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Identity Politics? 
Colossians 2:6-19 

Where does your allegiance lie? 
 
Perhaps another way to ask that – where do you ground your identity? 
Who are you? 
Who do you belong with? Who is your tribe? 
 

If you asked me? I might say “Canadian Dutch Reformed.” 
 

The importance of all three has become particularly clear since I settled in the city among 
people who don’t share any of those identities. 
 
It’s not enough to say that I’m Canadian, although that says a lot. 
It’s not enough to say that I’m Dutch Canadian, although that says a lot too. 
To say that I’m “Canadian Dutch Reformed” points to a particular immigrant community with a 
particular set of values that I can’t shake, and still embody, even 16 years after moving here to 
Illinois. 
 
And, if we had a few more minutes, I might add something about my work in the church, and my 
marriage to Moe, who’s Puerto Rican, and our life in the west side of Chicago, and our racially 
white, ethnically mixed kids… 
 
(Seriously. I have no idea what boxes to check on their school form.) 
 

Who are your people? Where does your allegiance lie? 
 
Colossians is Paul’s letter to the church plant in Colossae, a mediocre town in the middle of the Roman 
empire. And as we’ve been working our way through this book, we’ve been reflecting on what it means 
for us here, in our day, in our empire. 
 
And we’ve been asking questions: 
 
How would you describe this cultural moment? 

Amid the rot of all that is self-centered and self-serving, how do we bear witness in our lives to 
the selfless love of Christ? 

 
What Jesus do you know? 

And have you met the subversive Jesus? In the face of an empire where Caesar is Lord, Paul in 
Colossians 1 beautifully and unequivocally declares the lordship and supremacy and ultimate 
power of Christ. 
 



Bam. Take that, Caesar. 
 
Which leads to this week. Where does your allegiance lie? 
 
Our text this morning gets into the thick of Paul’s purpose in writing. He’s never met the Colossian 
church but he has heard about them and is greatly concerned that they are succumbing to pressures 
that undermine their newfound faith. That undermine their allegiance to Christ. 
 
What kind of pressures? Our text almost reads like a list. 

 
Hollow and deceptive philosophy. 

Here’s where, as a former philosophy major, I pause to assure you that this does not 
mean that all philosophy is hollow and deceptive! 

 Human traditions. 
 Elemental spiritual forces. 
 Circumcision. 

Pressures surrounding food and drink, festivals and feasts, worship of angels… 
  
There’s all manner of speculation in the commentaries about the nature of this “Colossian heresy.” Pre-
gnostic philosophy, perhaps? Local lore about the spirit realm? There are definitely some elements of 
Judaism in there. Maybe the Colossian church was threatened by multiple factions and viewpoints? 
 
We may never know. There aren’t any other writings about it. This epistle provides the only clues we 
have. 
 
The new church was under some kind of pressure to diminish Christ’s power and importance in favor of 
something else. Some kind of syncretism. Some kind of Christ and. 
 
It’s not clear what exactly, or who was perpetuating this, or why. 
 
What’s clear to me is the vast cultural distance between this Colossian church and us today. 
 
It’s hard to imagine that many of us at Hope feel intense pressure on a daily basis to worship angels, 

or celebrate the New Moon (coming up this Wednesday…), 
or to make a big deal of circumcision,  
or look for powerful spirits, evil and otherwise, around every corner. 

 
Maybe you do? 
 
But it made me wonder: 
 
Where do we feel pressure like this? In our day? In our empire? 
Where does the supremacy of Christ get undermined for us? 
What syncretism—what “Christ and”—compels us and holds us captive? 
 
And this is the part where we all get nervous… 
 



Because, in this cultural moment, it seems to me, there is immense pressure to synthesize our faith in 
Christ with a political identification. 
 
I see it on social media. Polarized people of faith calling out at each other: 
 

“How can you say you’re a Christian and not _______?” 
… and not care about the sanctity of life? 
… and not care about the lives of children at the border? 

 
 “How can you say you’re a Christian and support him? or her? or them?” 

 
I hear it in our zeal for a particular political ideology—and our zeal for refuting the opposing ideology—
especially when kindness is absent, and nuance is lost in a cloud of anger and fear. 
 
I feel it in my own timidity and reluctance to speak out when those on “my side” cross a line. Whenever 
my conscience is disturbed, and yet I stay silent. Because… because I am afraid of what others in my 
tribe will say? Because I am afraid of being mislabeled as one of “them”? 
 
Where does your allegiance lie? 
 
 
There is some interesting work being done lately, across a number of disciplines, exploring the increased 
religiosity of our political climate. 
 
One of my favorite thinkers on this—probably because he talks a lot about culture in terms of liturgy—is 
Jamie Smith, philosophy prof over at Calvin. 
 
There’s something religious, he says, about politics in America. These are his words: 
 

“When the Constitution functions like Scripture, and the pledge serves as our creed, and the flag 
is revered like the cross, and the national anthem becomes our hymn, and the hand over heart 
is a sacred expression like the sign of the cross, then a swelling patriotism becomes our religion 
and dissenters are heretics.” 

 
Like those who kneel instead of stand, or otherwise fail to properly revere these sacred rites and 
symbols. 
 
Many have recognized an American “civil religion” that is particularly appealing to people on the right. 
We sort of know what this looks like. In its least nuanced form, it’s the white evangelical strawman 
wearing a MAGA hat. Race, faith, and nationalism all mixed up together. 
 

Of course, the reality on the right is much more nuanced. For example, from where I sit, almost 
all the Republicans I know are people of color… 
 
(For the longest time, I didn’t even have plausibility structures for that.) 

 
On the right, there’s a tendency for Christians to pledge allegiance to “God and country,” “faith and the 
flag”—a flag that still, in many churches, holds a prominent place at the front of the sanctuary. 



 
Syncretism? Christ and? 
 

Of course, that might not really resonate for those of us on the left. But maybe we’ll resonate with this? 
 
Here’s Jamie Smith again: 

“For some Christians, all of a sudden, we read the Scriptures in a way that we've never ever 
seen them before, and we realize that God cares about widows and orphans and strangers 
and aliens. We become newly animated by this passion for justice and feel a need to 
answer this call and be out in the public square working for justice. 

We are motivated by this deeply biblical attunement, but then we underestimate the 
forces and currents of the status quo and we start aligning ourselves with people who 
seem to be the ones talking about justice. Before we know it, we've just signed up for the 
platform of whatever the leftish party decides justice is, even if in fact it sits in deep 
tension with biblical visions of justice that we've kind of forgotten in the process…” 

Gulp. It’s not always clear where left-wing policies give way to a more radical leftism with its own code 
of ethics and sacred symbols and rituals. Even liberal secularism is no match for the deep human 
impulse to be religious… 
 
In Smith’s words: “You know you’ve entered a temple when disagreement is treated as sacrilege.” 
 
Maybe the story of America right now is a story of two temples. 
 
How do we live in this empire, in the shadow of these temples? 
 
 
Our text this morning comes on the heels of the Christ hymn of Colossians 1. Paul does not hold back in 
proclaiming the exalted Christ as Creator, and Savior, and Lord—King, Caesar—Head over all. It’s 
political. It’s subversive. 
 
Paul, who writes this letter from prison, points to his own suffering to substantiate his appeal to the 
Colossians. “Look what I’m going through for your sake and for the gospel!” Stay strong. Stand firm. 
Don’t be afraid. Don’t be deceived. 
 
And then, as he names the pressures they’re facing, Paul keeps looping back to the gospel. 
 
 Instead of empty philosophy, there’s the fullness of God dwelling in Christ. 
 Instead of other powers and authorities, there’s Christ as the head. 
 Instead of circumcision, there’s the death and burial of Christ  

 – and our identification with him in baptism. 
 Instead of our legal debt, there’s freedom and forgiveness in the cross. 
 
Even the Jewish foods and festivals, mandated by scripture, are just a shadow, pointing to Christ. 
 
Christ is head and fullness all. There’s no room for Jesus and. 



  
This is a radical text. It’s one thing to proclaim the supremacy and sufficiency of Christ. 
 
It’s another thing to disentangle ourselves from all the ways that our friends and neighbors and family 
and coworkers and media sources would, even unwittingly, undermine that truth. 

There’s a fascinating book by social psychologist Jonathan Haidt called The Righteous Mind: Why good 
people are divided by politics and religion. Plenty of fodder there for good, challenging conversations. 
 

But tucked away in a latter chapter, I found this little nugget that I just think is gold. Haidt’s 
talking about the nature of religion and belief. It’s common, he says, to think of religion as 
simply believing that leads to doing. 

“I subscribe to this set of beliefs. Ergo, I will act on them.” 
 
Haidt and a number of other psychologists push back on that. That’s not how it actually works, 
they say. There’s a third category that makes human religion powerful and compelling. 
 
It’s belonging. 
 
Believing and Doing are deeply connected with Belonging. Belonging to a group, sharing a 
common identity and common practices—this is how we enact and reinforce belief. 

 
In other words, liturgy. 
 
Not just the words on Sunday morning. But any practices, done together, that shape a community. 
 
 Like watching the game or watching the news. 

Going to a rally or a protest. 
Going shopping. 
Going camping. 

 
Here again is Jamie Smith: 
 

“Liturgies are love-shaping practices; they are communal social rhythms, routines, and rituals 
that we immerse ourselves in, that we give ourselves over to, that aren't just something that we 
do, but they're doing something to us. They're forging in us an orientation to the good life. 
They're inscribing in us a conception of what we think flourishing is. And because there are 
competing versions, so there are rival liturgies.” 

 
The church in Colossae wasn’t just playing with different beliefs. They were falling prey to rival liturgies. 
Belief and belonging and rituals all wrapped up in ways that were slowly uprooting their faith. 
 
 Pressure to fast and feast like their neighbors – so they’d belong. 
 Pressure for Gentile believers to get circumcised, like the Jews – so they’d belong. 

Pressure to keep the same calendar, to keep the same worldview, pressure to not stand out – so 
they’d belong. 

 
These are all identity markers. Rituals that keep the tribe together. 



 
And against these rival liturgies, Paul points them to their baptism. 
 

The enactment of their burial and rising with Christ. 
The visible sign of their new life in him. 
The ritual that binds the whole church together in belonging and belief. 
 

This is the creation of a new tribe. A new collective identity that supersedes all other identities. A body, 
with Christ as the head. “Where there is neither Gentile nor Jew, circumcised nor uncircumcised, slave 
or free, but Christ is all in all.” 
 
Paul is essentially calling out the church to be a tiny little counterculture in the face of the empire. 
Whose allegiance is first and foremost to Christ. 
 
What might that look like? A few final thoughts. 
 
Our text is framed, in verse 6 and 19, with calls to live in Christ. Rooted in him. Built up. Strengthened. 
Supported. Held together. Growing. All in and under Christ, who is the Head. 
 
This is Paul’s dream for the little church in Colossae—what their new life in Christ is supposed to look 
like. 
 
 Rooted. Supported. Growing. 

Like a garden in midsummer. 
 Flourishing. 
 
And part of this flourishing is being thankful. Not just a little thankful, but “overflowing with 
thankfulness.” 
 
This, like baptism, is a marker of the church. A people overflowing with thankfulness. 
 
It strikes me that much of what passes as political discourse today seems motivated by fear. 
 
But if indeed Christ is head and ruler over all, if indeed he has delivered us from death and raised us up 
with him, then we have nothing to fear. And we needn’t get caught up in the frenzy over this or that 
headline. 
 

By all means, stay informed. 
By all means, vote your conscience. 
By all means, disagree. 
By all means, stand with your feet firmly planted in scripture and your eyes wide open to the 
world and speak the truth. 

 
But let’s also be mindful of the rituals that shape our lives, the symbols we find most sacred, and the 
identities we hold most dear, shedding those that demand more allegiance than we ought to give. 
 
Instead, let us hold fast to our baptism, and to the new life it signifies, as that which binds us to each 
other, in a unity that surpasses all our differences. 



 
And let’s be people of thankfulness and peace, not fear. 
 
That is countercultural. 
That is a sign of identity in Christ. 
 
Together, let us grow and flourish in him—for the good of the world, to the glory of God. 


