostentatious and self-serving, and it might be, then we should refrain from ashes today. 

It might be a first and important step towards a repentance that leads us to be done with the me, me, me agenda 

so that might instead live out God’s we, we, we agenda. But there is another thing to consider as well. Teams 

require a shared uniform and the Church is big on getting us to wear a shared uniform. If, as it is in Christ’s 

Church, the goal is team wins, this is an understandable point of emphasis. And so, everyone’s baptized with 

water in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. When it’s times for communion, we all 

receive an equal share of the same menu. And when it’s time for Ash Wednesday, we’re all marked off as dust 

that shall return to dust. Without team wins, wins for the team including Creator and all of creation, this is how it 

is for us. We’re going to lose with nothing but dust to show for our efforts. But when we follow Jesus, when we 

make his I won’t tear heaven and earth apart cross our uniform, the outcome is altogether different. When Jesus’ 

I won’t tear heaven and earth apart cross becomes our uniform, we go from losing to winning. And so, as God 

grace us with  

another opportunity to dodge the stick and catch up to the carrot today through the Holy Spirit’s gift of faith, let’s 

make the most of it. Let’s repent. Let’s have a change of heart and mind that turns us back in God’s direction. 

Let’s realize in word and deed that the only way I win is if we win, with we being our Creator and all that Creator 

has ever made. Should it happen, I believe we’ll discover that the way of Jesus Christ, the way of community, the 

way of team, has a lot of sweet carrots to taste, but now and forever.   Amen! 

 


