
1 
 

You’re Different – Isaiah 56:1-8; Ephesians 2:11-22 
Faith MC  -  October 20, 2013  

 
When I was a child, everything in my little world seemed “normal,” 
 and everything else—everyBODY else—seemed “different.” 
 
MY mother and father were normal, comfortable, and average;  all OTHER mothers  
 and fathers, even my aunts and uncles, were just a bit—different. 
 
It was normal to live on a 48-acre farm in northeast Ohio where my father and I 
  drove an orange Allis-Chalmers with a hand clutch. 
 My uncle Irvin, on the other hand, who lived just up the road, 
  HE had a green John Deere with only 2 cylinders that made a  

distinctive popping noise; HE was different. 
 
OUR church was normal. 
We sang in 4-part harmony without any accompaniment, the bishop wore a plain  
 coat, and the women wore little white net head coverings. 
  The churches in town were different. 
 
One day a man and his young son came to our farm in a truck to get a load of 
 corn from our corn crib. 
It was the first time I saw people who had black skin. 

Being a  child, I assumed that it was THEY who were different. 
 
When I was a teenager, I became aware for the first time of a group called the 
 General Conference Mennonites. 
I asked my mother how “they” were different from “us” and she replied, 
 “They’re sort of liberal; their women wear real hats in church.” 
 
As children, we assume that WE are the normal ones and that everyone ELSE 
 is different. 
That assumption happens to children in Ohio, in Kansas, in China, in Zimbabwe, 
 in Mexico, everywhere. 
 
There’s a big fancy word for this phenomenon:  it’s called “egocentrism.” 
Egocentrism is the belief that the world centers on you. 



2 
 

It’s the belief that YOU are normal, 
 and that everyone else is at least a LITTLE bit odd. 
Egocentrism is the taproot of prejudice, violence, and war. 
 
An important part of growing up is the ability to start questioning your natural  
 egocentrism. 
An important part of becoming an adult is recognizing that what seems “normal” 
 to me is “different” to somebody else. 
An important part of maturity is the refusal to put others down, to judge,  
 to attack, and to exclude just because they seem different. 
 
A big part of a college education involves getting students out of the box of home 
 and family and home town perspectives and helping them to become  
 conscious of their natural egocentrism. 
 
Sad to say, many people carry their childish and limited perceptions into adulthood. 
 Church members are not immune. 
 The church is constantly tempted to instinctively incorporate the prejudices 

 and broken relationships of society. 
 In our instinctive search for comfort, we tend to baptize the 
  “birds of a feather” syndrome. 
 
In Acts 15, the early church debated and argued and agonized at length 
 over whether or not outsiders—Gentiles—people like us— 
 could be included without following ALL of the Jewish law. 
  Because of their decision, you and I are here in this place today. 
 
But let’s be honest:  it’s a LOT easier to relate to people who are just like us. 
 Fewer conflicts.  More comfort.  Less need to share at a deep level. 
 No need to have your assumptions challenged. 
 No need to think through and then express WHY you do what you do or 
  WHY you believe what you believe. 
 
Every church everywhere faces the same challenge: how to include those who  
 seem “different.”  
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Failure to work at this task results in churches that  
  function like private clubs with cookie-cutter members who think and  
  talk and act alike for the sake of their mutual comfort. 
 
Too often churches send out both subtle and not-so-subtle messages that if 
 you’re “different” in any way, you just might be happier elsewhere. 
When that happens, the symbol of the church becomes not a cross, not a flame, 
 not a dove of peace, but rather a jug of homogenized milk. 
 
There was no homogenized milk in ancient Israel,  
 but that was their original vision for what it meant to be the people of God. 
 
 Correction:  it wasn’t their vision; shockingly, it was God’s vision— 
  at least according to Deuteronomy 23. 
 I invite you to come on a biblical journey with me: 
 
In Deuteronomy 23, one of the books of Moses, part of the Torah, 
 the pinnacle of Jewish scripture, the vision is sameness, exclusion, 
  barriers, a definition of what is “normal,” a call to homogenized milk. 
 
The first verse of Deut. 23 says: 
 “Any man whose sexual organs are mutilated shall not be admitted to the 
  assembly of the Lord.”  
   No imperfections allowed, either purposeful or accidental. 
 
And then the third verse of Deut. 23 says: 
 “No Ammonite or Moabite shall be admitted to the assembly of the Lord. 
 Even to the 10th generation, none of their descendants shall be admitted 
  to the assembly of the Lord.” 
 
No foreigners allowed.  Only absolutely pure pedigrees allowed. 
 It would be as if you couldn’t be a member of Faith Mennonite Church 
  if you had even one ancestor, 10 generations back, 
  who was NOT a Mennonite. VERY homogenized milk. 
 
These words from Deuteronomy are from Moses, who claims he got them 
 directly from God. 
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God’s law is not to be questioned.  God’s people are called to obey. 
God never changes.  God’s Word never changes . . . or does it? 
 
It was more than 1,000 years after the days of Moses that the prophet Isaiah  
 claimed to hear a new word from God, 
 a word that completely overturned Deuteronomy 23. 
According to Isaiah, the mind of God had changed—100%, 180 degrees, 
   completely, totally, shockingly. 
 
Isaiah first addresses eunuchs, men who had been sexually mutilated, and gives 
    them this NEW word from God:  “Do not let the eunuch say, `I am just a dry tree.’ 
    Just love me, and I will give you a name that is better than sons and daughters.” 
 
Isaiah then addresses foreigners and says, 
 “Do not let the foreigner joined to the Lord say, 
 `The Lord will surely separate me from his people.’ 
  Just love me, and I will give you a place in my house.” 
 
In ancient Israelite society no groups of people were more outside, 
 more excluded, more different, than eunuchs and foreigners. 
 
That’s because in Israel, nothing was more important than family. 
 A man was not really a man until he had produced a family. 
But eunuchs could produce no children, 
 so up until this new word from Isaiah, eunuchs were excluded; 
  they could never hope to belong. 
 
In Israel, equally important to family was land. 
 And in Israel, no foreigner could own land. 
 In Israel, you got your identity by owning land; 
  it was your wealth; it was your ticket to belonging. 
So up until this brand new word from Isaiah, all landless foreigners were excluded;  
 they could never belong. 
 
For many centuries in ancient Israel, the way to belong was twofold: 
 Land and Progeny:  own property, produce children.  Period.  The only way. 

It was the only way because God said so, right in Deuteronomy 23. 
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But Isaiah 56 reverses Deuteronomy 23—reverses it totally and completely. 
Depending on how you read the Bible, 
 you might take the position that God said one thing in Deut. 23  
  and then God said the opposite in Isaiah 56:  God changed his mind. 
 
Or, you might take the position that Deut. 23 expresses what the Israelites 
 THOUGHT God wanted them to do, and Isaiah 56 expresses the new thing 
 the prophet Isaiah THOUGHT God was saying. 

Either way, the biblical movement is toward openness  
for those who are different. 

 
In Isaiah 56, God says that ALL are included who are willing to obey God: 
 You don’t have do own land. 
 You don’t need to have money. 
 You don’t need to have a certain background. 
 You don’t need to produce children or have a perfect family. 
 You don’t need to be a perfect physical specimen. 
 
To the people who were the most different, to the people who were the most 
 abhorrent, to the most odd and excluded people of that day, 
  God gave a name, and God gave a place. 
 In Isaiah 56:7 God says these radical inclusive words: 
  “My house shall be called a house of prayer for ALL PEOPLES.” 

Several centuries later, Jesus quoted that verse as he cleansed the temple. 
 
In Ephesians 2, the apostle Paul picks up the theme of including those 
 who are different. 
He says that those who used to be far off from the church because of their 
 race or background are now brought near. 
He calls on the church to tear down the walls that they—and their society— 
 had built to keep out those who were different. 
 
Though the church of today has mostly reached consensus about the need to 
 end racism, to reach out to those of different backgrounds, and to 
 assertively include those with disabilities,  
  we’re still struggling to figure out how Isaiah 56 and Ephesians 2 
  connect to the current debate about homosexuality. 
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How do these passages inform our current discussions? 
In what way are they relevant? 
When God says to the eunuchs and to the foreigners, 
 “All I require is that you love me and obey me,” 
  what’s the content of that word `obey’?” 
If the mind of God changed once, can it change again? 
 
I don’t have clear answers to those questions, 
 but I do believe that this is the place to struggle with questions like that 
  and that these are the people you are called to struggle with. 
 
I do believe that each of us is called away from egocentrism, away from the  
 mistaken idea that you are the norm by which all others should be judged. 
 
It helps to remember that it is not THEY who are different; it’s YOU. 
 
Compared to the rest of the world, 
 if you’ve never lacked food, you’re different. 
 If you own a car, you’re different. 
 If you have white skin, you’re different. 
 If you have access to good medical care, you’re different. 
 If you have running water and electricity in your home, you’re different. 
 If you care about KU or K-State football, you’re different. 
 If you’re a Christian, you’re different. 
 If you’re a Mennonite, you’re REALLY different. 
 
The Apostle Paul says that because of Jesus, people are transformed from strangers  
 and aliens into citizens and members of God’s house.   
 
Guided by Isaiah and Jesus and Paul and the Holy Spirit,  

let’s make Faith Church a part of that movement. 


