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“Jesus said, ‘Follow Me’ and other UCC General Synod Resolutions” 
Proper 8C (June 30, 2019) 
Rev. Dr. David A. Kaden 

 
>>Open our eyes that we might see wondrous things in your word, Amen.<< 
 
In her 2014 book The Sixth Extinction, Elizabeth Kolbert tells a story about an experiment at 
the Leipzig Zoo that compared the intelligence of chimpanzees and orangutans with the 
intelligence of two-and-a-half-year-old human children.   The purpose of the experiment was 1

to extrapolate from the data and speculate about how the intelligence of our species, homo 
sapiens, might have compared with the intelligence of other Great Apes from the 
evolutionary past.  Or, to put this differently, to see if our intelligence as a species is a key 
reason we’re still here and Neanderthals aren’t.  Kolbert describes one series of experiments 
as follows:  “A female orangutan named Dokana was led into one of the testing rooms.  Like 
most orangutans, she had copper-colored fur and a world-weary expression.  In the first 
experiment, which involved red juice and skinny tubes of plastic, Dokana showed that she 
could distinguish a functional drinking straw from a non-functional one.  In the second 
[experiment], which involved more red juice and more plastic, she showed that she 
understood the idea of a straw by extracting a solid rod from a length of piping and using the 
now-empty pipe to drink through.  [In the final experiment,] Dokana managed to get at a 
peanut that [researchers] had placed at the bottom of a long plastic cylinder. … She 
fist-walked over to her drinking water, took some water in her mouth, fist-walked back, and 
spat into the cylinder.  She repeated the process until the peanut floated within reach.” 
 
“Nonhuman apes are extremely clever,” writes Elizabeth Kolbert.  “They’re capable of 
making inferences, [and] of solving complex puzzles … .  When researchers from Leipzig 
performed a battery of tests on chimpanzees, orangutans, and two-and-a-half-year-old 
children, they found that the chimps, the orangutans, and the kids performed comparably on a 
wide range of tasks that involved understanding the physical world. … [I]f an experimenter 
placed a reward inside one of three cups, and then moved the cups around, the apes found the 
goody just as often as the kids … .  The apes seemed to grasp quantity as well as the kids did 
- they consistently chose the dish containing more treats, even when the choice involved 
using what might loosely be called math - and they also seemed to have just as good a grasp 
of causality. … [They] understood that a cup that rattled when shaken was more likely to 
contain food than one that did not.  And they were equally skilled at manipulating simple 
tools.  Where the kids routinely outscored the apes was in tasks that involved reading social 
cues.  When the children were given a hint about where to find a reward - someone pointing 
to or looking at the right container - they took it.  The apes either didn’t understand that they 
were being offered help or couldn’t follow the cue. … [W]hen the children were shown how 
to obtain a reward, by, say, ripping open a box, they had no trouble grasping the point and 
imitating the behavior.  The apes, once again, were flummoxed. … [A]pes seem to lack the 
impulse toward collective problem-solving that’s so central to human society.”  One 
researcher said this, “‘Chimps do a lot of incredibly smart things, but the main difference 
we’ve seen is “putting our heads together.”  If you were at the zoo today, you would never 
have seen two chimps carry something heavy together.  They don’t have this kind of 
collaborative [impulse].’”  

1 Elizabeth Kolbert, The Sixth Extinction:  An Unnatural History (New York:  Henry Holt and Company, 2014), 247-249. 
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So, it’s not just our intelligence that has preserved us as a species; it’s also our ability to work 
together to solve problems - to put our heads together - a trait found not only in two-year-olds 
but also among adults in all of our great institutions.  
 
Great institutions like our own denomination’s General Synod.  I spent most of the past week 
and a half at the UCC’s General Synod in Milwaukee - a gathering of some 4,000 UCC-ers 
from across our nearly 1 million member denomination.  The word “synod” has ancient roots 
in Christian history, going all the way back to the first century, and derives from two Greek 
words that mean something like “a way together.”  A synod is an assembly of church officials 
to deal with theological and administrative matters - to discern a way forward together by 
putting our heads together, like the spirit-led homo sapiens we are.  The UCC’s General 
Synod meets every two years, and always in a different city.  Some 800 delegates from UCC 
conferences around the country are authorized to vote on resolutions, and this year I was a 
delegate representing the New York Conference.  Delegates are assigned to committees, and 
each committee vets proposed resolutions before sending them to the Synod floor for a vote. 
If a majority of delegates vote in favor of a resolution on the Synod floor, the resolution 
becomes the official position of the UCC, even though - and let’s be honest - such “official 
positions” are really in name only, since we are, after all, UCC, and each one of our 5,000 
congregations across the country is free to do what it wants when it comes to matters of faith 
and practice.  Organizing UCC-ers is like herding cats, or, as one of you pointed out to me on 
Friday, like herding squirrels.  Still, though, resolutions matter.  Candidates for ordination in 
the UCC need to be pretty much in line with the denomination’s stances on matters of faith 
and practice, or, at the very least, have solid reasons for not being in line with them, before 
they can proceed to ordination.  Synod resolutions matter.  They set policy for conferences 
across the denomination; and resolutions that are passed make resources available to 
churches, so our members can take action and make change in the name of the Christ we all 
follow, and in the name of the Spirit who moves and breathes through us.  I want to spend a 
bit of time today outlining some of the resolutions we passed at this year’s General Synod, 
which amount to the official positions of our denomination - the collective decisions made 
after we put our heads together.  
 
We passed a resolution to abolish the growth and existence of private prisons, because, as 
Jesus said in his inaugural sermon in the Gospel of Luke, “The Spirit of God is upon me … to 
proclaim release to the prisoners.”  We passed this resolution because it is morally wrong to 
profit off of keeping human beings, and children separated from their parents at the border, 
behind bars.  Bloomberg news reported on Wednesday that Bank of America has committed 
to stop lending to private companies who run private prisons and detention centers.   Also on 2

Wednesday, NPR reported that Wayfair employees walked out of their furniture-making 
factory to protest their company’s selling of furniture to detention centers that hold migrants. 
The spirit of liberation is moving.  
 
We passed a resolution affirming the importance of interreligious dialogue and deploring hate 
speech.  We passed a resolution to grant people suffering from mental health issues the status 
of being an underrepresented group, giving them a special vote at General Synods going 
forward.  We passed a resolution to examine a Christian response to forced migration of 
peoples around the world because of political violence and climate change.  We passed a 
resolution that denounces acts of hate and violence by white supremacists; and when it passed 

2 https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-06-26/bank-of-america-will-stop-lending-to-private-prison-companies  
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several African American delegates near my table were in tears - weeping that in the year 
2019 a Christian denomination needs to even have such a resolution.  We passed a resolution 
to offer support to victims of sexual violence.  We passed a resolution to strip the UCC’s 
bylaws of gender-binary language.  We passed a resolution to support victims of opioid 
addiction.  We passed a resolution to pressure Congress to hold hearings about violence in 
America - gun violence, hate-driven violence, and violence against minorities.  We passed 
two resolutions to care for the planet - one of which endorsed the Green New Deal to address 
carbon emissions, because, as scripture says, “the earth is the Lord’s.”  We’re trying to, in the 
name of our faith, do what we can to head off a “sixth extinction” as Elizabeth Kolbert calls 
it.  And we passed a resolution, perhaps the most important of all, that charges conferences, 
associations, and churches across the denomination to discern the answer to a basic question, 
“What does it mean to follow Jesus in the 21st century?” 
 
Abolishing for-profit prisons; improving support for mental health; addressing forced 
migration; condemning hate-driven speech and actions; supporting victims of sexual 
violence; using gender-expansive language; supporting victims of opoid addiction; pressuring 
Congress to deal with violence in America; endorsing the Green New Deal; and wrestling 
with the call of Christ to “follow me.”  We were busy at General Synod; it took nearly four 
full days to debate and pass these resolutions.  You can read them all in detail on the UCC 
website.   3

 
I’ve been reflecting a lot this week on the final resolution - the 
what-does-it-mean-to-follow-Jesus-in-the-21st century resolution.  In one sense, the question 
as framed at General Synod is a bit redundant, since what it means to follow Jesus is to take 
moral stances on issues as wide-ranging as for-profit prisons, mental health, forced migration, 
hate speech, sexual violence, gender-inclusivity, opoid addiction, violence, and climate 
change.  
 
Today’s gospel reading from Luke is the first of a string of stories that detail what it means to 
follow Jesus.  Luke, the storyteller, introduces today’s reading by saying that Jesus “set his 
face to go to Jerusalem.”  The Greek word Luke uses to describe Jesus’ determination is a 
construction term - a building word - Jesus was firm in his resolve, firm and unmovable like 
the walls of a city, in his determination to head for Jerusalem, and ultimately to the cross. 
But even though he is determined and on the move, Luke’s story unwinds slowly; it will take 
Jesus ten chapters - from chapter nine, today’s reading, to chapter nineteen - to finally arrive 
in Jerusalem.  Scholars call these ten chapters the “travel narrative,” and along the way, as he 
travels, Jesus teaches his disciples what it means to follow him.  Jesus teaches them that 
following him involves risk and responsibility, because, he says, “to whom much is given 
much is required.”  Jesus teaches them that following him involves fellowshipping with 
outcasts, as in the story of Jesus inviting himself over to dinner at the tax collector 
Zacchaeus’ house.  Jesus teaches them that following him involves being a healing presence 
to people in need, as in the story of Jesus healing a blind beggar.  Jesus teaches them that 
following him involves not turning money and security into false gods, as in the story about 
the rich young ruler.  Jesus teaches them that following him involves humility, as in the 
parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector.  Jesus teaches them that following him involves 
caring for children when he says, “Let the little children come unto me, for it is to such as 
these that the Kingdom of God belongs.”  Jesus teaches them that following him involves 

3 You can read the resolutions here:  http://ucceverywhere.org/synod/  
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looking for the Kingdom of God within us, for we possess in our very selves all we need to 
improve our world.  Jesus teaches them that following him involves resisting hypocrisy. 
Jesus teaches them that following him involves extravagantly welcoming prodigal children 
and lost sheep among the children of God.  Jesus teaches them that following him is not 
always safe; it’s like walking a narrow path and passing through a narrow door, he says. 
Jesus teaches them that following him may be divisive.  Jesus teaches them that following 
him involves calling out injustice.  Jesus teaches them that following him involves being 
fervent in prayer (in the travel narrative Jesus teaches the disciples to pray the Lord’s Prayer). 
Jesus teaches them that following him involves showing compassion to “others” - 
compassion like the Good Samaritan showed to the man beaten and left for dead.  And, Jesus 
teaches them that following him involves letting the divine light of God that flickers inside 
each of us shine:  “don’t hide it under a basket,” says Jesus, “let it shine.”  Jesus never 
promises that following him will be easy, but he does promise great reward to those who try.  
 
Great reward that just might change how we see church.  Back in May, minister and activist 
John Pavlovitz posted a letter on his blog titled “Dear Church,” which outlines some ways to 
follow Jesus in the twenty-first century.   Here’s what Pavlovitz said:  4

 
“Dear Church, … [I know that] people [have been] leaving you … .  I know that you hire 
consultants and hold emergency meetings and plan bold strategies and brainstorm solutions - 
all designed to engineer a way to bring all the prodigals home, to ‘reach the young people,’ to 
grow numerically again.  I know you imagine that if you just tweak the songs or shorten the 
services or get a new sign or rebrand your logo or set up shop in a strip mall; that if you just 
find the right aesthetic balance of vintage reverence and hipster chic - that this will all 
magically change your fortunes.  It won’t. … [P]eople [have left] … [not] because your 
[music] wasn’t good enough or because the messages weren’t clever enough or because your 
production wasn’t tight enough. … Church, people [have been] leaving … because [some of] 
you [have been] silent right now in ways that matter to them.  You [haven’t been] saying 
what they need you to say … .  They spend their days with a front row seat to human rights 
atrocities, to growing movements of cruelty, to unprecedented religious hypocrisy, and to 
political leaders who are antithetical to heart of Jesus.  They live with the relational collateral 
damage of seeing people they love abandon compassion and decency; people who are 
growing more and more callous to the already vulnerable.  They see in their daily lives and 
on the news and across their timelines and in their communities, exactly the kind of 
malevolence and toxicity they expect you to speak into with boldness and clarity as moral 
leaders … .  I know you’re worried about saying too much, about being branded too political, 
about offending people or somehow making it worse by speaking.  Trust me, you are making 
it worse by saying nothing.  Yes, you may be avoiding conflict or keeping a tenuous peace in 
the pews. … But you’re doing something else:  you’re … confirming the suspicions of those 
who believe the church has no relevance for them. … They’ve been waiting for you to 
oppose the separation of families [at the border], to declare the value of black lives, to loudly 
defend LGBTQ people, to stand alongside your Muslims [siblings], to denounce the 
degradation of the planet - to say with absolute clarity what you stand for and what you will 
not abide. … The singular thing you can offer them [as a church] is a clear and unflinching 
voice that emulates the voice of Jesus.  If you really want to be relevant … :  say everything. 
Stand on your platforms and in your pulpits and specifically name the bigotry, precisely call 

4 https://johnpavlovitz.com/2019/05/14/dear-church-heres-why-people-are-leaving/.  I’ve adjusted the wording of this letter to 
make it more appropriate for a sermon. 
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out the politics, unequivocally condemn the people and the policies and the movements that 
sicken you.  Jesus did.  Stop couching your words and softening your delivery and start 
speaking with clarity about what matters to you. … Speak, Church.” 
 
...Here at FCCI, we’ve held talks that deal with mass incarceration, opioid addiction, mental 
health, migration, climate change; we’ve sent letters to our elected officials about gun 
violence; we’ve held sacred conversations on race and white privilege; we’ve declared 
ourselves to be a Sanctuary Church; we’ve launched initiatives to deal with hate and with 
climate change.  We’re following Jesus.  It’s not easy.  It’s sometimes controversial.  But 
maybe it’s a sign that we are at the forefront of a movement sweeping across the UCC and 
across our country - a “Dear Church” movement that is trying to answer a basic question: 
What does it mean to follow Jesus in the 21st century?  Amen.  


