
St. Bartholomew’s Episcopal Church sermon for the eighth
Sunday after Pentecost 2021: “history repeats itself”

History repeats itself.  This is a hackneyed, overused phrase, but
with good reason.  It’s true.  History does indeed repeat itself.
And there is no community, no civilization, that can claim
exception, not even the church.

So how has history repeated itself in the church? Let’s have
another listen to a portion of the beautiful passage we just heard
from the Letter to the Ephesians: But now in Christ Jesus you
who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of
Christ. For he is our peace; in his flesh he has made both groups
into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the
hostility between us. He has abolished the law with its
commandments and ordinances, that he might create in himself
one new humanity in place of the two, thus making peace, and
might reconcile both groups to God in one body through the
cross, thus putting to death that hostility through it. So he came
and proclaimed peace to you who were far off and peace to those
who were near; for through him both of us have access in one
Spirit to the Father.

Beautiful right?  The division, the hostility between insider and
outsider has been broken down through the Cross of Christ, and
in place of two humanities one reconciled race has been created.
This is the beautiful and incredible vision laid out, under the
inspiration of the Spirit of God, by this leader in the early church.



Only I must ask a very hard question.  To what extent has the
church actually lived into this vision?  I would say that the honest
answer to this hard question is “not much, at least not yet.”

Yes, the ethnic division between Jew and Gentile was abolished,
at least to a substantial degree, in the early Jesus movement.  But
another division, one just as rigid and stifling, almost immediately
took its place.  It’s the division between believer and unbeliever.
And, in quick succession, divisions between different stripes of
believers began to take root as well.  Those who did not and do
not accept Jesus as Lord, or who, in the eye of the beholder, fail
to do so in the right way, have become the new Gentiles. The
hostility and dividing wall didn’t disappear, they simply
reorganized themselves.  History repeats itself.

I do not mean this as a judgment but simply as a diagnosis.
Within the church, the vision of one reconciled humanity is still a
distant goal.  And I openly admit it’s a difficult goal.  It is, in fact,
by all appearances an impossible one.  The human race is so
messy and so divided.

But, the Scripture tells us that while much is impossible for us
humans, with God all things are possible.  And if we take
seriously what we are told today the Cross of Christ accomplished
and continues to accomplish, we dare not give up hope on the
vision of one humanity, free of division and hostility. We dare not
stop striving toward that beautiful and lofty goal, trusting that with
God all things are indeed possible.



But how are we to strive toward that goal?  This is a complex and
multifaceted question.

I believe that what’s called for is a lively, dynamic dance of word
and action.

In my observation, what we tend to do when we come near the
hostilities and diving walls in our world is one of two extremes.

The first of these is the one that involves lots of words and lots of
assertion.  When it comes to faith, we identify ourselves
immediately as Christians or whatever label we bear and we open
conversation very assertively, trying to convince others of our
points.  Same thing happens with political or ideological divisions.
We immediately stake our claim in the ideological universe and
boldly, even aggressively, argue the merits of our stance.

At first this might seem like a bold and noble way to be.  It is
certainly honest, one might argue.  But if the goal is to erase
division and hostility, this approach doesn’t always work.  I have
seen many a person turned further away from Christ as the result
of an encounter with an evangelist who I’m sure thought of him or
herself as well-meaning.  I have seen many a person sour on an
idea they might well have entertained when the conversational
battle lines were drawn too quickly and too strongly.

But there is another extreme too.  It is the extreme of simply trying
to be polite and friendly with everyone, studiously steering clear of
any statement or action that might be received as divisive.  On the



surface this might seem to indeed be accomplishing the goal of
breaking down dividing walls, but the veneer of reconciliation is
paper thin.

An example of this might be that of a faith community providing
material necessities such as food and housing to neighbors but
never being willing to discuss in any depth what motivates us to
do so.

There’s a reason that we as a human race tend to lurk at one of
these extremes.  In terms of mental and physical effort, it’s easier.
It’s easier to say either “I am who I am, I stand for what I stand for,
and that’s that,” or “I just make friends with everybody, and when
things start to get hot we just back off of that topic.”

But neither of these extremes gets the job done, and if we look at
the heroes of Scripture, this is not how they behaved. St. Paul,
for example, famously said that he became all things to all people.
To those under the law he became as one under the law, to those
on the outside he became an outsider, and so on.

This might seem wishy-washy, but it isn’t.  It’s faithful. It’s the act
of not putting our trust in any one way of being, any one method
of engagement, but rather in the Spirit of God who might guide us
one way in one situation and another way in another.

The human race is a big, wild mess.  Far too big and too wild for
one ideology, one method of engagement to have any success in
breaking down the walls and hostilities that divide us.
Accomplishing this requires of us complete and total reliance on
God.  A steady dose of prayer and deep sensitivity to the



promptings of the Spirit, especially promptings that may run
contrary to our typical impulses, is needed.

Above all, let us remember that that same Spirit is entirely
trustworthy.  She is the same Spirit who inspired the author of
Ephesians to set out the vision of a single, reconciled humanity.
And thus, she is the Source from whom we can derive the wisdom
and the strength necessary to do our part in bringing that vision to
pass.  Yes, for humans it is impossible.  But with God all things
are possible.


