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Where charity and love prevail 

there God is ever found; 

brought here together by Christ’s love 

by love are we thus bound. 

 

With grateful joy and holy fear 

his charity we learn; 

let us with heart and mind and strength 

now love him in return. 

 

St. Paul writes in his letter to the Ephesians, “I therefore the prisoner in the Lord, beg you to 

lead a life worthy of the calling to which you have been called, with all humility and gentleness, 

with patience, bearing one another in love, making every effort to maintain the unity of the 

Spirit in the bond of peace.”   

He begins by saying to his readers that he is “the prisoner in the Lord” just as they were as 

baptized members of the Body of Christ, and just as you and I are as baptized members of that 

same body. That may seem to us a strange thing to be called  prisoners, yet it means that there 

are deep and profound implications for you and me who profess to be followers of Jesus.  We 



are held captive in the very best sense of the word to a higher standard of living and loving and 

giving by being in Christ ourselves for Christ is the head and the cornerstone of the Church.   

What he wrote spoke to the early church, a church that was already experiencing divisions. 

What he wrote to them then speaks to the church today. It speaks to us here at Epiphany,  

perhaps especially so during this interim period as you are searching for a new rector. During  

this time during  your search, an important question to keep in our minds and hearts is, “How is 

God calling this fine parish to grow in its maturity as a Christian community, not just in 

numbers, but in spiritual maturity?”  You are not only looking for a new rector to come to serve 

and to lead you, you are preparing for what God intends to be a mutual, shared ministry.  It is a 

ministry that will embrace not only your new rector’s gifts for ministry among you, but also one 

which will embrace your individual ministries given to you at baptism and shared for the 

building up of God’s kingdom in this part of God’s vineyard.  

At the very heart of the ministry in which we all share in this place is the unity of which St. Paul 

speaks this morning.  He calls us to be always willing to grow in our maturity. A mark of being     

mature Christians is that we become more committed to our unity than to our personal 

triumph of views over the views of others who may experience things in a different way from 

the way we do.  Your ministry and mine clearly is to carry on the work of reconciliation in the 

world.  Two Sundays ago I quoted a statement published in a document prepared by the 

Episcopal Church in 2009 which I found on the website of St. Andrew’s Episcopal Church in 

Edgartown, Massachusetts on the Martha’s Vineyard.  It bears repeating this morning in light of 

today’s reading from St. Paul. The statement reads in part, “A mark of our Episcopal tradition is 



that we celebrate our unity in Christ while honoring our differences, always putting the work of 

love before uniformity of opinion.” That has deep and profound implications because what we 

say to one another, how we behave with each other, and how we preserve our relationships 

when we find ourselves in different places on things that affect us all matter. 

 

There is, on the one hand,  a certain sadness that one experiences when we learn that someone 

has left our community of faith when that person did not agree with what the church, be it the 

local parish, or at General Convention of the Episcopal Church, had decided about something.   

There is, on the other hand, a profound joy when, in our midst we can experience new 

understanding, new insight, even a change of heart even as we might remain in different places  

from one another on things that affect us. That’s called growth. It is that spiritual maturity 

about which St. Paul speaks.  God is present in that growth and that growth can bring hope. 

We live in very complex times to say the very least. No wonder there are many perspectives 

that clamor to be voiced and heard.  Just the other day I had lunch with someone who offered 

what for me was a very helpful insight when he simply said, “As the world becomes more 

diverse, how can we expect to be in agreement on everything in the church?” I thought, “I wish 

I’d said that—indeed I shall on Sunday!”   As the world becomes more diverse, how can we 

expect to be in agreement on everything in the church?  Think about it!  “It’s my way or the 

highway” doesn’t work very well in any sphere where people are called to work together. It 

particularly doesn’t work in our common life as Christians who are called by our baptism to 

work together to carry on the work of Christ’s reconciliation in the world.  The important task, 



indeed the essential task before us as Christ’s Body is that of how we interpret what is 

happening in the world in the light of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  That is our standard.  I was 

inspired by the words of Jeffrey D. Lee, Bishop of Chicago, when he addressed the graduating 

class of seminarians at Virginia Theological Seminary this past May.  Hearing his sermon, one 

could only be refreshed and filled with hope for the Church.  He spoke about how in a changing 

landscape, there are vital signs of renewal in the church in places where congregations are 

helping to make God real in people’s  lives. So much of what he said to those who would soon 

begin their ordained ministries is equally fitting for us as we share in the ministries that God has 

given us. He said to the graduates, “Listen!  Listen to the needs and the hopes and the 

heartaches of others. Listen!  All of us can do the same here in this place even as we experience 

the landscape changing because things are changing. They’ve been changing for years. By our 

love, by our willingness to listen to one another’s stories, by our willingness to put our unity in 

Christ before our need for others to conform to our views, we can help to make God real in 

their lives and real in this place.   As Paul reminded those in the early church as it faced the 

challenge of differences among its members, so he reminds us in our present generation,  that 

we are given gifts to equip us for the work of ministry, for the building up of the body of Christ, 

until all of us come to the unity of the faith and the knowledge of the Son of God, to maturity, 

to the measure of the full stature of Christ. 

I was reminded the other day in an article I received from a friend about what theologian Paul 

Tillich once said about faith. “The opposite of faith”, Tillich said, “is not doubt, but certainty.”  

The opposite of faith is not doubt but certainty. Think about that for a moment! Our unity in 

Christ does not mean uniformity. So often, to counter perceived threats from moral relativism, 



many in religious bodies have heightened pressure on others to adhere to strict views of 

certainty that preclude any allowance for diverse views.  What does that do to faith—faith that 

says to us that God is present in uncertainty and in our differences because God loves us?  It 

can only stifle that potential for faith to emerge.  As we strive continually to mature as a 

Christian faith community here at Epiphany, in what ways are we willing to celebrate our unity 

as we honor our diversity when it comes to the differences among us that enrich our common 

life?  As we mature as a faith community, it will become more and more evident in what we say 

to one another, how we accept one another, especially when we differ on matters that affect 

us deeply,  and how we are able to listen to one another.  It may so be that our faith will 

increase as we let go of some of our long held certainties.  Christian love is marked by 

gentleness, patience and forbearance. May God grant us the grace that we may be for one 

another and for others that body that is marked by our unity in Christ as we honor our 

differences, always putting the work of love before our need for uniformity of opinion,  for as 

we sang in that hymn moments ago, 

Let us recall that in our midst 

dwells God’s begotten son; 

as members of his Body joined 

we are in him made one. Amen. 

 


