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Roundabout Recipes: 

A Dialogue about Living in Community

2nd Corinthians 13:11-13

CWZepp, BWCOB, June 19, 2011

With Kyle Remnant, Summer Intern
(Chris and Kyle are seated at the café table with drinks.)  

Chris:
So Kyle, you’ve had about two and a half weeks now with us as an intern; how have things been going for you?    

Kyle:
Well, you mean besides having to share an office with you?

Chris:
Hey man, it’s a two-way street.

Kyle:
And besides the fact that I am lucky enough to be able to sit in the office chair that wasn’t good enough for you?

Chris:
Ha Ha. Seriously man, how’s it going?

Kyle:
(Extemporized answer and dialogue, including the “announcement” to sign up for hosting the intern for meals =)

Chris:
Well, if there’s anything I can do to help, don’t hesitate to ask.  So, now on to business.  Tell me, how things are shaping up for worship on Sunday.  You have a plan?

Kyle:
I have some ideas.  But I wanted to talk with you a bit about the sermon.  I’ve got the title – “Roundabout Recipes for Living in Community” – and the scriptures you listed for the newsletter, but I’m not sure where you are going with it.

Chris:
Well, neither am I.  If you get it figured out before Sunday, please let me know.  But I can certainly give you an idea of where my thoughts are right now, and where the title came from. 

Kyle:
That would be helpful. 

Chris:
Well, first of all, its going to be the Sunday right before Bible School, and the sanctuary is going to be all set up for it, with the front being transformed into a bakery, complete with brick oven, counters, and everything.  Might actually look a little something like this (  But with all that, I was thinking that I wanted to do something that would “fit” with the VBS theme, and that would connect in some way with the set-up and everything.  So I was looking for a possible connection when I looked up the lectionary scriptures for this Sunday.  And when I read the text from 2nd Corinthians, with its quick pace and short imperatives, I thought, hmmm, this actually reads a bit like a recipe.  How convenient!  Its like after all that Paul has written to the Corinthians, he is saying to them, “Look, just follow these directions and you’ll be OK.  Mix these few ingredients into your faith community, and God will be with you.”  I thought it was a decent connection to a Bible School theme that intends to help kids learn to “carry out God’s recipe.”

Kyle:
OK, that makes sense.  But what about the “roundabout part.”  I really don’t have any idea where you are going with that.  

Chris:
Well, are you familiar with the magazine Homiletics?

Kyle:
I think you’ve mentioned it once or twice.  But I’m not a subscriber…

Chris:
Yet!  Anyway, it’s a bi-monthly preaching journal that I have been using as a resource ever since I got started in ministry.  It follows the lectionary and generally seeks to engage scripture in current and culturally relevant ways.  It also has a great online archive that lets you browse past installments and a whole collection of worship resources.  If you end up doing any kind of worship ministry, it is definitely something with which you should be acquainted.  

Kyle:
I’ll keep that in mind.  

Chris:
OK, end commercial message (  So, in the current edition, there is a really intriguing treatment of the 2nd Corinthians text that uses roundabouts – you know traffic circles – as a metaphor for talking about living in Christian community.  

Kyle:
You mean those things that they call “kamikaze circles” in New Jersey?  Sounds like a recipe for disaster to me!

Chris:
Haha!  Yeah, I’ve not always been a big fan of them myself.  I’ve heard them described as “part merry-go-round, part bumper cars.”  And now that I think of it, that might not be a bad take on a metaphor for the church either.  Sure can be a “wild ride” sometimes.

Kyle:
True enough.  

Chris:
But check this out: Homiletics cites an article that appeared in USA Today back in March detailing all the advantages of roundabouts at traffic intersections.  They’ve been popular in the UK for a while now, but they are really starting to gain ground now in America, because research has shown that they are generally safer, quieter, more environmentally friendly, and even cost less than traditional intersections with signs or signals.  

Kyle:
Really? 

Chris:
Yeah.  Since there is less stopping and starting like there is at regular intersections, they are more efficient and generate less noise and air pollution.  But the really big benefit is safety.  According to one 2007 study of 55 sites by the National Cooperative Highway Research Program of the National Academies, converting a traditional intersection to a roundabout led to an average 35% drop in crashes and a whopping 76% drop in fatal or serious injury crashes.
  That’s a difference that is hard to ignore! 

Kyle:
I’ll say!  But why the difference?  I would have thought that it would have actually been the other way around.  At a regular intersection, everyone takes their turn and knows when to go and when to stop, but at those circles, its harder to know when to go and when to wait. 

Chris:
Its true they take some getting used to.  But once people get the hang of it, it makes a lot of sense if you think about it.  I mean, what do you do when you are driving up 42, going 45 or 55 mph, and the light right in front of you turns yellow?  

Kyle:
Well, I guess I usually speed up to make it through the light…

Chris:
Exactly!  That’s what we are all conditioned to do, even though we all learned when we were little kids that yellow means “slow down.”  But even when you’ve got the green light and you’re supposed to be going through the intersection at full speed, what happens if someone coming the other way makes a mistake and runs the light or doesn’t stop at a stop sign?  

Kyle:
That’s bad news!

Chris:
Yep.  That’s why the roundabouts cut down fatal and serious accidents so dramatically.  It’s all about speed.  With the circles, you don’t have a choice – you have to slow down.  You likely won’t have to stop, but you’ve got to slow down and pay attention to what the other people around you are doing.  In a traffic roundabout, instead of some drivers stopping while others are going, everyone yields to everyone else.  It slows everyone down, but it also keeps everyone moving.  And when accidents do happen, as they always do, the reduced speeds tend to make them a lot less severe.  

Kyle:
OK, I understand all that.  But what does any of that have to do with recipes or with church or God or any of that.  What’s the message, besides convincing us that roundabouts are a good idea?

Chris:
Well, that’s the beauty of the metaphor.  It doesn’t mean just one thing, but it triggers a lot of ideas for us to think about.  This article in Homiletics suggests that the words Paul offers to the Corinthians in concluding his second letter to them might take on new meaning if we look at them in the light of these traffic roundabouts.  At its most basic, the point is this: in traffic circles, as in the church, people need to slow down and pay attention to one another in order to get along.

Kyle:
OK, I see the point, but is that it?  Might be hard to squeeze 20 minutes out of that.  

Chris:
Well, yeah, that is the basic point.  But just because something is simple and basic doesn’t mean it is easy to do.  I think many of the problems of our world could be solved with one simple word – love.  You know – “the gospel in one word is love.”  The challenge for us is always how to put the simple truths into practice in the complexities of our daily lives.  

Kyle:
True.  So what exactly do you have in mind for Sunday?

Chris:
Well, I haven’t settled on any one thing yet.  But I have been thinking a lot about our upcoming Annual Conference and all the controversy surrounding our discussions this year.  It’s got a lot of people really fired up, and I’m always hearing things about what the church will do if one side or the other “wins” or if the church splits and things like that.  To be honest, I have grown pretty weary of it all over the last few years, and I have a hard time being optimistic about a positive outcome.  But this idea of thinking about living in Christian community in the church being like a roundabout intersection has given me some new ways of thinking about it.  

Kyle:
Oh yeah?  How so?

Chris:
Well, the issue as I see it is that we have at least two groups in the Church of the Brethren – probably more – who are traveling in different directions.  Which is fine when everyone is on a straightaway.  But when we come together at Annual Conference and other joint ventures, we find ourselves at an intersection, and we get stuck trying to decide who gets the right away.  If we imagine our situation as a traditional intersection, for one to move forward, the other has to stop.  But no one wants to stop themselves – they want the other to stop.  And so we end up doing one of two things.  Either everyone gets stuck at the intersection, trying to figure out who gets the privilege of continuing on their way while the other waits, or we all try to go through at the same time, which of course creates a big mess and gets many people hurt in the process.  


But what if we could find a way to imagine such intersections as roundabouts?  What if we could find a way to come together at Annual Conference or wherever it is that we might gather with other Christians in such a way that we didn’t try to stop each other or run one another over, but instead just slowed down enough so that we could all take our place in the circle and keep moving?  

Kyle:
Sounds great in theory.  But in the end, what would the point be?  Even if it made for a better intersection, wouldn’t everyone just head off in their own direction anyway after moving going around the circle?  

Chris:
Yes they would.  But don’t we do that anyway?  Isn’t that what happens at any intersection?  And isn’t that what we always do as Christians – we come together with others who may or may not share our path, and when we go our separate ways, we each follow the path that we have chosen or that we understand to be the best way?  

Kyle:
Yeah I guess so.  

Chris:
If that is the case, then isn’t the best thing we can do to improve the safety, quality, and functioning of the intersection – those times that we come together? 

Kyle:
I suppose.

Chris:
And you know, there is an important difference between traffic roundabouts and thinking about the church as a roundabout.

Kyle:
Oh yeah, what’s that?

Chris:
In a traffic circle, what you put in the center doesn’t really matter.  It might be some pretty landscaping, or a monument or something like that, or it might just be an open space.  The only thing that really matters is that you give drivers something around which to drive.  But in the church, there is only one thing that should be put in the center of our intersections.

Kyle:
And that one thing is…

Chris:
Isn’t it obvious?

Kyle:
I’m sure it will be in a second.

Chris:
Christ.  

Kyle:
I should have known that.

Chris:
You know the Corinthians weren’t all that different from us.  When Paul was writing to them they were divided into factions, they had leaders competing for influence and offering different ideas and ways of being the church.  The threat of division was real, in fact it was one of the main reasons that Paul was writing to them in the first place.  And in this scripture that we will read on Sunday, Paul is summing up his recipe for them –and us – to live together in Christian community.  And the more I think about it, the more I’m convinced that the roundabout metaphor is perfect for us to think about his advice today.  He is basically telling us to put Jesus in the center, and to find a way to live together as we all move around him.  We will all have to slow down a little, and yield to one another as we move around the Christ-center.  But if we learn how to do it right, the quality of our fellowship – our intersections – will surely improve, and even if we travel different roads at other times, then at least we will be joined in a common circle with Christ at the center when we come together.  


And you know, thinking about all that reminds me of a story.  Its about a monastery that had fallen on hard times and had the life drained out of it.  One day, the desperate abbot sought the counsel of an old rabbi who lived in a small hut on the edge of their grounds.  After sharing his heart and weeping with the rabbi, the rabbi told the abbot that he could offer them only one word of hope, and that it could only be repeated once.  He told the abbot, “The Messiah is among you.”  When the abbot returned to the monastery, he gathered the monks together and shared with them the teaching from the rabbi.  They were all puzzled by what it could mean, and so they each pondered it in their hearts, but they never spoke of it again.  But soon a change began to come over the monastery.  The monks began to treat one another with a new and very special reverence.  A gentle, warm-hearted concern began to grow among them which was hard to describe but easy to notice.  When visitors came to the monastery they found themselves deeply moved by the life of these monks.  Word spread, and before long people were once again coming from far and wide to be nourished by the prayer life of the monks and to experience the loving reverence in which they held each other.  Soon, others were asking once again to become a part of the community, and the monastery grew and prospered.  Nothing had changed except for the way they viewed and treated one another, all because they believed, once again, that Christ was in their midst.  

Kyle:
That’s a good story.  I definitely think you should use it in your sermon.  

Chris:
I think I will (
Kyle:
(Getting up from the table) Well, Chris, I have to get going, but I think I have a pretty good idea where you are going with the message on Sunday.  

Chris:
(Also getting up)  Yeah, me too.  Thanks for helping me think it through.

Kyle:
Hey, one last thing.  What would you think about me using a quote from the “Circle of Life” in the bulletin on Sunday?  You know, the song from the Lion King?

Chris:
Ah, the obligatory Disney reference.  I would be disappointed if you didn’t use it.  Sounds good to me.  But what about a Friends allusion?  Couldn’t think of a good quote from Chandler this week?

Kyle:
Hey, I have to save something for my own sermon! 

Chris:
I’ll look forward to it! 
�   http://www.usatoday.com/printedition/news/20100624/ roundabouts24_st.art.htm





