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How would you describe this cultural moment? 

How would you describe this time in history? What are the economic, technological, 
political, and religious factors that shape this present moment? What are the sustained 
themes and changing currents that mark these days? How would you describe this 
cultural moment? 

 
David Brooks in his new book, The Second Mountain: The Quest for a Moral Life describes our 
current cultural climate this way: 
  

For six decades the worship of the self has been the central preoccupation of our culture 
– molding the self, investing in the self, expressing the self. Capitalism, the meritocracy, 
and modern social science have normalized selfishness; they have made it seem that the 
only human motives that are real are the self-interested ones – the desire for money, 
status, and power…. 

 
When a society is built around self-preoccupation, its members become separated from 
one another, divided and alienated. And that is what is happening to us. We are down in 
the valley. The rot we see in our politics is caused by the rot in our moral and cultural 
foundations…. 

 
Yikes. That seems pretty harsh. 
 
I saw Fennetta Stoub last week on the occasion of her 95th birthday. She lived through the 
Depression, World War II, the struggle for civil rights, the Vietnam War, the sixties, 09.11, 
economic booms, bubbles and busts, the war on drugs, the war on terror, and the war on 
immigrants. She’s seen neighborhoods change, churches come and go, schools open and move 
and close. She’s buried two husbands and two children. She’s had her share of joy and 
heartbreak. And…. 

And 95 years later what is unique about this cultural moment? 
Are we more selfish? 
Is there more rot at the core? 

 
How would describe this cultural moment? 
 
Dear friends, our text this morning (and for the next four weeks) was written in a particular set of 
circumstances and at a particular cultural moment. 

Colossae was an insignificant town living under the thumb of the Roman Empire. Their 
economic, political, and religious realities were shaped by the Empire. There was a stew 
of traditions, social practices, and cultural patterns over which the Empire held 
substantial sway. And there was in Colossae a gathering of Christians who were trying to 



live their faith. In the shadow of the empire they were trying to sort out how best to 
follow Jesus Christ. 

 
Our invitation for the next month is to listen to this ancient text for wisdom in how we might live 
in this cultural moment. As we live in the shadow of the American empire how might we follow 
Jesus Christ? As we live in rot of selfishness how might we follow Jesus Christ? How does 
Paul’s letter to the Colossians speak to us today? 
 
A little (quirky) context…. 

Chances are that Paul had never been to Colossae and that he was writing to people that 
he’d never met. There is substantial scholarly dispute about whether Paul wrote this letter 
or whether a disciple wrote it later, but the traditional interpretation is that Paul wrote this 
short letter while in prison in Rome at the behest of Epaphras – who probably planted the 
church in Colossae. But, Paul had never been there and didn’t know the community 
gathered there. 

 
So, Paul wrote about hearsay. In three places Paul writes that he “heard” about some particular 
quality of the Colossians. Their reputation preceded them. For example, Paul writes: 
 

We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you, 
because we heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love you have for all his people 
– the faith and love that spring from the hope stored up for you in heaven. 

 
That triad – faith, hope, and love – was for Paul a sort of shorthand summary for the fullness of 
the Christian life and he affirms that stories were being told about the faith, hope, and love of the 
Colossians. 
 
Truth be told, I find myself telling stories about the faith, hope and love of Hope Church. 

From my perch I have a view into the remarkable ways that you tend after one another, 
walk with each other through good times and hard times, and give of your blood, sweat, 
and tears. I’ve seen Bible studies and prayer groups grow up – not because of some top-
down-program-decision, but because of your faith, hope, and love. I’ve seen friendships 
built and intergenerational relationships flourish. I’ve known you to bear witness to your 
faith and your church, and that in turn leads to new people finding a place. I am blown 
away by the leadership that you provide in schools and ministries and medical work all 
over the world. I’ve been blessed and encouraged by the music you make, honest 
thoughtful discussions, shared leadership, and breadth of the tent that you keep here at 
Hope. I know that when you sing, “all are welcome in this place” you mean it. 

 
There are a lot of churches whose reputation precedes them. 
There are churches doing sexy sensational things. 
There are churches who are struggling. 
There are churches with bigger crowds, cooler programs, and better preaching. 
But, I couldn’t be prouder of Hope…. 
 



Of course, we could do more. I wish we did a better job of enfolding new people and those who 
seem to hang-on on the edges. We live busy modern lives and we come from 45 minutes in all 
directions, but I wish we were collectively more faithful in worship. I wish we had more clarity 
or courage to be on the front lines of issues like same sex marriage, refugee settlement, matters 
of race, care for vulnerable pregnant women, and environmental concerns, but I want to start 
with Paul and point out that: 
 

I always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, because I’ve seen your faith in 
Christ and the love you have for all his people…. 

 
Paul goes on from there to encourage fruitfulness by praying for a sort of process. He asks that 
God fill them with “the knowledge of his will through all the wisdom and understanding that the 
Spirit gives.” In order that they might live lives that please God by bearing fruit…. 

Paul wants them to know the way and will of God,  
through the working of the Holy Spirit,  
that they might bear fruit. 

 
Bearing fruit is one of those phrases that permeates scripture and church-speak. 
It is in the first command of God in Genesis: 
 
 God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in number…” 
 
It’s in the last chapter of Revelation where the tree of life is at the center of the City of God 
bearing fruit every month – and it’s leaves serve for “the healing of the nations.” 
 
And it’s on the lips of Jesus when he says things like: 
 

This is to my Father’s glory: that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my 
disciples. 

 
So… 
I think it behooves us to know what’s meant by bearing fruit. Again, Paul’s formula here: 
knowledge of God’s will, through the working of the Holy Spirit, that you might bear fruit. 
 
Sandi (my wife) is leading Day Camp at Roseland Christian Ministries. 75 kids, 3 days a week, 
for 4 weeks. And all but two of the leaders are neighborhood teenagers. Thanks be to God. It is a 
wild wonderful rich journey. 
 
Earlier this week I came home to Sandi listening to a black gospel song about God knowing our 
names. She had the song on repeat. Again and again and again she played that song while she 
puttered in the kitchen. 

And then she told me about a little 12-year-old boy who showed up at camp with his 
older disabled brother. Their mother is an addict; their lives are in chaos. The little guy 
showed up without shoes, in torn and tattered dirty clothes, and responsible for watching 
out for his brother. 

 



But, David Walker – the musician – got the boy some shoes. Sandi made them some oatmeal 
because they hadn’t had any breakfast. And they soon found their place in the comfort and order 
of days activities among the other children. 

Now, granted, this is no big thing in the grand scheme of things. And there are all sorts of 
kids who grow up in that kind of chaos, but to go back to the gospel song…. 

God knew their names. 
David and Sandi knew their names. 
And there was an opportunity for the bearing of fruit. 
For the fruit of the Spirit is “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.” 

 
Bearing fruit in Colossians is often interpreted to mean something about harvesting souls and 
leading others to Christ and all of that…. 

But! But, it seems to me that bearing fruit is most often experienced in day to day life 
with others. Fruitfulness is born out in relationship. Rarely is bearing fruit something that 
is done privately or internally. Rarely is bearing fruit a one-off thing. Bearing fruit is a 
communal activity. 

Bearing fruit is knowledge of the way and will of God,  
through the working of the Holy Spirit,  
that leads us to love and serve others. 

 
Let’s go back to where we began. 

How would you describe this cultural moment? How would you describe this time in 
history? What are the economic, technological, political, religious, and sociological 
factors that shape this present moment? 

 
If David Brooks is right that a preoccupation with the self is at the core of the rot in this cultural 
moment than bearing fruit is a counter cultural activity. To bear fruit is to live in relationship 
with others with their good in heart, mind, intention, and action. In contrast to the Empire it is to 
be a community grounded in seeking the common good. It is not flashy or fast. It is not without 
conflict and commitment. But it is an antidote to a culture of selfishness. 
 
As David Brooks puts it: 
 

We all create a shared moral ecology through the daily decisions of our lives. When we 
stereotype, abuse, impugn motives and lie about each other, we’ve ripped the social 
fabric and encouraged more ugliness. When we love across boundaries, listen patiently, 
see deeply and make someone feel known, we’ve woven it and reinforced generosity. 

 
Dear friends, knowing the way and will of God, through the power of the Holy Spirit, may we 
bear fruit. 

May Hope’s reputation be one of love and service to others. 
May we be a little counter-cultural community that flourishes in the face of the Empire. 
May we push back against the rot with fruit of the Spirit. 

 
Amen. 


