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Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you 
may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect. 

I’ve been thinking about our life together here we approach our Annual Meeting in a couple of 
weeks. I know we traditionally receive the reports and have a couple of discussions and generally 
don’t do anything earth shattering, but this time we are going to have to address our life together. 
When we look around we see familiar faces missing, we feel our own lack of energy or a sense of 
tiredness, and that does set us thinking. But we are not simply isolated worshippers coming together 
once a week we are part of the body of Christ called to be here, called to exercise our gifts together, 
called to witness to God’s grace in this neighbourhood. What I am interested in though is raising 
some awareness of the questions of life in our context and life as Christians in that same context. 

Paul was writing to a community coming together in the heart of the Roman Empire, the capital, 
Rome itself. It was presented to the Mediterranean as the epitome of culture, of justice and the seat 
of the peace that only the Emperor could bring. So what was Paul thinking when he wrote this sen-
tence? When a community is immersed in a particular place, they take on many of the ways of do-
ing things that everyone else around does, from who is seen as important, to how meetings run, to 
how we respond to our neighbours and much much more. 

Eugene Peterson in his translation The Message puts it this way: Don’t become so well-adjusted 

to your culture that you fit into it without even thinking. Instead, fix your attention on 
God. You’ll be changed from the inside out. But why might this be a problem? After all we 
want to be good citizens and get on with our neighbours, and live out of trouble with the authorit-
ies, doing our best to be useful members of society, don’t we? 

In one of his sermons, with typical eloquence and brilliance, Martin Luther King captured this 
powerful text in just two unforgettable words: transformed nonconformity. He observed how the 
pressures for cultural conformity, that “condition our minds and feet to move to the rhythmic drumbeat 
of the status quo,” are immense. Yet, followers of Jesus are to have a higher loyalty than conformity to 
social respectability. Christians need to discover ways to live very much in the world but not of the 
world. We should never abandon the world, nor should we embrace it. We must make history, said 
King, and not be shaped by history. 

Liberal Christians tend to forget that the world is fallen, that God calls us to be “strangers and 
aliens” in this world, and so they often conform and assimilate to culture. Conservatives forget that 
the world is ultimately "very good", and so they separate from and condemn culture as irredeemably 
evil. We should steer a middle course between these two extremes; we should love and engage the 
world without separating ourselves from it or allowing ourselves to be uncritically integrated into it. 

You see when Jesus asks Peter, and through Peter, us, “Who do you say that I am?”, he is not just 
checking on whether we have memorised the traditional teachings of the church properly. He’s ask-
ing “Who am I to you?” “How do you relate to me?” And for us to answer, “You are the Messiah, the 
Son of the living God,” is not a way of being given a star on our test paper; it is to sign up to follow 
this Messiah and to transform our lives on the basis of what we are seeing in him. In effect we are 



saying, “You are the one in whom we see what being human is all about and what we were created 
to be. You are the one who sets the agenda for the whole project of our lives.”  

How do we know how things might be different? Well, I think Paul gives us some clues in this same 
passage. Peterson again: let’s just go ahead and be what we were made to be, without envi-

ously or pridefully comparing ourselves with each other, or trying to be something we 
aren’t. If you preach, just preach God’s Message, nothing else; if you help, just help, don’t 
take over; if you teach, stick to your teaching; if you give encouraging guidance, be care-
ful that you don’t get bossy; if you’re put in charge, don’t manipulate; if you’re called to 
give aid to people in distress, keep your eyes open and be quick to respond; if you work 
with the disadvantaged, don’t let yourself get irritated with them or depressed by them. 
Keep a smile on your face. 

Lets just go ahead and be what we were made to be: Indeed, look in all the magazines, all the adver-
tising. What is offered is a conformity - let all be bronzed, sculpted, perfect bodies and faces, with all 
emotion botoxed out of our expressions. You can be anything you want to be, say the self-improve-
ment ads, so that our young get false hopes about the lifestyle that is possible for them.  

We swallow cultural propaganda hook, line, and sinker. We believe that sexual pleasure should be 
unlimited, that politics is the most important news, that poverty (not wealth) is the worst thing that 
could ever happen to a person, that a risky investment provides so-called security, that physical 
health is my right, and that whatever is technologically possible is what must be done (even though 
there might be moral or ethical problems). 

King says something very similar in his sermon: “There are some things in our world to which men [sic] 
of goodwill must be maladjusted. I confess that I never intend to become adjusted to the evils of segregation 
and the crippling effects of discrimination, to the moral degeneracy of religious bigotry and the corroding 
effects of narrow sectarianism, to economic conditions that deprive men [sic] of work and food, and to the 
insanities of militarism and the self-defeating effects of physical violence.” Christian non-conformity, in 
other words, has a specific direction, God’s direction. 

So, we are to look around us, to see where we may faithfully follow Christ into our world, to ask 
where we see the places where our society’s vision of the autonomous, competent, smart, well-con-
nected person, tramples on those unable to live in such a ruthless world. 

We used to think of New Zealand as Godzone – God’s Own Country, but perhaps we have the re-
sponsibility to give that picture a fresh meaning. For example, the talk of the underclass that has de-
veloped in New Zealand reflects a technician’s image. Once we have defined the problem, we can fix 
it and the problem will go away. The trouble with that talk is that it ignores the human realities that 
such people are living with, poverty, poor housing, health status – mental and physical. For us as a 
Christian community we can either side with the politicians or we can find ways of challenging the 
status quo approach, and look for ways to respond with the talents and gifts we have within our 
community, and talk about God’s gracious values of cherishing and bringing healing to all. 

What is good? What is acceptable? What is perfect? There are at least two sets of answers – those of 
our culture, and those of the gospel. As we move towards our Annual Meeting and look at what we 
have done and are doing let us ask ourselves: Have we been faithful to the vision God has given us 
for this place? Is what we are doing, good, acceptable and perfect in God’s sight? 

The Word of Jesus is among us.  

Hear that Word.


