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In the Name of God who is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

There are those occasions when the Sunday lectionary speaks to a present situation we may be facing.  
In this morning’s epistle reading from Paul’s letter to the Church gathered in Corinth, he writes, “All 
things are lawful for me, but not all things are beneficial. All things are lawful for me but I will not be 
dominated by anything.” 

This morning, you and I face a difficult subject raised by the scripture passage.  We do so without 
having had much time  to develop our relationship together. We are still getting to know each other.  I 
pray that as we try to deal with difficult  things that will  inevitably come along our path that the trust 
we have in each other will grow and be sufficient as we face matters of profound importance to our 
common life here at Epiphany and in the wider church of which we are a part.  

As you probably know, once again, the Episcopal Church has been in the news of late.  We are hearing 
much about the recent tragedy in Baltimore in which a cyclist, Tom Polarmo,  was struck and killed by 
the suffragan bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of Maryland.  The tragedy has captured international 
attention and has touched many lives for any number of reasons.  I must confess that this tragedy has 
been on my mind a lot in recent days.  Part of the reason is that as a member of the clergy, when 
something unfortunate happens involving another member of the clergy, whether we like it or not, it 
reflects on all of us who are clergy.  I find that I am bearing the pain of knowing what one of my 
colleagues has done.  For me, as one who has for many years been an avid cyclist, my heart aches for 
Tom Polarmo, who I never even met, and for his wife and two young children.  Being struck by a car 
while on a bicycle is a cyclist’s worst nightmare. I have been lucky.  I have ridden thousands of miles 
over the years and have never been hit by a car.   But now in Baltimore, a young family has lost a 
husband, a father, a son, and a brother in a senseless, preventable death.  The driver of the car,  
Episcopal Bishop Heather Cook, was allegedly both drunk behind the wheel of her car and in addition 
she was texting while driving.  After hitting the cyclist she fled the scene and returned only when she 
was discovered.  It doesn’t get much worse than that.  As a parent who lost a son in a senseless, 
preventable death by gun violence 18 years ago this month, this tragedy for me strikes close to home. 
The dimensions of this tragedy are far reaching and very complex. 

There has been much posted on the internet since this happened on December 27, much of it in the 
form of comments that are totally inappropriate.  But some of what has been available to read has 
been helpful. I share with you what the Reverend Caroline Stewart, Senior Associate Rector of the 
Church of the Redeemer in Baltimore, said in her sermon on January 4 because it helps to put into 



perspective the complicated issues this tragedy brings to bear for all of us.  This is some of what she 
said: “In addition to the complexity of feelings, there are earnest discussions about a variety of concerns 
that have been triggered: Some centered on alcohol and/or drug addiction; and what is the 
understanding about recovery and or sobriety? Also impacted are those for whom biking is a passion, or 
those who have known someone injured or killed on a bike or those who know someone who caused a 
bike accident.  And what about the issue of moral responsibility?  What are our expectations of 
behavior for those that are ordained?  Also included are discussions of church leadership, of election 
procedures and transparency of the search process.  In addition there are the legal components that 
zero in on personal accountability for actions and judicial consequences for all involved.   And of course 
a foundational issue is the  subject of Christian spirituality and the teachings about forgiveness.”    

Then, she said something that I found very helpful because it struck a responsive chord in me as I have 
struggled, as have many others, to come to terms with the whole tragic event.  She said,  “I personally 
and theologically am unable to point to the Easter/resurrection component in this tragedy, at least not 
yet. Rather it feels like Good Friday ”   I find such direct honesty from the pulpit to be helpful in my own 
journey.  Sometimes things are such that it takes time to sort them out to where there is some hope, 
and we must never lose hope even when hope becomes elusive for a time. 

St Paul writes to the people of Corinth, “All things are lawful for me, but not all things are beneficial. All 
things are lawful but I will not be dominated by anything,”  While he is specifically addressing the 
matter of sexual immorality, he could just as well be addressing any number of things that we can do 
to harm ourselves or others. He then addresses the people of Corinth with a plea, “…do you not know 
that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, which you have from God, and that you are not 
your own?  For you were bought with a price; therefore glorify God in your body.” 

 

These days in which we live, perhaps more than as in any age, we have so much at our disposal, much 
of which, is both legal and if used properly can enhance our lives.  But such things only enhance our 
lives and the lives of others so long as they do not have control over us.  Food nourishes the body, yet 
over indulgence will harm us.   Wine may gladden the soul, but for some, alcohol in any form is an 
addiction that can destroy individual lives and the lives of families. It can even prove fatal as it did in 
Baltimore and as it did a year or so ago here in Richmond when that young woman out walking with 
her husband was struck and killed by a drunk driver.  She was remembered just these past few days.  
Yet there are other addictions that are harmful to the body and to the soul as well.  Addiction to one’s 
work comes when one becomes dominated by an obsession to work and it becomes impossible to live 
a balanced life.  One can be addicted to exercise.  There is concern today that we are becoming 
addicted to our cell phones and electronic devices such that they dominate us.  

It has been said that for the bishop in Maryland who is dependent upon alcohol and who was also 
texting which itself can be an addiction, this will be a wake up call for her if ever there was one.   But 
let us all make no mistake.  This is a wake up call to each and every one of us.    There are most likely 
things that you and I do each day that can be harmful to us and to those we love and to those around 
us.   



Several years ago, I was out on a call taking Communion to a parishioner at St. Mary’s.  I was driving on 
Gaskins Road when I was invited to pull over for a roadside interview with a man in a blue uniform.  I 
was doing 42 in a 35 zone.  After checking my record, he said that since I had a clean record I could go 
to driving school and there would be no conviction.  So off I went one Saturday to Jack’s A-1 Auto 
Driving Class up on West Broad Street.  What I learned that Saturday opened my eyes.  He spent an 
hour and a half on distracted driving telling us among other things that talking on a hand held cell 
phone while behind the wheel is the equivalent of drunk driving.  Hands free is only slightly safer as we 
are distracted whenever we are having a conversation with someone outside the vehicle.  Texting is 
even far worse.  It’s like driving blind and drunk behind the wheel.  How often do people behind the 
wheel find it so hard to resist just making that call? Unfortunately it can and does prove fatal.   

Sometimes it takes a wakeup call to remind us that we must not let our addictions, whatever they may 
be, dominate us.  We can only hope that this tragedy in Maryland can be a wakeup call to all of us in 
some way.  May it be, for example, a wakeup call regarding how we, as a church, deal, among other 
things, with the matter of alcohol and substance abuse.  How often do we fail one another when in 
love we do not address what we begin to see as a harmful path that one of our own might be taking?  
Did no one in the diocese of Maryland see signs of Bishop Cook’s addiction?  Did no one reach out to 
her in concern that she get help? 

 

Paul’s plea to us in today’s reading is that though we are free to do many things, not all of them are 
beneficial.  Though we are free to do many things, we must not let those things dominate us .  We 
must by the grace of God master control over them.  The reality of the Christian faith is not that it 
makes us free to do anything we want,  but that it makes us free to make choices—choices  not to give 
in to doing things that may harm ourselves or those around us, choices to get help when we need it. 
Choices to lovingly yet firmly encouraging others to get the help they need.  God’s grace and strength 
can empower us to master those things that might otherwise dominate our lives and endanger the 
lives of others. Paul reminds us that we are not our own.  We do not belong to ourselves alone but to 
Christ himself who has bought us at the price of his own life.   

This coming week, you and I will have opportunities to choose actions that will either be healthy for 
our bodies and for our relationships, or actions that could be harmful to us and to others.  As we live 
each day, may we try as best we possibly can to glorify God with our bodies and with our souls. 

In this Epiphany season as we focus on the earthly ministry and presence of our Lord Jesus Christ, let us 
never lose hope that the light of Christ will shine even into the darkest of times and events in our lives.  
May you and I turn ourselves to that light of Christ.  May we lift our faces to let it find us.  May you and 
I be open more and more to the blessed light of Christ that is to come. Amen. 


