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THE CHALLENGE OF BEING ONE IN THE CONFLICTING LOYALTIES 

Friday: One People – Bible Study, September 2 

Bishop João Carlos Lopes 

Conference Video: http://worldmethodistconference.com/wp-content/uploads/wmc2016-videos/Wmc16-

fribiblestudy-lopes-v2-1.m4v 

Good morning WMC. I bring you greetings from the beautiful country of Brazil. Beautiful country, 

large country, huge problems. I don’t know how many of you know, but our president has just been 

impeached 3 days ago. Big problems. But I bring you greetings from the Methodist Church of Brazil, an 

alive church, a growing church. Our president is right there, Bishop Adonias. The next president is there 

Bishop Luiz. Our secretary is here Bishop Marisa and Paulo Lockman who is the president of World 

Methodist Council is also a bishop in Brazil.  

So I bring you greetings from our Methodist Church and I also want to bring you greetings from the 

Wesleyan connection of Brazil. A connection that congregates denominations such as Methodist, 

Wesleyan Methodist, Free Methodist, Nazarene, Holiness and the Salvation Army. The connection is 

alive and well in cities such as Brasília, São Paulo, Belo Horizonte, Rio, Curitiba, Maringá, Florianópolis. 

It’s a great space for fellowship and reflection on what it means to make disciples for Jesus Christ in this 

present age from a Wesleyan perspective.  

My theme this morning is “The Challenge of Being One in the Conflicting Loyalties.” And our 

scripture comes from Matthew 10:1-4 and Ephesians 4:1-6. I’m reading from Matthew right now: “And he 

called unto him his twelve disciples and gave them authority over unclean spirits, to cast them out, and 

to heal every disease and all manner of sickness.  Now, the names of the twelve apostles are these: first, 

Simon, who is called Peter, and Andrew his brother; James the son of Zebedee, and John his brother; 

Philip and Bartholomew; Thomas and Matthew the tax collector; James the son of Alphaeus, and 

Thaddaeus; Simon the Zealot, and Judas Iscariot, who betrayed him.” Now from Ephesians 4: 1-6, “I 

therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which you have 

been called,  with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love, making 

every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit—just 

as you were called to the one hope that belongs to your call— one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God 

and Father of all.”  

Brothers and sisters, the reality is that throughout our lives, our family, our co-workers, our school 

friends, the political parties, sports companions, team supporters are like tribes to which we belong. We 

like our tribes, don’t we? They give us a sense of belonging. According to Abraham Maslow in his 

hierarchy of needs, belonging is one of the most important needs of every human being. Belonging gives 

us the sense of identity. So our tribes give us the sense of identity. When we introduce ourselves we think 

of the tribes to which we belong. For example, I belong to the Lopez family. I am a Lopez. I am proud of 

my family. I grew up in a very, very poor family. My father, Joao Lopez who passed away two months 

ago, was completely illiterate. He could neither read, nor write. One day I told him, dad, you should 

learn how to read. We will help you. You know that’s very embarrassing, that you can’t read or right. So 

he answered me, it would be embarrassing if you didn’t know how to read or write. Without reading or 

writing I raised 9 kids and if you don’t learn how to read and write very well, you won’t be able to raise 

even your two kids. I said, say no more. I understood. I love being a Lopez.  
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Actually, I love being a Brazilian. Though our country has so many problems, I love being a 

Brazilian and having a Brazilian accent. I love being Methodist. I grew up in the Methodist Sunday 

School. We were poor, as I told you, but we had good self-esteem. The church, the body of Christ, 

provided us a space to develop the gifts God has given to us and to use those gifts in ministry. So, I love 

being a Methodist. A few years ago, my father, that illiterate man, asked my sister to write a devotional 

for the Portuguese edition of The Upper Room. It was Sunday School Day, we celebrated Sunday School 

Day, I’m not sure if that happens everywhere. And he said, and my sister wrote “the Sunday School has 

been like the second mother to my children.” I love being a Methodist, this is one of my most cherished 

tribes. I like this tribe. I love being your brother. I may not speak French, I may not speak Korean, I may 

not speak Japanese, or Swahili. My eyes may not be very much like yours and the color of my skin may 

not be like yours, but you better love me. We are brothers and sisters and one day, we will all be together 

forever. According to John’s vision in Revelation 7, people from every nation, all tribes and peoples and 

languages will be together before the throne and the Lamb. We’ll be there. I will be there. You will be 

there. We better start relating very well here and really love each other. 

Let me tell you about Jesus and this thing of Tribe, cause tribes give us a sense of belonging. Being a 

Lopez, being a Methodist, being a Brazilian, ...give us a sense of belonging. But the tribe that give us a 

sense of belonging sometimes it requires loyalty from us. Our tribes expose our differences. In Brazil for 

example, as soccer is concerned, I’m a Palmeiras fan. Palmeiras, you see, is the best soccer team of Brazil. 

Actually, I think it’s the best soccer team of the world. But Bishop Lockmann is a Flamengo fan. Not a 

clever choice. As you see, our tribes sometimes expose our differences and the possibility of conflict. We 

have many possibilities of conflicts because of our tribes. Jesus, however decides to call people from 

different tribes both to be with him and to witness to the kingdom of God. To witness God’s ultimate 

purpose. So the difference between the disciples of Jesus in the past and in the present is no accident. 

Jesus called different people and he did it on purpose.  

Look around, we are very different. Actually in Brazil, my look is very common and my name is 

very common. There are so many Joao Carlos Lopez, son of Joao Lopez. And there are many people who 

look like me in Brazil. So people say, I think I have seen you somewhere. But I’ve learned better now 

since that I understood that I should look like Jesus, when people say ‘It seems like I’ve seen you before’ I 

say, you might have seen my older brother. If you don’t, I may tell you about him. We have the same 

initials, J.C.  As far as the Western tradition, we have been born on the same day, the 25th of December. 

Do you wanna know about him?  

Jesus chose different people on purpose but we’ll talk about that later. According to the Apostle Paul 

in his letter to the Ephesians - and I chose Ephesians because according to the scholars, this is the only 

circular letter in Paul’s writings, intended for several churches. Not really addressing one particular 

church. It emphasizes the subject of unity in Christ, in all settings, including the church and the family. 

According to Paul in Ephesians, God’s ultimate purpose is to unite the whole of creation under the 

headship of Jesus Christ. What’s the role of the church? What’s your role and my role? The church, the 

body of Christ is called to be a witness to God’s ultimate purpose. So he calls very different people to be a 

witness of his desire and purpose to unite all the creation under the headship of Jesus Christ. That’s your 

purpose in life. That’s the job of the Church.  

According to Ephesians 4:3, the church does it by making every effort to maintain the unity of the 

Spirit in the bond of peace. That’s how we do it. We are called to maintain the unity and the bond of 

peace. We do not create unity. Have you noticed that sometimes when the church is dividing, the leaders, 

the Bishops, bring a pastor to create unity. Impossible. Folks, we can put 2,000 people here from different 

countries and sing together and pray together and have nothing to do with unity. We don’t create unless 
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the Holy Spirit moves around us, there is no unity. We may dance together with each other here and go 

to that mall over there and not even look at each other’s face. You may say that’s cultural. Well, Jesus 

goes beyond culture. Jesus changes culture. I’m called to be a witness and I can’t be a witness if I don’t 

talk even to my brother and my sister. You better talk to me later. You better greet me outside there. We 

do not create unity. We do not have that power. We are to maintain, to preserve unity, not to create it.  

So let us talk about the unity of the church, the body of Christ. According to Ephesians, first, the 

unity of the church is derived from the unity of God himself from the unity of the trinity according to 

Ephesians 4:4-6. Paul says this is the reality to which we have been incorporated as Christians, as 

followers of Jesus. There is one body and one Spirit just as you were called to the one hope of your 

calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all who is above all and through all and 

in all. Have you noticed that this long list of ones centers around the three persons of the Trinity? So our 

unity derives from the fact that our one father creates the one family. The one Lord Jesus is the focus of 

the one faith, the one hope, the one baptism. And the one spirit creates the one body. So when you think 

like that, when you understand it, suddenly you realize that when someone does anything that damages 

the unity of the church they are actually attacking the very unity of the trinity . So our unity derives 

from the unity of the trinity.  

Second, maintaining the unity of the church depends on our character. Paul begins his exhortation 

by listing 5 characteristics of the Christian that helps maintain the unity. He talks about humility, 

gentleness, patience, mutual forbearance and love. Not surprisingly, Paul begins with humility. That’s an 

attitude that recognizes the worth and the value of other people. I’m not the center of the universe, other 

people have value and have worth. Humility is essential for unity. I spoke for half a minute at the pre-

council. When I sat down and asked permission to quote his name and say what he told me. Bishop 

Reddick from the Christian Methodist Episcopal Church said I would like to go to your country to see, I’d 

like to visit you in your country, to visit your church. And this man, a Bishop of the Christian Methodist 

Episcopal Church comes to me and I said, wonderful, you come. I will have a meeting with my pastors 

and you may come and teach us. He said no, I want to come to listen. I want to come to learn from you. 

And I said I like this guy already. I like him because he doesn’t want to teach us. He wants to learn from 

us. He recognizes our value. We like people who recognizes our value. Maybe the people who are around 

you like when you recognize their value. Paul says, that’s humility. Humility is an important thing to 

preserve, to maintain. Humility. We are teaching our missions to go as learners. You’re not bringing God 

to people, God is already there at work. So you go as learner and you help each other and you grow in 

Jesus Christ. Approach other people as learner.  

After I became a bishop, it’s been a long time, 10 years almost. God came to me and said, every time 

you approach a person, be expectant of what they are gonna teach you. Even children. Because I have 

revealed myself to people, children, youth, young adult, older people in different ways. And when you 

come with expectancy, you will learn from people. God as learner. Humility.  

Second, gentleness. That’s a trick word. It is too easily understood as weakness. Gentleness, actually 

is a word that is translated as meekness. A word used for work animals. For harsh workers, for oxen. The 

idea is strength under control. That’s gentleness, strength under control. So it is the characteristic of a 

strong personality who does not let their strength control them, nor use it to control people. Rather, it is a 

strength used to serve. The strongest words coming from the mouth of a follower of Jesus should be how 

may I serve you. It’s hard for leaders especially those people who are elected to a position. Bishops like 

me. It’s hard.  

But notice that humility and gentleness form a natural pairing. They are the words Jesus used to 

describe himself. I’m gentle and humble of heart. Paul goes on to patience, is a longsuffering attitude 
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towards aggravating people. You don’t have any aggravating people in your congregation, right? People 

that sometimes you wanna kill and God says, be patient. If God was not patient, I would be in trouble 

and I guess you too. Mutual forbearance is part of mutual tolerance. Any group of human being that have 

been living in peace with any length of time. 

And the final characteristic in this list is love. We have been talking about this every day. More of an 

overcharging quality that takes all the other four and actually enables them to be expressed. It’s the 

controlling force for everything else we do.  

So here are 5 characteristics that will make or break our unity: humility, gentleness, patience, mutual 

forbearance, and love. Oh God have mercy upon the Wesleyan family, we need God’s mercy. Third, the 

unity of the church is enriched by the diversity of gifts and talents. Ephesians 4:7-11. If we look at the 

great diversity of people and gifts and personality types in any given church we may ask ourselves, how 

could that ever work? How could we have unity? But Paul is saying that we are different for a reason. 

Each of us were given grace according to the measure of Christ’s gift. That is the difference, it is the 

difference often the result of the difference Christ wants us to work. The different ways we run the race 

set before us. This is an important issue I need to understand. The way God chose me to run the race 

before me is different from the way God chose for other people. So I don’t have to envy anybody. I have a 

specific way to run the race.  

Have you noticed Christians trying to make sin holy? “Oh, I have a holy envy.” I don’t have to envy 

you, you don’t have to envy me, we don’t have to envy each other. And when we don’t envy, we are able 

to bless. Because when you envy you are unable to bless. Because we know we run the race in different 

ways and paces, we are free to bless those who are running the race with us though they are different. 

The church is like a puzzle where no two pieces are the same. Each one a different piece has a place. And 

if one piece is missing the entire picture is hurt. The picture is incomplete.  

Fourth, the unity of the church requires our growth and maturity. Notice the reason why the gifts 

are given. They are given so the body of Christ can be built up. If we are to preserve unity we are to strive 

for maturity to be grown ups. Sometimes I think that we hear too much that people are hurt in the church 

and we abuse those ideas. Oh, you’re hurting me. Oh, I didn’t like what you did to me. We need to be 

more mature. Jesus could come to Peter and say I’m hurt. Bad, bad, bad, bad. I didn’t like what you did to 

me. We have too much of this situation in the church. Me, me, me, me. I’m hurt, I’m hurt, I’m hurt, I’m 

hurt. Or maybe that’s only in Brazil. The problem is that we talk too much as a safe place. I don’t see that 

in the Gospel. My family didn’t enjoy the church because it was a safe place for us. We enjoyed the 

church, we loved the church because it was a place where we could develop the gifts that God had given 

to us and we could grow up into maturity. My father, that illiterate man, he always said, don’t criticize 

the body of Christ. You change yourself. You have to change. Don’t keep on criticizing everything. Grow 

up, become mature. The unity of the church requires some growth into maturity.  

Church maturity equates with attaining the full measure of the stature of Christ. That is the same 

type of unity that Christ experiences with the Father. Remember the prayer of Jesus in John 17? “I do not 

ask for these only, but also for those who will believe in me through their word, that they may all be one, 

just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, so that the world may believe that 

you have sent me.” This is what it means to reach the full measure of stature of Christ.  

Back to the conflicting loyalties. As we said before, Jesus decides to call people from different tribes 

to witness of God’s ultimate purpose. And to me, the best example of different people being called by 

Jesus is Simon the Zealot and Levi, the tax collector. Oh my goodness, could you think of a more different 

duo? Levi, the tax collector and Simon the Zealot. Levi was a tax collector. The tax collectors were Jews 
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who worked for the Roman empire. They increased the tax to get money for themselves. They oppressed 

their fellow Jews in order to get richer. Simon was a Zealot. The Zealots were a religious group of people 

extremely zealous of the Jewish institution. They wanted to defend the Jewish properties that would be 

unjustly confiscated by the Roman soldiers. They risked their own lives to liberate the Jews from Roman 

oppression. Levi was a tax collector. Simon hated tax. Levi worked for the Roman empire. Simon 

radically opposed the Roman empire. Levi betrayed his country through his work. Simon defended the 

interests of his country. To put a zealot and a tax collector in the same room, you might as well just start a 

war. That’s my son’s line. But Jesus called the two of them to be part of his project. Think of that guy that 

you don’t like very much in your church. You don’t have anyone, right? Jesus called him. You have no 

right to send him away, or her. You didn’t call him, Jesus called him. Jesus called the two of them to 

witness for the kingdom as he calls each one of us with all of our differences. The differences are exposed 

now.  

What do we do? We are different. Do we deny our identity or do we treat our differences with 

indifference? No. We exceed, we go beyond our identity. This is the kingdom of God. To go beyond our 

identity is only possible when we find common grounds. Somethings we have in common that makes it 

worthwhile to go beyond our identity. Sacrificing our preferences. In the case of Levi and Simon, Jesus in 

his message of the kingdom was the common ground. Without Jesus, these two guys would have been 

the worst enemies. Jesus is the common ground. Yes, we look for common ground.  

In the Methodist family we have the tendency to look for common grounds in our history, our roots, 

our tradition. We think of John Wesley, Charles Wesley, Susanna, the warm heart experience, the 

societies, the classes, the bands. We look at our roots. Just like in different families we may think and we 

may act differently but they are one because they have the same roots. Like the branches of a tree, they 

may grow in different directions but they continue to be united because of their common roots. But 

brothers and sisters, the idea of being one because of their common roots looks towards the past. It points 

towards the past. It’s a good place to start but it’s not enough. Unity according to Jesus’ priestly prayer 

looks towards the future. Jesus prays that all of them may be one so that the world may believe. It looks 

towards the future. So, if we have a common history, common roots, we also need a common mission. 

Our roots point towards the past, but our mission points towards the future. Yes, being one in our 

Methodist family does have to do with our common roots. In the blessed grace, freewill, holiness 

tradition of John Wesley. But even more so, it has to do with our common mission which is to make 

disciples of all nations. Making disciples by witnessing God’s ultimate purpose of uniting everything 

under the headship of Jesus Christ and inviting people to be part of that wonderful project.  

Let me give you a testimony. I oversee the 6th Region of the Brazilian Methodist Church. In the past, 

when a ministry candidate from our conference came out of seminary they used to write a letter to the 

bishop asking for a church to pastor. They wanted a job as a pastor. After a few years, I made a decision. I 

began to get together with the candidates and I began to tell them, and I do this every year now. I don’t 

have a church for you. All the established churches have pastors. So I don’t have a church for you. But I 

do have a challenge for you. And they liked it, they said, we’d like a challenge, give us a challenge. And I 

said there are many places, towns and villages where there’s no presence of the Methodist Church and 

where many people have not heard the good news of reconciliation with God through Jesus Christ. So let 

us do that, you go share the good news with the people. Plant a church. When you give us a new church, 

we will give you the title. They are doing this and the church is growing. People are coming to Jesus, we 

are making disciples. Go make disciples. Go to the pubs, go to the soccer field, talk to people about Jesus. 

Go to the families, tell them about Jesus. When you are making disciples, you can be called a pastor. God 

establish the embassy of God’s kingdom, then you will be recognized as a minister. Today we have 

dozens of missionaries, just like that, not only in Brazil but in many other countries such as northern 
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Ghana, Panama, Kenya, Portugal, England, and others. Go make disciples. What unites us is that mission 

to make disciples of every nation. We count, as Methodists, the entire world as our parish. There’s much 

to do out there. The mission is so important that everything else becomes secondary in our lives.  

Brothers and sisters, the tower of Babel is a great example of over emphasizing unity exclusively on 

the basis of our common roots. Their only goal was to preserve their roots. Their tradition, their name. Let 

us make a name for ourselves. In fact they were building a huge museum. They were trying to build an 

institution just to preserve their past. To preserve their history. No mission. Everything appears to be so 

organized but at the end is confusion. As a counterpart for Babel, we have Pentecost. That is a good 

example of emphasizing unity in both the common roots and the common mission. Everything appears to 

be so messy at Pentecost. It is so messy that it even seems like the disciples are drunk. But the end is 

unity. Listen to the words of people: How is it that we hear, each of us, in our own native language? In 

our own language we hear about God’s deeds of power. That’s unity. When Peter preached that 

evangelistic sermon, that missionary sermon, he goes back to the root, to the history. He goes all the way 

back to the prophet Joel and King David. Clearly, Peter had one eye on the mission and another eye on 

the roots, on the history. Later, in that same book of Acts, when the Gospel reached Antioch and some 

Jews are trying to get the Gentiles to seem like the Jews, behave like the Jews, Paul and Barnabas come to 

Jerusalem to discuss the question giving birth to the very first church council. The very first church 

conference. Sometimes we go to look good, we criticize our organizations. But we know we need 

councils. We know we need organizations. We know we need structures. We just don’t gather here 

without any structure and organization, we like when things are organized.  

So, Peter has one eye on the mission and another eye on the tradition. Now the council of Jerusalem 

had one eye on the roots but they also had an eye on the mission. That’s why they decided what was 

negotiable and non negotiable. We need the courage to decide in the right spaces, what’s negotiable and 

what’s not negotiable. Deciding what’s negotiable and what’s not negotiable has always been important 

for the life and the mission of the church. It takes courage, it takes sacrifice, and it takes discernment from 

the Holy Spirit. But the body of Christ has to decide what’s negotiable and what’s not.  

Praise the Lord for our history. Praise the Lord for our doctrine. Praise the Lord for the privilege to 

be part of the people called to make disciples of all nations. Praise the Lord for our differences. For the 

witness for the multiform grace of God. Praise the Lord for discernment coming from the Holy Spirit 

helping us to understand what’s negotiable and what’s not in our day and age. To God be the glory and 

to the Wesleyan family. To us, may he give courage, a spirit of sacrifice and discernment to live as 

Methodists and Wesleyan in this age. In the name of Jesus Christ, Amen.  

Shall we stand up and pray for each other? The person who is beside you is very important, isn’t it? 

He or she has been called by God. He or she did not choose God, God chose this person to be a disciple 

and to make a disciple. Witnessing to God’s desire and purpose to have everything under the headship of 

Jesus. If you feel free, put your hand over the person’s shoulder and pray for him or for her that he or she 

will have strength, courage, to live a life faithful of the calling of Jesus, to be a witness of the unity. Thank 

you Lord for different people. From different nations, languages. People who you have been calling to be 

your disciples and to make disciples. Thank you for the unity of the Trinity. Help us to be courageous 

enough to preserve unity in the bond of peace and may your blessing continue to be upon us and may the 

awareness of the calling we have never leave us in the name of Jesus. Amen. 

 


