
1 | S t r a n g e r s  i n  a  S t r a n g e  L a n d  W e e k  6  –  S t a r  T r e k  

 

–

[Original Star Trek Crew] One of the great sci-fi properties of all time is Star Trek. I grew up loving Trek - 

Star Trek 3 was the first movie I saw in the movie theater (with my dad). There are a lot of reasons the 

original Star Trek was popular. It championed diversity and harmony in a time when the world and our 

country was deeply divided. It offered a relentlessly positive view of the future - no matter what dangers 

lurked in the far reaches of space, Kirk, Spock and McCoy would figure it out. And if the danger was ever 

too great, of course, they could say to the ship, "Beam me up, Scottie". Then the so-sci-fi-they-were-

almost-magical transporters would dematerialize them on the planet and reassemble them safely back 

on the ship. 

  

Even if you don't care for Star Trek (what?!), you know the transporters. Who hasn't wanted one on a 

long road trip? How amazing would it be if we could just tap a communicator badge when we want to go 

somewhere and say, "Get me there, now." 

  

I fantasize, too, about having a transporter for awkward, painful or scary situations. What if you were in 

a room where things were getting heated and you could just say, "Beam me up!" and poof, disappeared 

in a swirl of glitter-water? 

 

Like many TV shows, Star Trek fell into a trap I’m afraid has warped us: no matter how bad the problem, 

it could be resolved in about an hour (including commercial breaks!). And on the occassions they 

couldn’t fix everything? Beam me up, Scottie! 

  

We’ve nearly passed the point where we engage difficult relationships and painful conversations 

anymore. Increasingly, we stay safe in our social groups, surrounded by people who think like us. Those 

who disagree are the Enemy. End up in a difficult conversation? We cry, "Beam me up!" and bail out as 

fast as possible. We unfriend on FB, leave that friend circle. Look for a new church where people think 

like us.  

 

Churches especially are guilty of this. If someone comes to us with a problem that makes us 

uncomfortable, something we can’t fix in 40 minutes, we hug them and say, “I’ll pray for you,” which is 

the Jesus version of “Beam me up!” As a whole, we’ve been taught that faith is about huddling safe 

inside the walls of our churches until Jesus comes back to beam us up while the world is destroyed.  

 

Beam me up. It’s about leaving when things get hard.  

 

Beaming up is easier. I get it. But it’s not good, and it’s not what a people of faith are called to.  

 

So today, we're going to talk about how to stay. As the Church, we are called not to beam out, but to 

lean in. To stay. Because that's what God does for us. God doesn't beam up and leave us on our own. 

God is with us, working to bring life and flourishing. And by following God's path, we can learn to do the 

same. 

  

So let's begin by celebrating the God who is with us, who loves us even when we're in the wrong. 
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Message 

Today is Ascension Sunday, the day we celebrate Jesus ascending to the throne of Heaven after he was 

raised from the dead. We're in the season of Eastertide, when we ask what difference Jesus' 

resurrection makes. This year, our series is Strangers in a Strange Land. We're exploring some popular 

sci-fi visions of humanity's future and comparing them to the vision of humanity we find in 1 Peter. 

  

Today, we’re talking about what it means to stay in a difficult situation, rather than beaming out and 

shooting off to the next planet (or in our case, relationship). We're insisting that, even though sticking it 

out in a difficult relationship or situation is harder than leaving, it's also better. We know that because 

that's what God does with us. 

  

[Picture of Ascension] That may sound like a funny claim to make on Ascension Sunday. This is the day, 

after Jesus was raised from the dead, when he ascended to Heaven. Growing up, I always had a 

particular vision of ascension. It's Jesus, on a mountain, waving goodbye as he sort of raises up through 

the clouds. I always thought the most important thing about Jesus' ascension was the geography of it. 

He went from down here to up there. He was beamed up. He left us here to figure out the rest. 

  

But that's not what the early church understood the ascension to be. They didn't think Jesus left at all - 

they understood him to be still among them, living and active. He promised them, "I am with you always 

- even to the end of the age." The first Christians understood that Heaven isn't some far off place Jesus 

got beamed up to. Rather, as we've discussed several times this year, Heaven is like the control room of 

reality. It's near, like another dimension or plane of existence that overlaps ours. 

  

And the language of 'ascension' matters. Because the first Christians didn't think in terms of control 

rooms. They thought in terms of Throne Rooms. So Jesus' ascension isn't about geography, but about 

power. He didn't go up into the sky, he ascended to the throne of the universe. 

  

Those first Christians understood that Jesus is fit to rule the universe specifically because he had been 

raised from the dead. The Resurrection proved his way is the way to life, that the law of the universe is 

self-giving love. That he now sits on the throne of the universe means he is in control, he is our 

sovereign, that his way is the way we are all to live now. 

  

The Ascension didn't mean Jesus had beamed up and away, leaving us all behind. Rather, it means Jesus 

rules the cosmos now, as the one true king and waymaker. We are called to live as his faithful subjects, 

following his way, announcing the good news of the new king to the world. 

  

[Scripture Slide] Turn with me to 1 Peter. Throughout this series, we've seen that Peter is writing to 

Christians doing their best to live as Jesus' faithful subjects in a world that still thought Caesar was king 

and lord. They suffered for their commitment to Jesus' way. And as you can imagine, their suffering 

raised questions for them. IF Jesus is ascended to the throne of heaven, if he is the lord of reality, then 

why are we, his faithful subjects, still suffering? 
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It's a fair question. As he brings his letter to a close, Peter reiterates some of the themes he developed 

early in the letter: 

  

Dear friends, don’t be surprised at the fiery trials you are going through, as if something strange were 

happening to you. Instead, be very glad—for these trials make you partners with Christ in his suffering, 

so that you will have the wonderful joy of seeing his glory when it is revealed to all the world. If you are 

insulted because you bear the name of Christ, you will be blessed, for the glorious Spirit of God rests 

upon you. -- 1 Peter 4:12-14 

  

Peter reminds the suffering Christians that their suffering is a refining fire. God is working in their pain to 

make them holy. 

  

One important note about their suffering: Rome was a continent-spanning empire that had engulfed 

dozens of cultures and religions. Rome didn't particularly care what you believed. They cared about 

what you did. As long as you participated in your local sacrifices to the Emperor and paid your taxes, you 

could believe pretty much whatever you wanted. 

  

These Christians are suffering not because they fail a religious belief exam. They're suffering because 

they live differently. They stick out like sore thumbs. They're strange because they follow the way of 

Jesus, not the way of Rome. Because they confess Jesus as Lord, not Caesar. 

  

If we're being honest, we don't suffer at nearly to the same degree those first Christians did. We don't 

suffer to the degree of many brothers and sisters all over the world today. There are not many of us who 

lose jobs because of our faith, who are disowned by our families because of our faith, who are 

threatened with death because of our families. 

  

And since this series is all about asking what difference the way of Jesus makes in our everyday lives, I 

want to focus on an area where we do experience pain - that of living with people who don't see the 

world the same way we do. People we love - family, coworkers, friends - who are of a different faith, a 

different political persuasion or even non-Texan! 

  

In all seriousness: we all know the pain of these relationships. It's difficult to move beyond a surface-

level relationship because below the surface are deeply-held beliefs and it is painful when those are 

challenged. On one level, it's easier to skip across the surface, from shallow relationship to shallow 

relationship, always beaming out when things get too deep, too real, too painful. 

  

But that's not real community. It's not deep. It's not the kind of relationships we were created to exist 

in. We don't want to be loved because we hide who we really are. We want to be loved because of who 

we are. We want to feel safe to be real, to know we're going to be loved no matter what. That's what 

true community looks like. But the path from surface-level-pseudo-community to true community is a 

painful one. 
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That's where I want to focus on today: how, rather than beaming out, we can embrace the pain that 

comes with moving to true community as a pain of refinement, a pain that is good because we are 

following God. 

  

[Illustrate - a building flowchart] Psychiatrist M. Scott Peck outlined the path to true community. I was 

first introduced to Peck's stages of community last summer by Sue Sweeney, one of our preaching team. 

(This was in her Frozen sermon if you were here for that). Peck's stages have stuck with me and helped 

me understand both why true community is difficult to attain and why it's so vital. 

  

[Stage 1] First is Pseudo-community. That's the surface-level stage. It's when you first enter a new 

relationship and everyone is putting their best foot forward. You don't bring up religion or politics or 

anything else people fight about because everyone's trying to get along. We're all pretty good at 

Pseudo-Community. It's a good and necessary first stage, but it's not the goal. 

  

[Stage 2]  Next comes Chaos. Yes, this is one of those pain points. Chaos happens because someone gets 

tired of hiding who they really are (or tired of pretending to put up with someone else's habits or views). 

Someone finally expresses who they really are and it causes conflict (because we're all used to avoiding 

it). 

  

[Back to Stage 1] Chaos is a painful place, and one of two things happens: most of the time, people try to 

go back to Stage 1 - we all apologize and agree not to talk about it anymore, or the person who 

instigated the chaos leaves the group. If that happens, the group is doomed to Pseudo-community. 

They're just going to go around and around until everyone gets tired of it, which Peck calls Burnout. 

Then we'll end up just finding a new pseudo-community, starting the cycle all over again. This is how 

people end up skipping from shallow relationship to shallow relationship. Because when things get hard, 

when chaos erupts, we beam out. 

  

[Stage 3] The other option - the hard option, the painful option, is to embrace what Peck calls 

Emptiness. Emptiness is where you empty yourself. You set aside your beliefs, convictions, ideas and try 

to understand the other person. Work to hear where they're coming from. No judgment, just 

understanding. 

  

[Stage 4] If we can choose to do that, then we get to that place we crave, True Community. But we only 

reach True Community through the pain of Chaos, and through the pain of Emptiness. It is hard to set 

aside my beliefs and convictions, especially on issues I find very important. It's hard work to understand 

another person's point of view, to ask questions that are clarifying rather than attacking or accusing. 

  

But we cannot get to where we really want to go without this pain. We cannot be a people who are 

loved not because we hide who we are but because of who we are unless we enter into this pain. We 

can't be a church that is united around our common Lord, Jesus, even though we may not agree on 

politics and issues, unless we follow the path of emptiness. 
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It's painful. But Peter reminds us that this is the path Jesus walked. He emptied himself of his divine 

privileges and became a slave for our sakes. So when we follow the path toward True Community, we 

follow Jesus and the pain of chaos, the pain of emptiness refines us. God works through our pain to 

make us more like Jesus. 

  

What does this journey of emptiness look like? Peter gives us some advice - skip down to 5:6: 

  

So humble yourselves under the mighty power of God, and at the right time he will lift you up in honor. 

Give all your worries and cares to God, for he cares about you. 

  

Peter tells us to be humble: remember we don't have all the answers of the universe. Remember people 

across the aisle from us have something to teach us. Another early writer, James, challenges us to be 

"quick to listen and slow to speak". 

  

Stay alert! Watch out for your great enemy, the devil. He prowls around like a roaring lion, looking for 

someone to devour. 

  

Peter also challenges us to be wise. He's not suggesting that all pain is good. I would never tell you all 

ideas and beliefs are equally good and valuable. The path of emptiness doesn’t mean we don't stand for 

anything or that all roads lead to heaven. But wisdom follows humility. 

  

Stand firm against him, and be strong in your faith. Remember that your family of believers all over the 

world is going through the same kind of suffering you are. 

  

In his kindness God called you to share in his eternal glory by means of Christ Jesus. So after you have 

suffered a little while, he will restore, support, and strengthen you, and he will place you on a firm 

foundation. All power to him forever! Amen. -- 1 Peter 5:6-11 

  

Only in True Community, when we feel safe and loved genuinely for who we are, not what we hide, can 

we grow. Peter promises that there is life on the other side of pain, and anyone who has experienced 

True Community will affirm him. Knowing you are loved and valued precisely because of who you are is 

a rare and valuable gift - particularly in this day and age. 

  

That's why we as a Church desperately need to get good at this. You know how we're strange in this 

world, in this culture? By refusing to take sides, by insisting this is a church where everyone is welcomed 

not despite who they are but precisely because of who they are. Because we know people don't grow 

unless they feel safe and there should be nowhere safer to be yourself than among the people of God. 

  

No one in our world just wants to be tolerated. We want to be loved, deeply and fully, for who we are. 

The Church can be this. We can model the way of Emptiness, the way of Jesus. We know it's the true 

way to life because God raised Jesus from the dead and Jesus ascended to the throne of heaven. 
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We know this because the same Spirit that raised Jesus from the dead is living and active among us, 

making us more like Jesus. Enabling us to embrace the pain of Emptiness so that we can be a true 

community of the living God, of the resurrected Jesus. 

  

Friends, since the beginning of this series, Peter has been challenging us not to shy away from pain. We 

are not called to be a people that beams out of pain. Because that’s not what God did, that’s not what 

God does. Instead, Peter called us to live into these painful relationships and circumstances as God's 

people, to live out the Jesus story no matter what. 

  

We have a chance to do that every day in our relationships. To put other people ahead of ourselves, to 

be quick to listen and slow to speak, to be humble and wise and faithful to the way of Jesus. 

  

Communion + Examen 

[Communion Slide] The way of Jesus is the way of the Cross, even in our relationships… 

  

1. Where do you have true community? 

2. Where do you resist true community? 

3. How is God calling you to practice Emptiness for the sake of true community this week? 

  

  

Assignment/Blessing 

Who in your life desperately needs true community? What would their lives look like if they knew 

Catalyst was a place they can be welcomed and loved no matter what? 

  

How can you follow the path of Emptiness this week? 


