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Sermon for September 17, 2017 

Romans 14:1-13 

Vegetables and Holy Days 

Rev. Roger Pancost 

A few years ago a new fitness gym opened in Midland that claims to be a                
“Judgment Free Zone.” This national franchise advertises that it doesn’t matter if            
you have never used fitness machines before, your work out is totally up to you.               
They claim that it is important for everyone to feel like they belong and so the staff                 
cheers people on. The gym’s website goes on to state, “…we create an             
environment where you can relax, go at your own pace and just do your own thing                
without ever having to worry about being judged.” (Copyright, Planet Fitness) 

Doesn’t that sound like heaven? Wouldn’t it be wonderful to live in a             
judgment free zone? I’m not just talking about being free from judgment in a              
work-out facility, I’m talking about being free from judgment all of the time! 

Imagine what it would be like to never have to worry about how other              
people are judging your appearance, your weight, your sexual orientation, your           
education level, your religious beliefs, or your political affiliation!!! 

The reality is that no judgment-free zone exists. There isn’t anyone who gets             
through life without being judged by others. Beginning in childhood, we feel the             
sting of other people judging us. That sting continues to be felt throughout our              
lives. If we are honest, we will admit that all of us, at one time or another has                  
judged others. Judging is a part of our human make-up.  

Please note that I am not referring to the judgments individuals need to make              
in order to remain healthy and safe. I am referring to the critical judgments people               
make regarding others. These judgments are often made on superficial          
observations regarding appearance, or on pre-conceived notions.  

This issue of judging others is at least 2000 years old because it is the topic                
of our reading from Paul’s letter to the Romans. In this section of Paul’s letter he is                 
addressing his concern about a crisis that is happening within that fellowship. 

There are some members of the church who come from a Jewish            
background. These individuals believe that it is important to follow the religious            
laws of that faith. This includes dietary laws that state how meat must be prepared               
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in a certain way known as kosher. There are some members of the church in Rome                
who therefore will only eat vegetables because they are not sure how the food              
brought to the latest pot-luck dinner has been prepared. These same individuals            
believe that it is important to observe certain holy days. 

Other members of the church come from the Gentile world and have no             
connection to the traditions of the Jewish faith. They are not concerned about how              
meat is prepared, nor do they observe the Jewish holy days.  

Paul instructs the people to stop judging each other over issues like food and              
holy days. He reminds the people that they are united in Christ and that they are to                 
live for one another. Rather than judging each other, the church members are told              
to encourage one another. In the same way that God welcomes all people, so              
should the members of the church. Every person is invited to explore his or her               
beliefs in an environment that is free from judgment. 

This doesn’t mean that there won’t be differences of opinion. Rather, it            
recognizes that people can hold radically different beliefs and still be faithful. Paul             
encourages the people to stop demonizing each other, and respectfully disagree           
with one another.  

Paul knew that if the members of the church in Rome continued to judge one               
another the church would break apart. If the church broke apart, it would no longer               
be able to share the message of God’s love with the world. 

During Bible study this past week one of the participants asked me if the              
reason I chose to focus on this passage of scripture had to do with anything specific                
going on in this church. I assured that individual that I did not choose this passage                
in response to a particular concern. I was drawn to passage because the issue of               
judging others is something that affects each one of us. Not only does such judging               
happen in our personal lives, we are aware of judging taking place all of the time in                 
the greater world. People are constantly demonizing one another in regards to such             
issues as nationality, sexual orientation, race, and political affiliation.  

Individuals who are judged feel diminished and unwelcome. For some          
people this damages their self-esteem. Others choose to isolate themselves in order            
to protect their emotions. Those individuals who judge other people create a            
false-sense of superiority. In some cases they may, in fact, be hiding their own              
insecurities and fears about being judged. In the case of churches, judging can lead              
to disunity and eventually to the destruction of the organization. 
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Just as Paul invited the members of the church in Rome to strive towards a               
higher ideal, we, as a church, are called to do the same. While it would be                
impossible for us to create a truly judgment free zone, it is an ongoing goal. 

What does such a zone look like? 

Creating such a zone begins by recognizing that judging is a common human             
experience. This realization can help us be aware of our own involvement in this              
behavior. We can then choose to not judge people. 

We then work to welcome all people into the church, just as God welcomes              
all people. We in the United Church of Christ, Midland are proud to proclaim that               
we are an Open and Affirming Church. This means that we have a public statement               
regarding inclusion. This statement doesn’t mean that we have arrived at a place of              
perfect inclusion, but that we are striving to do so.  

A judgment free zone is one in which each person is free to explore his or                
her faith without fear of being laughed at, or criticized. The people in this              
congregation come from many different faith traditions, and a variety of           
life-experiences. As the Apostle Paul acknowledges, devout people can hold          
radically different convictions and still be faithful members of the church. 

Working to create a judgment-free zone involves taking the time to listen to             
each other and learn more about why a person holds a particular belief. We are not                
expected to adopt one another’s beliefs, but we are called to respect one another.  

And, like the fitness gym that claims to be a judgment free zone, we can               
serve as cheerleaders for one another as we travel together on the journey of faith.               
In doing so we help to build one another up. 

While there is no such thing as a judgment free zone, isn’t it wonderful              
having the opportunity to work for that ideal in this church? May God continue to               
guide us in this endeavor. Amen.  

 

 

 

 

 


