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At the beginning of the semester Jack and Jane initially asked me to talk about my 
experience with having been rejected from my church community before coming here to 
Saint Martha and Mary's. My experience with that church started with something 
seemingly unrelated: the death of William Astor Kirk who spent his adult church life 
integrating the United Methodist Church, the previously segregated church I grew up in. 
While there were churches all over Washington DC that would have been much more 
welcoming to him and fit his needs better, he felt attending my sinful church fit God’s 
needs better, and felt called to evangelize to it. Just after this had happened, I started 
dating a woman some of you have met, Morgan Payne, whose closest friends were all 
being rapidly absorbed into a church that is very different from M&Ms. She brought me 
along to one of their services because, despite not even being a Christian, it had 
become a significant part of her life that she wanted to share with me. When I went, I 
found a deeply conservative but beyond that deeply unhealthy church that did not at all 
seem to fit what I thought were my needs, but – I figured – might allow me to fit God’s 
needs. 
 
This was the Xenos Christian fellowship of Columbus, Ohio with several thousand 
members across central Ohio but organized into home groups of fifteen to thirty. 
Whenever one home group would get too large it would split, following a very 
microbiological model for exponential growth. Famously though, whenever it was 
referred to as a cult, members all knew to say that it was just the X in the name that 
made people suspicious, which originated as a misunderstanding of the Greek word for 
alien. While the church’s finances were admirably open and healthy, there was at least 
a formal if disused system for checking the power of the often volatile man who founded 
the church and remains its head pastor, and a wonderful focus on mission services, it 
honestly was not just the X in the name that caused outsiders to worry. In a healthy 
church, while most might love the head pastor and leaders, and even admire the head 
pastor and leaders, very few have any interest in being the head pastor or a leader. 
However, in Xenos, there was a certain kind of hero worship that the culture was 
actively manipulated to support with young men being actively groomed for what was 
ultimately a deeply creepy kind of leadership that was all about praise for an elect few 
and not so much about God. Similarly, while in a healthy church people do like spending 
time with other congregants and develop close relationships, we do also have lives 
outside of church where we seek to do God’s work in secular contexts. In Xenos, 
congregants lived with each other in community, which isn’t necessarily unhealthy, but 
nuns and monks will be able to tell you very much can go very wrong very easily. New 
members were brought in with what can only really be described as an explosion of 
positive emotion and what was ultimately a very shallow kind of love, before being 
slowly but escalatingly encouraged to shut out friends who were not Xenoids, yes that 
was the term they used.  Congregants, by design, quickly became incredibly dependent 
both on each other but also on the structure of the church, which rewarded successful 
evangelism with status and praise, viciously punished any form of stubborn heterodoxy, 
and was intricately designed to manipulate growth and stability by leaders who - without 



any sense of shame - saw themselves as being like the Grand Inquisitor in the Brother’s 
Kazamarov. 
 
It was this church, and specifically a home group designed to evangelize to students at 
my university, that I suddenly felt called to thrust myself into. I did it with the mindful 
intention to as much as possible not be actively disruptfull at all, seeking to listen more 
than be heard, to understand more than be understood, and to love more than be loved 
– but also not interrupt, interfere, or judge. I still though, just being me, made an 
impression. I later found out that Morgan and I were the topic of some amount of 
conversation among the elders at the very top of the church, but even at the time I 
found it darkly fascinating just how closely efforts to deal with the passive disruption still 
represented initially attempted to resemble the three temptations of Christ – the 
temptation to be comfortable with bread, the temptation to be respected with the ability 
to jump down from the temple, and the temptation to be powerful. They sensed that I 
was lonely at the time and encouraged people they thought would have things in 
common with me to hang out with me and very intentionally drive me toward emotional 
dependence on them. They encouraged me to work towards giving a mini sermon they 
knew I’d have trouble doing to their liking to speak in front of everyone so long as I 
could get it pre-approved. And they very enthusiastically held out the prospect of being 
groomed for leadership myself – so long as I would conform and fit myself to their script.  
These were all appealing in their own ways, but none of them ended up being the lever 
into my soul they wanted to control me. But, in the end, I didn’t see what happened next 
coming at all. 
 
It is clear in retrospect, but there was a point when they decided it was time to 
‘disfellowship’ Morgan and I, and they had a ready pretext. We were, eventually, very 
happily cohabitating, and it was decided that either we would move out and conform or 
be ejected for the sin of porneia. Now many of you may remember my sermon on the 
nature of porneia around this time last year, and it descends from what I had to say in 
our defense at the trial they held for us. The whole thing was incredibly scripted, save 
my ten minutes, and designed in such a way as to force everyone present to choose 
between Morgan and I and the church, and in so doing engender that much more 
loyalty. At the end, each of our friends were required to say something, with a certain 
script expected, and then to remove us from their lives. It was deep, it was vicious, and 
it was very much a collection of individual betrayals – some of which hurt more than 
others – in addition to the collective one.  
 

However, when Jack and Jane first asked me to speak about my experience, I 
hesitated, because I wasn’t sure I could authentically relate it to the story of Job that we 
have been learning over the semester. Indeed, while my experience with being ejected 
from Xenos was pretty hideously painful and awful in a lot of ways, unlike Job, through 
the whole time I felt a clear sense of purpose for the pain and a calling to care for 
Morgan, for whom the betrayal of fellowship was much more intimate, as well as a 
calling to try to live the gospel as best I could to the people kicking us out. That sense of 
purpose and calling felt animating and sheltering in a way I guess I'm not sure I can 
really adequately describe. What really struck me most about the story of Job though is 
the kinds of anger towards God that feels justified, which we as readers experience on 



behalf of Job, the kinds of pain that Job had that feels purposeless, and the kinds of 
faith that Job had that feels absurd. I experienced that kind of anger, pain and faith last 
month when my sister-in-law died suddenly and senselessly without any remotely 
satisfying sense of purpose for it, and I was concerned that relating this experience to 
the story of Job could end up inauthentic or hollow. Reading the Book of Job as an adult 
I found myself pretty amazed at how subtly and mysteriously it interacts with those deep 
kinds hair-rending and inexplicable grief that Job experiences without coming across as 
pat or patronizing, and my experience with Xenos wasn’t that. 
 
So instead, I was encouraged to talk about the difference between this kind of 
purposeful suffering and the kinds of pointless, senseless, inexplicable suffering that 
Job went through and that many of us have experienced. There is a very natural 
temptation to see all suffering as being somehow essentially more like my experience 
with Xenos than like Job’s experience with the incomprehensible wrath of God, but it 
leads us to believe truly horrifying things. There is nothing anyone can say to a parent 
who has lost a child as Job did that could explain that grief or allow it to make sense, it 
simply doesn’t make sense. To say that God must have needed Job’s children up in 
heaven more than he did is horrifying, it pre-supposes that God couldn’t have somehow 
made do without killing children? To tell Job that taking responsibility for his sin would 
fix it would be indescribably cruel. To tell Job or others that this is something that they 
could learn from and grow because of is somehow even worse, so not only did God kill 
these children for the benefit of Job’s moral edification? A just God who is all knowing 
and all powerful allowing that to happen to Job, or to anyone, simply does not make 
sense. There are no answers for what happened to Job, in the Bible or elsewhere, and 
there are no stories we can tell that make it ok. 
 
However, all too often, we attempt to author those kinds of stories and look for those 
kinds of answers as Job’s friends did while finding purpose for his suffering in the 
punishment of imagined sin. Its this toxic intuition that everything that happens must 
have happened for a reason, which is so natural, so wrong, and so immensely 
destructive. The myth of a just world led Job’s friends to blame him, to insist that was 
meant to be, that it could make him a better person, that taking responsibility for 
something before God would fix it, and to torture him with this as much as his boils did. 
What Job’s friends did was to replace grieving with advice, with platitudes, with 
emotional absence. Grief is a brutal, painful, senseless thing, and the temptation to 
explain it away as something safe, predictable, and distant that seduced Job’s friends is 
an all too familiar one. But in fact, some things in life cannot be explained in this kind of 
fashion, and they cannot be fixed no matter how hard you work or how hard you pray, 
they can only be carried. 
 
I already had purpose in my relationship with Xenos before Morgan and I were kicked 
out, and I do believe that God has a plan for each of us, but that doesn’t mean that 
these plans can be understood by any of us. The beauty of Job’s faith is that he kept it, 
and felt sheltered by it, even in the senselessness of his suffering and the false 
explanations authored by his friends. Even when he could not keep faith in God’s plan, 
which he could not understand, he still kept faith in God’s love, which he could. What 



our God does for us, and what He did for Job, may seem much less satisfying than pat 
explanations for theodicy at first but is perhaps much more powerful than any of the 
conceivable alternatives. What Christ does is he carries us, like we must carry our 
troubles, without condescending to fix or explain us. With pain like what I experienced at 
Xenos and like Job experienced in his trials, He is eternally and perfectly present with 
us in our suffering. Our God is omnipresent, caring and suffering with us, even if there is 
no Earthly sense to our suffering. What we have is the gospel message that we are 
infinitely worthy of the love we don’t always receive from each other or our broken 
world, even in our own brokenness. Suffering doesn’t need to be explainable for that to 
be true, and we can do for each other what Christ does for us, simply be present and 
loving.  
 
Amen 


