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Last Sunday I talked about the bounded set  as one way of 

understanding the Christian faith and the church.  Those who 

confess Jesus and believe in him are represented by the X on the 

inside of the circle.  Those who do not confess Jesus and do not 

believe in him are represented by the Y on the outside of the circle. 

Inside the circle is Christian, outside the circle is not.  There is no 

grey area, no maybes, it s inside or outside. 

In the talk-about time after the sermon, I overheard a couple of 

people saying, I don t like this bounded set way of thinking.  I don t 

like making such a sharp distinction among people.  

And yet, there are places in Scripture that seem to make this sharp 

distinction.  Jesus himself says:
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Accepting Jesus as Saviour and Lord is a defining and life-

changing decision.  It binds us as brother and sister with all those 

who have made that commitment and are part of the body of Christ.  

It separates us from others who have not made the same 

commitment.  Christian faith is a kind of bounded set where a man 

may be on one side and his father on the other, where a daughter 

may be separated from her mother, where a daughter-in-law may 

be separated from her mother-in-law.

But that s not the only way of understanding the Christian faith and 

the church.
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In this verse, and in many other places in Scripture, the emphasis 

is not on who s in and who s out, who s in the circle and who s 

outside, who belongs and who does not belong.  Instead, we are all 

outside of God s grace, but we can all be brought near by the grace 

and mercy of God.  Through the suffering and death of Jesus, all of 

us who are far off can be brought near.

This is the centred set that I also talked about last week as another 

way of understanding Christian faith and the church.  
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Jesus is the centre marked here by the star.  And the issue is not 

inside and outside, but how close we are to the centre or how far, 

whether we re moving toward the centre or moving away from the 

centre, whether we re facing toward the centre, or turning away.

Now in set theory, there s actually one more kind of set.  There s 

the bounded set and the centred set that we looked at last week, 

and there s also the fuzzy set.  (I am not making it upthat s really 

the technical term in social set theory!) In the fuzzy set, there is no 

centre, and no boundary, and if I could somehow smudge the 

edges of the screen I would. 
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Here X and Y just hang out together for no apparent reason.  They 

don t know what has brought them together, or what keeps them 

together.  That s all kind of fuzzy--and so they probably won t last 

long together. If they don t have a centre or a boundary, they will 

most likely drift apart.

If we don t want to drift apart, one of the challenges for us as a 

church is to keep Jesus as our centre.  And we might think if we 

have Jesus as a centre, we really don t need anything else.  But as 

a core value, different churches might understand Jesus in very 

different ways.  One church might focus on Jesus  compassion for 

the poor, so their reason for being becomes all about working with 

homeless people.  Another church might focus on Jesus  miracles, 

so their reason for being is all about performing miracles.  
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Back in the 1990s, Emmanuel did some work on our core values 

too, and at a congregational meeting on January 27, we affirmed 

these three.  As I look back on these now, I realize that they re not 

really as clear as they could have been.  I mean, what does 

diversity and unity really mean?  Does it mean that one Sunday 

we ll come to church and there s a cross at the front, and then the 

next Sunday there will be a golden Buddha?  Does it mean singing 

3 choruses and 3 hymns?  Participation of church life seems clear 

enough, but what exactly is an Anabaptist understanding?  Do we 

all understand what that means?  Would someone walking in off 

the street who isn t already part of the church understand what that 

means?

Now in the last year, as we ve been working on some revisioning 

as a church, we ve started to think once more about our core 

values.  One of our adult SS classes came up with these three core 

values:
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They actually talked about a lot more than these three things in 

their class, everything from believers baptism to the sermon on the 

mount, from diversity to evangelism and many other things.  And 

then each person was given three dots a red dot for their first 

choice, a blue dot for their second choice, and a yellow dot for their 

third choice.  I wasn t there for the class, but when I got the results 

afterward, I gave each red dot 3 points, each blue dot 2 points, and 

each yellow dot 1 point, multiplied everything out, and found these 

were the top three choices:  and the next highest value was only 

20-something points.  So these were clearly the top 3.

They re actually quite similar to the core values from 1997

Anabaptism was in the top 3 then and now.  Community was in the 

top 3 then and now only in 1997 it was described mainly as 

participation.  Global perspective wasn t listed specifically in 1997, 

but it describes I think one kind of diversity then and now.  
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I wanted to do the same kind of exercise today--give 
everyone 3 dots and see if we d come up with the same 3 
core values.   But I couldn t figure out a good way to do it with 
250 people!

So instead, I would like to take one Sunday for each of these 
3 core values between now and our annual meeting in 
January.  Was Jesus an Anabaptist?  And how might we 
express that core value in language that would be understood 
by someone not already familiar with that term?  What does it 
mean for us to be a Jesus-centered community?  Did Jesus 
have a global perspective?  As we look at each of these over 
the next weeks and months, I invite you to:  #1 - ask yourself 
and your family and friends and small group--is there 
something else that is even more important to us as a church 
that you would want to demote one of these three things and 
put something else in that place? And #2 I invite you to pray 
about this.  Let s ask God to direct us as a church.


