
I. Church is Weird
Carol Hagler was with her doctor a 
few years ago. The doctor had 
recommended treatment for 
something. She said, “Is this going 
to make me sick. I can’t be sick 
this Sunday my grandchild is being 
dedicated in church.” The doctor 
asked, “What’s a dedication? Is 
that like a Christening?” Carol said, 
“Yes. Somewhat. There’s just no 
water and no oil.” The doctor said, 
“So what is it then? You just put 
the baby on the altar and wait for 
the fire to come down from 
heaven?” Well, not really. It’s a 
peculiar practice… we (as a 
church) make promises to the child 
and to the parents about raising 
the child in faith. And we let those 
promises lead us. Like much of 
what we do here… it is peculiar… 
and that’s actually a good thing. 

When the church is enmeshed in 
culture it often begins to look more 
like the culture instead of the 
culture looking more like the 
church. Who shapes who? That’s 
why it’s good for church to be a 
little strange. It doesn’t mean we 
disconnect, it means that we must 
lead with a different perspective in 

engaging culture… perhaps, like in 
family dedications we should let 
the promises lead. It’s these 
promises that keep us from losing 
ourselves in the crowd.

The Israelites wanted a king. They 
wanted to be like everybody else. 
They felt too peculiar. They felt 
vulnerable that they were not being 
led into battle by a king, but by an 
Ark. Imagine that— they were 
following the ark of God into battle. 
They would carry it out there and 
hopefully the LORD would carry 
the day and give them the victory. 
However, they didn’t want to leave 
everything up “to chance”— that is 
up to the Lord’s favor. They 
wanted to be like everyone else, to 
have a king that would be strong 
and give them the victory. 

Samuel was getting old. And 
Samuel’s sons were… well, they 
were just like Eli’s sons. Eli’s sons 
took bribes and perverted justice. 
Samuel’s sons also took bribes 
and perverted justice. Samuel was 
supposed to be better than this. He 
wasn’t. Israel was supposed to be 
better than this. It turns out they 
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were more like everyone else than 
they thought.

II. We are called to be different
Instead of a king to lead them. 
Israel was led by the covenant. 
The ark of the covenant held the 
Ten Commandments and was the 
symbol of God’s presence with the 
people. When they would go into 
battle they would take the ark out 
in front of them. They would let the 
promises (the covenant) lead them 
into battle. Samuel is always 
reminding them that it is this 
covenant that sets them apart; it’s 
this covenant (the promises God 
has made to them and the 
promises they have made to God) 
that defines who they are and 
shapes them as a people. When 
they were no one, God freed them 
and gathered them to be his 
people. And even before that— 
Abraham’s children were blessed 
to be a blessing. 

But, they didn’t want to be 
different. There was a clear and 
present threat to their survival— 
the Philistines were out there. 
Lurking. Sure, the Lord had 
already defeated them once but 
they might come back. Then 
what?! And this fear and anxiety 
began to play with their ability to 

think and reason. Instead of relying 
on the prophet Samuel to be their 
leader they reasoned that it was 
time for a king. Samuel’s sons 
were corrupt and couldn’t be relied 
upon for leadership therefore we 
need a king so that we would be 
free of this hereditary line of 
leadership. But, wait. You see the 
problem, right? Once you get a 
king, you get a dynasty. Once you 
get a king, you get his sons. And 
he gets yours. Logic has gone by 
the wayside… as it does when we 
act and reason only out of fear. 

Samuel prayed to God. He took all 
that he had heard from the people 
and prayed to the Lord. God said 
to him, “Listen to the voice of the 
people in all that they say to you; 
for they have not rejected you, but 
they have rejected me from being 
king over them.” You don’t have to 
be offended, Samuel. They are not 
trusting me to lead them. God 
must have been thinking, “I have 
led them out of Egypt. I have led 
them through the wilderness. I 
have given them this land. I have 
forgiven them every time they 
turned to worship idols. And now 
they want to make a king into an 
idol to replace me. So be it.” 
Samuel warned the people of what 
would happen. He warned them 
that a king will take what is their’s
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— sons, daughters, lands, cattle, 
crops. You will pay for this illusion 
of security with all that you are— 
your very soul. Benjamin Franklin 
said, “Those who would sacrifice 
liberty for security deserve neither.” 
The Israelites have been freed in 
the exodus. Now, they want a king 
to make them slaves again. They 
are no longer letting the promises 
lead them; other gods are taking 
the place of the covenantal God 
who actually has the power to set 
them free. Yet, they want to be like 
everyone else.  

III. Becoming Like Everyone 
Else
In his book Brother to a Dragonfly, 
Will Campbell, the curmudgeonly 
baptist preacher, recounts a 
conversation with his irreverent 
friend P. D. East. The conversation 
takes place in Alabama during the 
civil rights movement. They had 
just heard of the killing of a young 
seminarian, Jonathan Daniel, who 
had been registering black citizens 
to vote. East complained about the 
role of the church in those 
turbulent times; he said the church 
reminded him of an “Easter 
chicken.” He then described the 
baby chicken he had given his little 
daughter one year. The Easter 

chicken was dyed a deep purple. 
Will interrupted his friend to remind 
him that white is the liturgical color 
for Easter, but P. D. ignored him.
“P. D. went on to describe how the 
baby chicken started feathering 
and the new feathers were Rhode 
Island Red. They took the half-
purple and half-red chicken and 
put it into the chicken yard with the 
other chickens. At first, the little 
chicken was different and the 
others knew it was different. It 
didn’t bother the others or get into 
their fights. But little by little it 
began behaving just like the rest of 
the chickens. It would peck and 
fight, knock other chickens down to 
catch a bug. “And now,” said P. D., 
“you can’t tell one chicken from 
another. They’re all just alike. The 
Easter chicken is just one more 
chicken.

“Well, P. D.,” Will responded, “the 
Easter chicken is still useful. It lays 
eggs, doesn’t it?” That was what 
P.D. wanted Will to say. “Yea, 
Preacher Will. It lays eggs. But 
they all lay eggs. Who needs an 
Easter chicken for that? And the 
Rotary Club serves coffee. And the 
4-H Club says prayers. The Red 
Cross takes up offerings for 
hurricane victims. Mental Health 
does counseling, and the Boy 
Scouts have youth programs.”1
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We’re meant to be easter people 
not easter chickens. When 
Christians lose our sense of 
peculiarity our faith tends to serve 
some other purpose… it reinforces 
our shallow biases or it becomes a 
civil religion to serve the purposes 
of the powerful. We begin to look 
like all the other chickens in the 
yard. Carlisle Marney used to say 
there are many in our churches 
who are, "more Southern than 
Baptist and more Baptist than 
Christian.” There is that which 
serves Christ and there is that 
which serves the empowered 
Christian culture. Normalizing 
Christianity isn’t always helpful; we 
need to be a little weird. You’ve 
seen the t-shirts, “Keep Austin 
Weird”. We need to keep the 
church weird. Bias, prejudice, fear
— that’s normal. We don’t want to 
be normal. You are buried with 
Christ in baptism; you have been 
raised to walk in newness of life. 
Why go back into the grave? God 
is giving us a new identity. Why 
stick with what we were?  

IV. Regaining our Particularity
The Israelites wanted to be like 
everyone else so that they could 
be as miserable as everyone else. 
They were thinking: the world is 

not as it should be, therefore let us 
make ourselves more like 
everyone else. That doesn’t make 
sense. Shouldn’t we strive to be 
peculiar? Perhaps, the peculiar 
church could transform this world 
by bringing more of the world in 
line with the peculiarity of church 
life? Instead of losing yourself in 
the crowd, lose the crowd in 
yourself. In search for perfection 
we lose ourselves. By accepting 
our imperfection we recognize our 
own peculiarity… and we get more 
comfortable with the idea that we 
are each unique. Each made 
strong by our weakness. This 
world doesn’t need more strong 
Christians. It needs vulnerable 
followers of Christ whose wounds 
reflect God’s love for the world. 
This world doesn’t need biblical 
know-it-alls or overly pious Peters. 
It needs people willing to be led, 
willing to be defined by the 
promises of God. 

This week two prominent 
celebrities committed suicide— 
fashion savant Kate Spade and the 
celebrity chef and personality 
Anthony Bourdain. One was 55 the 
other 61. Around here we also 
received news that our piano tuner, 
Isaac Batey, took his own life. He 
was 25. He was a brilliant musician 
who became the piano tuner for 
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the symphony at age 21. He would 
spend hours at this piano 
working… he had perfect pitch so 
there was no need of a tuning fork 
or anything like that. The tone was 
in his head… maybe all of these 
were too much in their head… I 
don’t know. Maybe the church lives 
too much in its head or too much in 
the headlines and not enough 
sharing life with people who need 
kindness… need to be reminded of 
who they are… that they are loved.  
We never know what people are 
going through. But, now we know 
more than ever that our neighbors 
need us. They don’t need us 
bowing down to the powers of this 
world. They need us to be present. 
They need us to be led by the 
promises of God. 

“What do you need? And what can 
we send you?” These were the 
questions that came from a British 
missionary society to Anglican 
ministers in Uganda. During the 
dictatorship of Idi Amin, strife and 
violence were winning the day. The 
church around the world wanted to 
know what they could do. “What do 
you need? And what can we send 
you?”

“Send us food,” the Ugandan 
ministers wrote back at first. 

People were hungry and 
malnourished. “Send us medical 
supplies,” came the word some 
time later. People were ill, and 
doctors lacked basic necessities 
for care. But then as the violence 
continued, after the archbishop 
was murdered and as people were 
starving and conflict raging, the 
word came from the Ugandans, 
“Send us 350 clerical collars.” “You 
must understand,” they wrote, 
“with everything that has happened 
people must be able to spot their 
priests . . . they need to know who 
their ministers are.”2

There is no shortage of need out 
there. You may not need to wear a 
collar; but, there are other ways for 
you to be peculiar. This week there 
will be a chance for you to respond 
to fear with kindness or to respond 
to anger with poise, or to respond 
to ignorance with truth. You can fit 
in and lose yourself in the crowd; 
comfortably choosing fear, stoking 
anger and blessing ignorance. 
That’s normal. Or you can live 
resurrection life now… take the 
cross upon yourself… the 
opportunity will be there. It always 
is. And you just might be faced 
with the chance to loose the crowd 
in yourself… the true self risen with 
Christ.  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 Will D. Campbell, Brother to a Dragonfly (New York: Seabury Press, 1977), 219–20.1

 From my dear friend Courtney Allen’s sermon, “Wombs and Tombs: On Not Shrinking Back”, at the Virginia Baptist 2

Women in Ministry Gathering 2018, http://bwim.info/weekly-words/wombs-and-tombs-on-not-shrinking-back-luke-241-12-
and-hebrews-1039-by-courtney-allen/
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